

[image: cover]




Contents

Cover

Blackwell Critical Biographies

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

List of Illustrations

Acknowledgements

List of Abbreviations

Chapter 1: The History of a Writer: George Eliot and Biographies

George Eliot and Biography

George Eliot in Biography

Chapter 2: Early Years: 1819–50

A Life to Fill with Love

Duteous Reticence and Unbroken Silence

The Evangelical Phase

Holy War

Expanding Worldview

Chapter 3: London and Lewes: 1850–4

The Leader and the Legacy of Shelley

Triangulated Desire and the Other Woman

Second Marriages and Divorce

Poste Restante, Weimar

Chapter 4: Marian Lewes and George Eliot: 1855–60

Scenes of Clerical Life

Adam Bede

The Mill on the Floss

Chapter 5: Silas Marner and Romola: 1860–4

Silas Marner

Romola

Marriage and Betrayal

Sexuality in Romola

Chapter 6: Felix Holt and The Spanish Gypsy: 1865–9

Felix Holt

Spain and The Spanish Gypsy

The Spanish Gypsy

“Our Poor Boy Thornie”

Chapter 7: Middlemarch: 1870–2

“The Legend of Jubal”

Preparing for Middlemarch

Middlemarch

Chapter 8: Daniel Deronda: 1873–6

Daniel Deronda

The “Family under the Rose”

Chapter 9: Impressions of Theophrastus Such: 1877–9

Impressions of Theophrastus Such

Authorship, Originality, Plagiarism

Chapter 10: The Final Years: 1879 to Cross's Life

Cross's George Eliot's Life

Bibliography

Index





Blackwell Critical Biographies

General Editor: Claude Rawson

This acclaimed series offers informative and durable biographies of important authors, British, European and North American, which will include substantial critical discussion of their works. An underlying objective is to re-establish the notion that books are written by people who lived in particular times and places. This objective is pursued not by programmatic assertions or strenuous point-making, but through the practical persuasion of volumes which offer intelligent criticism within a well-researched biographical context.

Also in this series



The Life of Walter Scott
John Sutherland



The Life of William Faulkner
Richard Gray



The Life of Thomas Hardy
Paul Turner



The Life of Celine
Nicholas Hewitt



The Life of Henry Fielding
Ronald Paulson



The Life of Robert Browning
Clyde De L. Ryals



The Life of Geoffrey Chaucer
Derek Pearsall



The Life of Daniel Defoe
John Richetti



The Life of George Eliot
Nancy Henry



The Life of Samuel Taylor Coleridge
Rosemary Ashton



The Life of Evelyn Waugh
Douglas Lane Patey



The Life of Goethe
John R. Williams



The Life of W. B. Yeats
Terence Brown



The Life of John Milton
Barbara Lewalski



The Life of Samuel Johnson
Robert DeMaria, Jr



The Life of Ann Brontë
Edward Chitham



The Life of William Shakespeare
Lois Potter





[image: Title Page]




This edition first published 2012

© 2012 Nancy Henry

Blackwell Publishing was acquired by John Wiley & Sons in February 2007. Blackwell's publishing program has been merged with Wiley's global Scientific, Technical, and Medical business to form Wiley-Blackwell. 

Registered Office

John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK 

Editorial Offices

350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA

9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK

The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, for customer services, and for information about how to apply for permission to reuse the copyright material in this book please see our website at www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell.

The right of Nancy Henry to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as permitted by the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may not be available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. All brand names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks, trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold on the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services. If professional advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Henry, Nancy, 1965–

The life of George Eliot: a critical biography / Nancy Henry.

pages cm

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-4051-3705-8

1. Eliot, George, 1819–1880. 2. Novelists, English–19th century–Biography. I. Title.

PR4681.H46 2012

823′.8–dc23

[B]

2011047212

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Set in 10/12pt, Bembo by Thomson Digital, Noida, India

1   2012





For Graham Handley





List of Illustrations


1. Robert Evans, 1842

2. Griff House, “The farm offices”

3. Watercolor of Mary Ann Evans by Caroline Bray, 1842

4. Charles Bray

5. Caroline (Cara) Bray, 1850

6. Sara Hennell, 1850

7. Rosehill

8. Earliest known photograph of Mary Ann Evans, 1840s

9. Oil painting of Mary Ann Evans by D'Albert Durade, 1849

10. Herbert Spencer, photograph by John Watkins, 1860s

11. George Henry Lewes, pencil drawing by Anne Gliddon, 1840

12. George Henry Lewes and Agnes Lewes with Thornton Hunt. Pencil drawing by William Makepeace Thackeray, 1848

13. Leigh Hunt's circle, including George Henry Lewes, Vincent Hunt, and William Bell Scott. Etching by William Bell Scott, 1830s

14. Barbara Bodichon, ambrotype by Holmes of New York

15. Thornton Hunt and Katherine Gliddon Hunt

16. Elizabeth Tomlinson Evans

17. Tom and Maggie from The Mill on the Floss

18. Charles Lee Lewes, photograph by George Herbert Watkins, 1863

19. Triptych of Dante, George Eliot, and Savonarola

20. “Suppose you let me look at myself.” Illustration by Frederic Leighton for Romola, 1862–3

21. George Henry Lewes, photograph by John and Charles Watkins, 1864

22. The drawing-room at the Priory

23. Drawing of George Eliot by Sir Frederic William Burton, 1865

24. Emanuel Deutsch, drawing by Rudolf Lehmann, 1868

25. Isaac Casaubon, late sixteenth or early seventeenth century

26. George Henry Lewes with Pug, photograph by John and Charles Watkins, 1864

27. Highgate Cemetery



Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their permission for the use of copyright material. The publisher apologizes for any errors or omissions in the above list and would be grateful if notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future reprints or editions of this book.





Acknowledgments

This book has taken shape over several years and I wish to thank those who have supported it and me along the way. I thank Claude Rawson for inviting me to contribute to the Blackwell Critical Biography Series. At the press, Emma Bennett, Ben Thatcher, and Louise Spencely have patiently seen it through to completion.

At the University of Tennessee, the English Department's John C. Hodges Better English Fund, the College of Arts and Sciences, and the University's Office of Research have provided financial support for this project. I want especially to thank Chuck Maland and Stan Garner. As Heads of the English Department, they guided me toward all the available resources offered by the department and university and also provided their personal support and encouragement. Also at the University of Tennessee, I wish to thank my colleagues in the Nineteenth-Century Division, Amy Billone and Gerard Cohen-Vrignaud, as well as the members of the Ninteenth-Century British Research Seminar (funded by the Humanities Initiative).

I owe a particular debt to my research assistants. Andrew Lallier offered his expertise in German philosophy and literature and provided insightful readings of individual chapters. Katie Burnett set the highest standards for meticulous research and careful editing and was a model reader of the entire manuscript. Claudia Martin also offered her expert knowledge and research skills on nineteenth-century legal matters.

I am grateful to my colleagues in the profession at large for their work on George Eliot and for our ongoing conversations about Victorian literature and culture. I wish to thank George Levine, Kathleen McCormack, Andrew Brown, Tonny van den Broek, Dermot Coleman, Peter Brier, and Bill Baker. For their various forms of support, I also wish to thank Carolyn Williams, Rebecca Stern, Jen Hill, Michael Rectenwald, Mary Poovey, Chris Looby, Linda Bree, Katherine Bright-Holmes, Jenn Fishman, Sanghee Lee, Michael Conlon, Gayle Whittier, and Melissa Zinkin.

For friendship and support that cannot be measured, and without which I could not have completed this book, I wish to thank Tom Cooper, Jean Levenson, Jeannie Van Vleck, Pat Dickinson, Barbara Handley, Cori McIntyre, and Angel O'Dell.

A version of material contained in Chapter Five was previously published in Victorian Literature and Culture 39.2 (2011). I thank the editors for their permission to reprint that material here.

My greatest debt is to Graham Handley. The idea of my writing a biography of George Eliot emerged from our conversations throughout the 1990s. Once the idea became a reality, he supported me in every step of the process. It is a pleasure to dedicate the book to him.





List of Abbreviations




	AB
	Adam Bede



	Ashton, GE
	Rosemary Ashton, George Eliot: A Life



	Ashton, GHL
	Rosemary Ashton, G. H. Lewes: A Life



	Bodenheimer, Real Life
	Rosemarie Bodenheimer, The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans



	Collins, Interviews
	K. K. Collins, George Eliot: Interviews and Recollections



	Cross, Life
	John Walter Cross, George Eliot's Life, 3 vols.



	DD
	Daniel Deronda



	FH
	Felix Holt



	GEL
	The George Eliot Letters, vols. 1–9, ed. Gordon S. Haight



	GEJ
	The Journals of George Eliot, eds. Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston



	GHLJ
	George Henry Lewes Journals



	GHLL
	Letters of George Henry Lewes



	Haight, Biography
	Gordon S. Haight, George Eliot: A Biography



	Impressions
	Impressions of Theophrastus Such



	The Mill
	The Mill on the Floss



	Poetry
	The Complete Shorter Poetry of George Eliot, 2 vols., eds. A. G. van den Broek and William Baker.



	Scenes
	Scenes of Clerical Life



	SM
	Silas Marner









Chapter 1

The History of a Writer

George Eliot and Biographies

She believed that her husband was one of those men whose memoirs should be written when they died.

(Middlemarch 326; ch. 36)

Toward the end of her life, George Eliot wrote: “The best history of a writer is contained in his writings – these are his chief actions.” In the same 1879 letter to Mrs Thomas Adolphus Trollope, she further and more emphatically declared that biographies “generally are a disease of English literature” (GEL 7:230). These assertions were prompted by the death in 1878 of her companion of twenty-four years, George Henry Lewes, himself a writer of biographies including The Life and Works of Goethe (1855). She declined to write her autobiography, or to cooperate with would-be biographers of herself or Lewes. She did not want details of her personal life to affect evaluations of her writing or to overshadow her own and Lewes's posthumous reputations. The care of those reputations was centrally important to her in a way that is consistent with questions about history and individual lives that her novels raise. All of her novels implicitly ask how the past influences the present, and how the present, as she put it in the Finale to Middlemarch (1871–2), “prepares” the future: “we insignificant people with our daily words and acts are preparing the lives of many Dorotheas . . .” (785; Finale). But George Eliot was not an insignificant person. She was someone whose memoirs would be written. As far as she could, she wanted to prepare the conditions of how she would be remembered after her death.

Eliot's preoccupation with the writings that survive the writer is evident from her first published fiction, “Poetry and Prose from the Notebook of an Eccentric” (1846–7). Borrowing a convention used by Sir Walter Scott and others, she introduces a narrator who has decided to publish the notebooks of his recently deceased friend Macarthy. In her last book, Impressions of Theophrastus Such (1879), her narrator Theophrastus introduces his character sketches by imagining that he will leave his manuscripts to a friend, whom he asks “to use his judgment in insuring me against posthumous mistake” (13; ch. 1). She had originally thought of titling that work “Characters and Characteristics by Theophrastus Such, edited by George Eliot” (GEL 7:119). In between Macarthy and Theophrastus, Latimer in her short story, “The Lifted Veil” (1859), writes the story of his life as he approaches what he preternaturally knows will be the moment of his death. Edward Casaubon in Middlemarch asks his wife Dorothea to labor on with his “Key to All Mythologies,” and Eliot herself completed and published the last two volumes of Lewes's Problems of Life and Mind (1879) after his death. With the combination of hindsight and foresight characteristic of her fictional narrators, she was deeply interested in the “history of a writer” – whether looking back to the origins of the writing, as in her journal entry, “How I Came to Write Fiction” (1857) – or looking forward to the inevitability of posterity's judgment in an age when biographies were popular enough to merit being called a disease of literature. Her condemnation of biographies seems to have been a reflex of her anxiety about the representation of her own history as it would be written and live on – along with her published writings – after her death. As it happened (or as she designed), her widower John Walter Cross was the first to “edit” her papers, including her letters and journals, to produce his George Eliot's Life as Related in her Letters and Journals (1885).

I will be drawing on Eliot's own views about telling life stories because her novels, essays, poetry, and letters provide insights into the possibilities for constructing such narratives with a self-consciousness associated with later, post-modernist assumptions about the fluid boundaries between fact and fiction. Her insights are particularly relevant for a biography that seeks to explore connections between the author's life and writings. In a section on “Story-Telling” in her posthumously published “Leaves from a Notebook” (1884) she writes:

The only stories life presents to us in an orderly way are those of our autobiography, or the career of our companions from our childhood upwards, or perhaps of our own children. But it is a great art to make a connected strictly relevant narrative of such careers as we can recount from the beginning. (Poetry 2:203)

She made this statement about the art of ordering narratives in the 1870s when she was experimenting with narrative structure – first in Middlemarch and then more radically in Daniel Deronda (1876) – and it has implications for the biographer as well as the novelist. She chose to narrate the “careers” of her characters in Daniel Deronda out of sequence, questioning the notion that beginnings are inevitable, and intentionally altering the established bildungsroman formula epitomized in the first chapter of David Copperfield (1849–50), “I am Born.” In contrast, the first chapter of Daniel Deronda begins with an epigraph (written by Eliot): “Men can do nothing without the make-believe of a beginning.” The story proceeds in medias res before flashing back to illustrative anecdotes from the childhoods of its major characters, Daniel Deronda and Gwendolen Harleth. The form of story-telling in her last novel initiated a transformation in narrative that would be adopted and developed by Henry James, Joseph Conrad, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf and others.

A biography may seem to have a natural beginning – the birth of its subject – but how we choose to select and relate the sequence of events that follows, especially with the benefit of hindsight and an abundance of factual material pre-ordered by past biographies, must be determined by narrative interest. In her novel of Renaissance Florence, Romola (1862–3), the narrator observes, “as in the tree that bears a myriad of blossoms, each single bud with its fruit is dependent on the primary circulation of the sap, so the fortunes of Tito and Romola were dependent on certain grand political and social conditions which made an epoch in the history of Italy” (21; ch. 2). The goal of biography is to provide the most accurate account possible of the author's history, including not only a chronology of what she wrote but the circumstances and events that are contexts for those writings.

Biographical facts about the author may not be discoverable in fiction, but the author's “character” is there to be read. Eliot was intensely aware of the sense in which “the history of a writer is contained in his writings.” In committing his words to paper and publishing them, the writer reveals himself and his life in intimate if not always ordered ways. This is why her most self-conscious reflections on the relationship between life and writing in Impressions of Theophrastus Such take the form of chapters entitled “Looking Inward,” and more temporally, “Looking Backward.” Theophrastus takes the example of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) when observing that “half our impressions of his character come not from what he means to convey, but from what he unconsciously enables us to discern” (5; ch.1), and applying this observation to himself. The biographer of a writer must look backward to the historical record and inward to the character or persona of the author that is “contained,” as Eliot said, in her writings. Through such a reconstruction of the author using the historical record and the writings, we have at least as good a chance of knowing Mary Anne Evans/Marian Lewes/George Eliot/Mary Ann Cross today as those who knew her only in childhood, or those who knew her only as admiring visitors at her Sunday afternoons at the Priory.1

It is tempting to take Eliot's criticism of biographies as a “disease” of English literature – made after she had become one of England's most famous novelists and therefore the object of biographical speculation and invasive inquiries – as her definitive opinion on the subject. Her views about biographies, however, were not always so negative. In 1839, after reading J. G. Lockhart's Memoirs of the Life of Sir Walter Scott (1837–8), she commented to her friend Maria Lewis: “All biography is interesting and instructive” (GEL 1:24). Her first major publication was the translation of a work that is an interrogation of biographical sources, David Strauss's Life of Jesus, Critically Examined (1846). She was devoted to the truth exposed in the biblical scholar's account, but she lamented the harsh light of historical inquiry that seemed to spoil the poetry in the life of Jesus. The story of a life (miracles and all) is more satisfying than the dissection of that story. At the beginning of her authorial career, Eliot defended Elizabeth Gaskell's Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857) against the objections of her publisher, John Blackwood, who referred to it disdainfully as “this bookmaking out of the remains of the dead. . .” (GEL 2:323). She told Blackwood that while some might find what she called “the life of Currer Bell” in bad taste and “making money out of the dead,” she and Lewes found it “admirable – cried over it – and felt the better for it” (GEL 2:330).

Some Victorians viewed biography as “making money out of the dead” because biographies were so prevalent and popular, read even by those who did not wish to become the subject of biographies themselves. Eliot specified that it was “the system of contemporary biography” that she disliked and that had “perverted” the form. As far as she was concerned, “my works and the order in which they appeared is what the part of the public which cares about me may most usefully know” (GEL 6:67–8). In his Eminent Victorians (1918), credited with initiating modern biography, Lytton Strachey referred disparagingly to the Victorian form: “Those two fat volumes, with which it is our custom to commemorate the dead – who does not know them, with their ill-digested masses of material, their slip-shod style, their tone of tedious panegyric, their lamentable lack of selection, of detachment, of design” (6).2 But if the two-volume memorial seemed a static, moribund object by the time Strachey was writing, it is important to remember that debates about the nature of biography, and (in the case of authors' biographies) its relationship to literary criticism, were very much alive in the Victorian period.3 In 1841, when Lewes was contemplating a biography of Percy Bysshe Shelley and had published an article on the poet in the Westminster Review, J. S. Mill wrote to him with criticism of the piece that is prescient of future debates up to the present:

I think you should have begun by determining whether you were writing for those who required a vindication of Shelley or for those who wanted a criticism of his poems or for those who wanted a biographic Carlylian analysis of him as a man. I doubt if it is possible to combine all these things but I am sure at all events that the unity necessary in an essay of any kind as a work of art requires at least that one of these should be the predominant purpose & the others only incidental to it. (qtd. in Kitchel 28)

Mill expresses the now-familiar view that the work of the critic and the biographer are separate and cannot be successfully combined. Thomas Carlyle's biographies defined the great man theory of history rather than the kind of literary criticism that Lewes wanted to put into his biographies. It was a view that Lewes, who never wrote the biography of Shelley, nonetheless ignored in his Life and Works of Goethe.

A critical biography of George Eliot in the twenty-first century has the opportunity to reflect on the contradictory attitudes toward biography from the nineteenth century to the present, using them to ask broad historical and critical questions. In particular, what is the relationship between an author's lived experience and the imaginative literature that she produced? This question has been asked and answered in many ways over the past two centuries as literary biography emerged simultaneously with realist novels, which often took their form from the shape of fictional characters' lives, so that the two genres seem to influence and inform each other. The problem of which, if any, historical context is helpful – even essential – to interpreting works of literature has divided later critics and authors, who seem as conflicted as their Victorian predecessors about the importance of biography in relation to literary criticism.4

Twentieth-century trends in literary criticism tended to deny the relevance of the author's life to the understanding of literary texts. New Criticism was a dominant interpretive methodology, separating and privileging the Arnoldian Victorian strain of criticism of “the thing itself” from the more popular strain of Victorian biography. It further derived from Modernist assumptions articulated by T. S. Eliot in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919) and honed by professional critics within the academy into the 1960s. William K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley in The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (1954) and Cleanth Brooks in The Well-Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (1947) explicitly disavowed connections between the author's life and his writing while seeking to judge the quality of a work according to a set of formal criteria.5

This impulse to appreciation was challenged and virtually eliminated by various forms of politicized literary studies in the 1970s to 1980s.6 In its various manifestations in the 1970s and 1980s, post-structuralist theory also reacted against New Criticism's elevation of the work of art to argue that all writing constituted a “discourse,” which must be read as part of a broader “intertext” – a nightmare scenario for the New Critics. Yet, post-structuralism shared with New Criticism the isolation of the text from its biographical contexts. The polemical positions of Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault perpetuated the anti-biographical bias that had been ingrained by New Criticism.7 Biographies of authors or literary lives continued to be popular, but biographical criticism did not have a place in the theoretical approaches to literary texts that dominated the 1980s and 1990s. The exclusion of biography, first from formalism and then from densely theoretical discourse analysis, perpetuated an opposition that Eliot identified when she wrote to the American historian George Bancroft in 1874 about her objection to the “system of contemporary biography,” complaining that “the mass of the public will read any quantity of trivial details about a writer with whose works they are very imperfectly, if at all, acquainted” (GEL 6:67).

Eliot's association and denigration of biography and “the public” looks forward to the elitism that characterized later dismissals of biographical criticism. New Critics continued a Modernist agenda of elevating art above more popular forms of writing. The early signs of what became a concerted effort to separate the popular from the good are evident in Eliot's writing beginning with her disregard for popular tastes when writing Romola. Her experiences with readers who insisted on finding “originals” for her characters, as well as those who attributed her anonymous fictions to someone else, disillusioned her. The belief that most readers misunderstood her work led her to write primarily for the few who would understand, so that her later work became more complex, challenging, and allusive. Just as Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot had made poetry more difficult for ordinary readers to understand, so New Critics helped to distinguish great art from popular writing. Eliot's observations in the 1870s, firstly that the mass of readers care more about the trivial details of the author's life than about her writings, and secondly that the history of the writer is to be found in his writings, are consistent with two trends that would develop in the twentieth century: the insistence that what is popular is low and the separation of the author from his or her work. In other words, George Eliot's attitudes late in her career anticipate the exclusion of biography from literary criticism.8

Even in the 1990s when New Historicism made the “turn” back to history, its advocates did so with a post-structuralist lack of interest in the author. Critics pursued historical connections between literary and non-literary historical discourses, but continued to discount the relevance of the author.9 While the “death of the author” hypothesis has been counter-productive to thinking about the importance of the author's life to his or her writing, the concept of the “intertext” is useful in “deconstructing” the boundaries, for example, between the literary artifacts canonized as art and other forms of writing. Critical biography may benefit from the fundamental insights of post-structuralism to offer fresh approaches to the relationship between the historical material (letters, journals, legal documents, etc.) – by which we know and reconstruct history – and the imaginative works produced by the writers of the past. It is time to rethink how the experiences of the author factor into larger questions about whether and how historical contexts explain the production and aid the interpretation of literary works. Mary Ann Evans/Marian Lewes/George Eliot, the person of many names, voices, and performances, was something more than a site of ideology. We may appreciate her writing more fully by recognizing its author as a person whose history can be told, in her words, “in a strictly relevant narrative.” We may learn from the Modernist Strachey, who argued that “Human beings are too important to be treated as mere symptoms of the past” (5), and from the young Mary Ann Evans who wrote: “All biography is interesting and instructive” (GEL 1:24).

Within George Eliot studies, Rosemarie Bodenheimer's The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans (1994) broke new ground through its close, attentive reading of Eliot's letters and the astute connections that it makes between the language of her letters, fiction, and poetry. Bodenheimer recognizes that Eliot's letters should count among the writings that are the best history of her life.10 Though Bodenheimer does not adopt any single theoretical approach, she deconstructs fundamental oppositions, including fact and fiction, author and character, literature and history. She also establishes that the author must inevitably be reconstructed from her fictional and non-fictional textual “performances.” Letters, like novels, assume an audience. The author who published under the name George Eliot signed her letters in many ways over the course of her life, and she was always highly conscious of both the person she was addressing and her own identity as the writer of letters. Without denying or forgetting the real person, Bodenheimer nonetheless recognizes “the impossibility of knowing anything that is not somebody's fiction of the self in the guise of a story about another” (Real Life xiv). The writer, in short, is inevitably a character in the biographer's narrative of her life.

I will reconsider existing narratives about Eliot's life, focusing on some unresolved problems in those narratives, such as why she was silent about her mother, why she and Lewes could not marry, and the importance of Agnes Lewes as the “other woman” in her married life. In addition, I will draw on George Eliot's own thinking about the shape of individual lives – articulated by the narrator of her “political” novel, Felix Holt (1866) who contends that “there is no private life which has not been determined by a wider public life” (43; ch. 3). I will also engage literary critical traditions of interpreting her work within the broader context of theoretical approaches to studying literary texts generally. By questioning some unsupported claims that have been repeated in previous biographies, I hope to offer a new way to think about how the narrative of Eliot's life as reconstructed from the available evidence – itself a fascinating story often inflected or even conflated with aspects of her fiction – may profitably be read along with the literary works that continue to entertain, engage, and enlighten us. Her writings were in fact her “chief actions,” and it is their enduring power that makes her a worthy subject of critical biography.

George Eliot and Biography

When Eliot read biographies of authors she admired, or incorporated biography into her criticism of literary works, she was particularly mindful of the moral judgments on personal actions that might cloud the appreciation of the literary texts. She therefore protested against a notion that is still being debated today – that immoral acts (or even opinions) on the part of the author somehow invalidate the importance of his writing. In a letter to her friend Sara Hennell in 1849, she argued:

it would signify nothing to me if a very wise person were to stun me with proofs that Rousseau's views of life, religion, and government are mistakenly erroneous – that he was guilty of some of the worst bas[ne]sses that have degraded civilized man. I might admit all this – and it would be not the less true that Rousseau's genius has sent that electric thrill through my intellectual and moral frame which has awakened me to new perceptions, which has made man and nature a fresh world of thought and feeling to me – and this not by teaching me any new belief. (GEL 1:277)

The genius of Rousseau, whose autobiographical Confessions (1782–9) so moved her, transcended anything additional she might (with skepticism) learn about his personal beliefs or actions. To her, his beliefs are less relevant than his perceptions and ability to convey them in ways that thrilled his readers.

Eliot's strong views about the superiority of genius and art to petty considerations of personal (especially sexual) behavior ironically foreshadowed controversies about her own conduct in relation to the moral and aesthetic value of her fiction. A high-minded few thought her relations with Lewes compromised her artistic achievements, as when Elizabeth Gaskell refused to believe such a noble book as Adam Bede (1859) could have been written by one whose life did so “jar against it” (qtd. in Haight, Biography 312). Lewes had declared in his Life and Works of Goethe that as a biographer, he would “neither deny, nor attempt to slur over, points which tell against him”: “The man is too great and too good to forfeit our love, because on some points he may incur our blame” (xi). Eliot and Lewes display an intriguingly proto-Modernist willingness to separate the author's artistic achievements from his conduct, his actions from his writing, even while admitting that biographies of great authors are important and that drawing out the author's character from his writing is a crucially, historically valuable endeavor.

In essays published before she began writing fiction, Eliot includes biographical sketches of her subjects. In “German Wit: Heinrich Heine” (1856), for example, she provides an account of the poet's life. Her willingness to judge (or not judge) Heine's beliefs and acts reflects her conviction about separating art from the artist, while still finding the artist's life relevant enough to discuss in a consideration of his writing. Of Heine's sick-room conversion to Theism, she writes: “It is not for us to condemn, who have never had the same burthen laid on us; it is not for pygmies at their ease to criticize the writings of the Titan chained to the rock” (“German Wit” 224). In reviewing editions of Edward Young's poetry, as well as treatments of his life in “Worldliness and Other-Worldliness: The Poet Young” (1857), however, her role is to “recall the incidents of his biography with as much particularity as we may, without trenching on the space we shall need for our main purpose – the reconsideration of his character as a moral and religious poet” (“Worldliness” 166). She suggests that Young's character is “distinctly traceable in the well-attested facts of his life, and yet more in the self-betrayal that runs through all his works” (“Worldliness” 184). Her ultimately devastating critique of a poet she once loved associates the moral qualities of the man and his writing. She argues that “the religious and moral spirit of Young's poetry is low and false” and “Night Thoughts are the reflex of a mind in which the higher human sympathies were inactive” (“Worldliness” 185). Despite resisting moral judgments of the authors she admires, she is nonetheless prone to criticize the character of a poet to whose art she objects. Young's poetry is deficient because his mind was deficient, and this is a greater aesthetic, intellectual, even moral sin than any physical “baseness” Rousseau might have committed or any “erroneous” opinion he might have held.

Here we begin to see how morality and artistic representation become associated. If the author's writings are his chief actions, his behavior and beliefs are irrelevant to the value of his writing. Good writing is good character. Truth in writing is a form of moral truth, as she argued in her essay, “The Natural History of German Life” (1856):

Art is the nearest thing to life; it is a mode of amplifying experience and extending our contact with our fellow-men beyond the bounds of our personal lot. All the more sacred is the task of the artist when he undertakes to paint the life of the People. Falsification here is more pernicious than in the more artificial aspects of life. (“Natural History” 264)

Eliot included versions of this aesthetic credo in her early works when establishing the moral imperative of realism, and she remained consistent in her basic beliefs – perhaps influenced by her own sensitivity to criticism about her relationship with Lewes – though her emphasis and terms of expressing them altered as she grew more disdainful of the mass reading public. Her early works are committed to truthful, realistic representations of ordinary people. By the time she wrote Impressions of Theophrastus Such, she was dedicated to exploring the morality of writing, broadly conceived as the literary archive that reflects and preserves national character. Her work shows this transformation from a belief in writing as a means of amplifying experience for immediate sympathy to writing as a means of passing on truth to posterity in the form of superior literature.

In her essays, such as those on Young, Dr Cumming, and Heine, Eliot invokes biographical details to enhance her analyses of literature. When reviewing biographies, she is self-conscious about the genre. For example, she writes of Thomas Carlyle's Life of John Sterling (1851): “We have often wished that genius would incline itself more frequently to the task of the biographer. . . a real ‘Life’, setting forth briefly and vividly the man's inward and outward struggles, aims, and achievements, so as to make clear the meaning which his experience has for his fellows” (“Thomas Carlyle” 299). Before she became a famous novelist worthy of a biography, and before her disavowals of biography, she felt great enthusiasm about the meaning that a man's “experience has for his fellows” and she learned from the art of biography, applying it to future novels in which she set forth the “inward and outward struggles” of her fictional men and women. She also believed that the author's writing was a “reflex of the mind” (“Worldliness” 185), concluding that the art and the life might profitably be studied together, the one illuminating the other. These critical reviews show that biography was central to her thinking as she was preparing to write fiction. Some of her opinions remained consistent, while others were transformed by her experiences as a novelist.

Eliot's authorial career began with a biography, her translation of Strauss's Life of Jesus, which, as the scrutiny of a life narrative pieced together from the testimonials of the Gospels, differed from other works of the German Higher Criticism such as Ludwig Feuerbach's Essence of Christianity (1841). Ideas about biography were heavily influenced in the first half of the nineteenth century by Carlyle's biographical writing from Sartor Resartus (1831) and Heroes and Hero Worship (1841) to his biographies of John Sterling and Frederick II of Prussia (1858). The distinctive role assigned to men and women of genius was foremost in Eliot's thinking about biography, even as she focused on ordinary lives in her fiction. How does the life of the genius differ from that of the ordinary man? Middlemarch encapsulates this opposition, which is central to its structure and our understanding of Dorothea's fate. Without the Prelude about St Theresa and latter-day St Theresas, our reading of Dorothea's failures and our experience of the novel would be completely altered. Eliot was able to read the autobiographies of the sixteenth-century saint (1515–82), Life, The Way of Perfection (both before 1567) and The Interior Castle (1577), only because St Theresa was a heroine of history whose writings survived and were passed on to the future. In contrast, Dorothea's unhistoric life is summed up in a manner frightening to anyone contemplating his or her place in posterity: “a fine girl who married a sickly clergyman, old enough to be her father, and in a little more than a year after his death gave up her estate to marry his cousin – young enough to have been his son, with no property, and not well-born” (Middlemarch 784; Finale). The narrator further summarizes the painful, reductive opinion of the ignorant and provincial judges of Dorothea's life: “Those who had not seen anything of Dorothea usually observed that she could not have been ‘a nice woman,’ else she would not have married either the one or the other” (784; Finale). In telling her story, the narrator rectifies history and mitigates the harsh struggle for existence in which only the lives of the great are written and remembered. But the optimism and idealism of telling ordinary lives that shone through even the darker moments in her earlier novels is subdued. She tells the story of the ordinary in contrast to the great with a melancholy image of unvisited tombs. Milly Barton's grave is visited, as is Maggie Tulliver's at the end of The Mill on the Floss (1860); but in Middlemarch, Dorothea's tomb may be among the unvisited.11

Eliot's assumptions and statements about the importance of biography in the 1850s may have been influenced by her deepening relationship with Lewes and her participation in the research and writing of his Life and Works of Goethe. Lewes's multi-faceted career began with biographical work. He never wrote his biography of Shelley, but he wrote A Biographical History of Philosophy (first pub. 1845–6), a work that assumes the lives of the philosophers are relevant to an understanding of their ideas. It constructed a narrative of the history of philosophy through a series of discrete narratives about the lives of the philosophers, all in the service of making the history of philosophy interesting and accessible. It was one of Lewes's many publications in which he sought to popularize difficult and specialized forms of knowledge such as philosophy and science. He was very successful in these efforts, so it is interesting to see how this volume changed as it was repeatedly revised through the 1850s and 1860s. Eventually, he dropped the title of “biographical,” thereby suggesting that he, along with Eliot, grew increasingly skeptical about the biographical mode of explaining an author's writings. Lewes, like Eliot, eventually became disillusioned with the tastes of the general reading public, and his late scientific work was aimed at an elite, educated audience. At least in the years prior to her writing fiction, however, Eliot and Lewes shared a belief in the intimate relationship between art and the life of the artist – the reason why Lewes devoted much of his biography of Goethe to literary analyses, making the analogy: “In the life of a great Captain, much space is necessarily occupied by his campaigns” (xi). In this respect, the practice and art of biography were essential to Eliot's career and intellectual life. Biography is one of the literary genres that influenced how she thought about fiction and chose to trace the lives of her fictional characters, whether or not those characters were also writers.

Eliot's later rejection of biography as a disease of English literature and her reluctance to cooperate with biographers followed from her notoriety as an adulterous woman and her fame as a novelist. She was scarred by readers of Scenes of Clerical Life (1858) and Adam Bede – initially licensed by the anonymity of the author and later by the phenomenal success of the works – who attempted to find “originals” for her fictional characters. She reacted defensively, seeing such reductions of her work as an insult to her creative powers as an artist. It is here that we see the beginning of an idea, developed as a result of her personal experience, that life and writings should be kept separate from each other. This view about separating the author's life from his or her writings also influenced her fiction. After The Mill on the Floss, there are few one-to-one correspondences between her characters and people she knew, though people she knew claimed to be originals, and critics continue to identify them.

The very notion of “originals” – from the “keys” to Scenes of Clerical Life and Adam Bede circulated after the publications of these works, to Gordon Haight's essays on “George Eliot's Originals” (1958) – raises a set of aesthetic and conceptual problems. If a real person, in Eliot's words, “suggested the groundwork” (GEL 3:85–6) for a fictional character, in what sense can they be an “original” unless their life story is told in the fiction? The simplistic notion of an “original” from which a fiction is copied ignores the distinction between character and plot. From Amos Barton to Tom Tulliver, the Dodson sisters and Mr Casaubon: even if a real person (Reverend Gwyther of Nuneaton, Isaac Evans, the Pearson sisters, Mark Pattison) inspired the characters, imagination takes over in placing those characters in a set of fictional circumstances and playing out the events of their lives in ways that depart completely from the histories of the real people. Biography is not the identification of originals, although the critic is justified in exploring those notions of historical and literary “originals” with which Eliot played in her late work: Isaac Casaubon and Edward Casaubon; later St Theresas; Greek Theophrastus and English Theophrastus.

As the mid-Victorian period's most intellectual and philosophical novelist, Eliot was more self-conscious about the aesthetic and moral dimensions of fiction generally – and her own realism in particular – than any of her contemporaries. The principles she articulated in her literary criticism and worked into her early fiction in the form of the narrator's comments contributed to her well-deserved reputation as an innovator. She advocated a brand of realism that was to influence the novel at the height of its popularity and artistic achievement in the mid-nineteenth century, but she also tested the limits of that realism. Her work became more dense and allusive, less popular, and less autobiographical all at the same time as it moved in the direction of aestheticism and Modernism. Her insights into life, art, and the relationship between the two can be useful in understanding how her experiences – including her extensive reading – are in her writing and how that writing became the chief action of her life.

The Mill on the Floss is often called Eliot's most autobiographical novel. This idea was encouraged by Cross, perhaps on Eliot's own authority, since she wrote about the experience of writing the novel as mining the layers of her past (GEL 3:129). Her “Brother and Sister” sonnets (1869) treat some of the same events from her childhood. “Looking Inward” and “Looking Backward” in Impressions are autobiographical meditations on the notion of autobiography, but are written in the voice of a character/author unlike any other in her fiction. Outside of the letters and journals, we have few directly autobiographical writings by Eliot. “How I came to write Fiction,” an essay within her journal (November 30, 1858), is an exception. But other works do offer revelations about “originals” in relation to fiction, including especially Romola, in which the lives of the real historical figures become part of her art. What is the basis for recreating an historical figure like Savonarola and probing his psychology? The answer is his own extensive writings and generations of biographies about him, on which she drew heavily in writing her historical novel. As her only novel that inserts fictional characters into an historical tableau of characters who actually lived, Romola is a unique case, as will be discussed in the following chapters. Eliot's letters reveal how mining her own past in The Mill, mining the historical record in Romola, and writing those recollections and researches into fiction also transformed her.

Like W. M. Thackeray's Pendennis (1848–50) and Charles Dickens's David Copperfield, Eliot's novels may count as fictional biographies – the record and detailed analyses of individual lives. These bildungsroman novels are actually also the portraits of the artist/author, as is E. B. Browning's Aurora Leigh (1856). Eliot resisted this particular sub-genre and her protagonists are never primarily authors. That she never modeled a female author/character on herself is consistent with the belief, which grew as her career as a novelist progressed, that the author's experiences should not be confused with his writing and that her fiction should tell the stories of unexceptional, ordinary people.

From her first short fiction, “The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton” (1857), Eliot used the shape of human lives to give form to her narratives. In Middlemarch the narrator invokes the eighteenth-century novelist Henry Fielding, a “great historian, as he insisted on calling himself, who had the happiness to be dead a hundred and twenty years ago” (132; ch. 15). In contrast, she identifies herself among the “belated historians” telling a tale of modern life at a modern pace. As an historian/novelist, like Fielding in Tom Jones (1749), she was also an implicit if fictional biographer. In Daniel Deronda, she wrote of perhaps her most villainous character:

Grandcourt's importance as a subject of this realm was of the grandly passive kind which consists in the inheritance of land. Political and social movements touched him only through the wire of his rental, and his most careful biographer need not have read up on Schleswig-Holstein, the policy of Bismarck, trade-unions, household suffrage, or even the last commercial panic. (499; ch. 48)

In imagining the biographer of the character whose story she is telling, she comments on what kind of information such a biographer would need. In this case, it is not knowledge of broad social movements, references to which she ingeniously slips into her novel to provide the reader with context of the time about which she was writing (ten years prior to the novel's composition).

The French Revolutionary Wars are a backdrop to Adam Bede's 1799 setting, but they touch the characters' lives only when Adam spends his savings to keep his brother from becoming a soldier. In the late fifteenth-century Florence of Romola, everyone is affected by political events. While some lives, like that of Felix Holt, are touched by political movements, such as the Reform Act of 1832, other people (especially women) live remote from the national or international political scene. In Daniel Deronda, Gwendolen does not understand the “last commercial panic” that impoverishes her family, and in marrying Grandcourt, as the narrator explicitly tells us, she marries a man thoroughly removed from the social upheavals of his age unless they affect the rents he collects from his tenants. This is the case with most of her characters, and she prefers to tell their life stories through details that reveal a psychological perspective on character formation that was ahead of its time.

Her narrators' selection of details (chosen as though from innumerable possibilities) contributes to the realism of Eliot's novels. The narrators give a selective history of domestic events in the characters' lives with the intention of shedding light on their moral development. Adam Bede leaves home but returns from a sense of duty; Maggie is misunderstood by her family; Silas is betrayed by his closest friends; Mrs Transome is unhappy in her marriage; Lydgate has a predilection for beautiful, dangerous women; Daniel believes himself to be illegitimate; and Gwendolen strangles a canary. What we know, and therefore how we judge, is tightly controlled by the narrator, and what she chooses not to tell may be as significant as what she does. What kind of childhood did Hetty have? Who were Tito's biological parents? What really happened between Gwendolen and her stepfather?

None of these characters is based on someone Eliot knew; none is wholly autobiographical; none is an author. Consistent with her earliest statements about realism, she wrote in an unpublished fragment: “The fundamental power, the basis of the best preeminence, is that of seeing and observing things as they are in the ordinary experience of our kind” (Impressions 168; Appendix). The point of view is Wordsworthian. Ordinary life makes great art, ironically, since ordinary people are not equipped to appreciate that art. Ordinary people would rather read vulgar biographies. Eliot did not write the story of St Theresa but rather wrote the story of Dorothea, a later St Theresa whose potential was never realized. In the anecdote from St Theresa's childhood, the “national ideal” is specifically contrasted to “domestic reality.” A chapter epigraph in Daniel Deronda conjures the shadow of life not lived: “Men, like planets, have both a visible and an invisible history” (139; ch. 16). On the one hand, this alludes to the invisible, internal life of a person, and on the other hand, it seems to invoke a parallel, counter-factual, experience. For Dorothea, this was the life of a modern saint, which eluded her. In the chapter introduced by this epigraph, Daniel first considers the life he might have led as Sir Hugo's acknowledged son. But that is a false shadow because the real alternative life he might have led is that of a Jew. Eventually, Daniel realizes and recovers his unlived Jewish life. In resuming that parallel life in medias res, he becomes part of a cultural identity larger than himself, giving his individual life a greater, corporate purpose. Eliot signals political events of the 1860s, as when Daniel awaits his mother in Italy, “the very air of Italy seemed to carry the consciousness that war had been declared against Austria, and every day was a hurrying march of crowded Time towards the world-changing battle of Sadowa” (533; ch. 50). And yet the Austro-Prussian War does not change Daniel's life; what does change it is the meeting with his mother and the knowledge that he is Jewish.

Daniel Deronda ends before revealing whether Daniel will become part of a larger social movement, but he and Fedalma in the long poem, The Spanish Gypsy (1868), are the only characters that Eliot presents with such an opportunity. Eliot could also be ironic about history, as when the narrator contextualizes the insignificant Anna Gascoigne in Daniel Deronda:

I like to mark the time, and connect the course of individual lives with the historic stream, for all classes of thinkers. This was the period when the broadening of gauge in crinolines seemed to demand an agitation for the general enlargement of churches, ball rooms, and vehicles. (74; ch. 8)

In simultaneously providing a knowledge of broader historical contexts but choosing in most of her works to focus on the private, internal, emotional history of her characters, Eliot offers clues to her own ideas about biography and about what matters when we seek to understand an individual human life. Toward the end of her career, she seems conflicted. Felix Holt is reluctantly swept up in local politics and effects that have rippled out from national reform legislation, and in the end he consciously returns to a modest domestic life. Fedalma inherits the responsibility to lead the Gypsy people to a new nation. After these are the stories of Dorothea and Lydgate, which are tragic in their failures. Finally, Deronda allies himself with the greater good of the Jews, and the moral value of that choice is affirmed in the chapter of Impressions, “The Modern Hep! Hep! Hep!” But which is more important – our national ideal or our domestic realities? Daniel's story suggests that national ideals are more important than doing good at home. Rather than just representing the humble domestic realities of insignificant people, Eliot's later work self-consciously thematizes the opposition between the great and the ordinary. The vision of Jewish nationalism in Daniel Deronda is contrasted to the insignificant “speck” that Gwendolen imagines herself to be at the end of the novel.

Eliot's writing and the questions it asks about how individual lives determine, and are determined by, a broader social context, lead to questions about how we should understand her life. Which contexts are relevant? Her remarks in letters on political events from Reform Bill riots in Nuneaton to the Zulu War? Her involvement in British colonialism through her investments and her influence in leading Lewes's sons to emigrate to South Africa? Or, the quiet, private struggles with religious doubt, her sometimes immobilizing insecurity about her morality and abilities, her sexual desires and frustrations? Should we consider the Divorce Act, the Married Women's Property Act, the founding of Girton College? Theories of evolution or “the development hypothesis” in the writings of Herbert Spencer, Charles Darwin, and Lewes influenced her intellectual life and fiction, but the extension of railways affected her more practically than the Reform Bills or scientific theories. The notion of social context can be overwhelming to the biographer (or the novelist). Eliot's own fictional situating of human lives in social and cultural contexts suggests that we need to keep as much of this complexity in mind as possible. Unlike novels, however, lives are not unified by themes. The art of biography may lie in identifying the themes that make the story of a life more like a novel than an objective recording of facts and events.

As a book of character types, Impressions of Theophrastus Such repeatedly questions the very notion of originality in life and art. Theophrastus is the only one of her fictional creations that merges author, narrator, and character and does so through biographical fragments that do not contribute to an overall narrative but rather amount to a self-conscious meditation on the relationship between the three personae. To complicate matters, he also has an historical “original,” the ancient Greek philosopher. At the same time in the 1870s that she was dismissing a genre (biography) to which she had once been so attached, in her last work she played out the notion that an author's writings are his chief acts, and in doing so, she deconstructed the author/character binary in uniquely self-conscious fashion. The reticent narrator knows that he can only be known by what he writes: “It is my habit to give an account to myself of the characters I meet with: can I give any true account of my own?” (Impressions 3; ch. 1). Already here, we see the self-reflexiveness of this work. Theophrastus is an author but as a fictional character the people he meets are, inevitably, also characters (as highlighted by their unrealistic names). The pun is on character: can he give an account of himself as a character and also of his moral character? Did George Eliot view the people she met as characters? Did she think of her authorial/narrative voice as that of a character, leaving clues to his/identity in his dissection of other characters? The pun is also on “impressions”: “Impressions of Theophrastus Such” are his impressions of others and also our impressions of him via these written impressions of others. It is an impressionistic work during the early era of what would come in fact to be called impressionism. It differs from ancient Theophrastus's Characters precisely because we are supposed to take the moods and crotchets of the modern London bachelor into account when reading his sketches. It is a playful, instructional challenge to see both the fictional author Theophrastus and the “real” author George Eliot “contained” in the writing.

Although criticized from the time of its publication to the present, Cross's George Eliot's Life is a text more aware of its own subjectivity than is usually recognized. Cross modestly calls his effort “an autobiography (if the term may be permitted)” and states his view that, “‘All interpretations depend on the interpreter,' and I have judged it best to let George Eliot be her own interpreter, as far as possible” (qtd. in GEL 1:xiii). Writing in the 1880s under the influence of Eliot's late life and writing – and in the context of an emerging aestheticism and proto-Modernism – Cross deserves more credit for creating a work that was continuous with Eliot's own writing and thinking about biography. He was, after all, writing a life of “George Eliot,” not Marian Evans Lewes or Mary Ann Cross.

Similarly, I would like this Life of George Eliot to take its cue from Eliot's insights into the stories of lives. Her life is the more remarkable when we think of her own invisible, counter-factual life – lived out as a housewife and mother in Nuneaton, never having reached London and the intellectual and professional opportunities it provided. Might she have been a nineteenth-century version of Shakespeare's sister in Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own (1929)? This leads us back again to Eliot's own views about how lives are lived and their potential realized. What were the unique historical opportunities that made George Eliot possible? They were not only (as Gordon Haight's version of her life might suggest) her meeting with Lewes (though this was a crucial, personal event), but a seizing of nineteenth-century advantages never before possible for a woman writer, combined with the distinctive character traits that led her to struggle against an “imperfect social state” (Middlemarch 784; Finale).

George Eliot in Biography

One might argue that Eliot had good reason to worry about her future biographies, and that she rightly withheld facts about her life. We assume that Cross had access to his wife's thoughts about what her first biography should be and that he offered facts and anecdotes as selectively as her narrators dole out information about characters. Any biography of Eliot today must rely on past biographies. It must also be critical and resist the power of a biographical narrative that has taken on a self-referential life of its own. I will give an overview of how the standard narrative of Eliot's life has been constructed, indicating the ways in which I hope to revise it.

For years after her death on December 22, 1880, biographical studies of Eliot relied on Cross's Life. Mathilde Blind published her George Eliot (1883) first, but Cross was able to select and edit letters and journals available only to him. In doing so he created an image of the author while omitting anything he thought would undermine that image, thereby respecting her wishes as he understood them. From the publication of Gordon Haight's George Eliot and John Chapman (1940) through the 1970s, accounts of Eliot's life were dominated by the revisionist investigations of Haight, who in his nine-volume edition of the Letters and in his own George Eliot: A Biography (1968) sought to replace Cross's image with one of his own making. Critics have depended on Cross, and then on Haight, using them to interpret fictional characters, or using fictional characters to fill in what the biographies lack. While some of Eliot's fictional characters and situations can offer biographical insight, much more can be learned through close attention to language and textual allusion.12 Allusion and intertextuality are not usually considered relevant to biography, but to the extent that they reflect Eliot's reading – so essential to her life – they are biographical. The characters she met in fiction are as likely to provide clues to her fictional characters as the real life people she met. George Eliot started out taking figures from the past, such as her aunt Elizabeth Evans (Dinah Morris) and transforming them into fiction. In part because this method was exposed and implicitly impugned her abilities as an artist, she developed a complex interplay of real life models whether historical, like the fifteenth-century monk Savonarola in Romola, or people she actually knew, like her brother Isaac.13

The publication of the letters marked a turning point, and Haight's biography was the first to take advantage of this material, establishing him as “the founder of George Eliot studies” (Haight, Originals vii). His biography narrates the seven volumes of letters that he had by that time collected and draws on Lewes's journals and other materials collected from the descendants of Charles Lewes. Important works appeared between Cross's Life and Haight's Biography (1885–1968). Haight mentions Leslie Stephen's George Eliot (1902) and credits George Eliot's Family Life and Letters, edited by Arthur Paterson (1928), for introducing the Lewes family (on whose cooperation he relied for letters and remembrances), but he is less interested in biographical research conducted by women in the 1930s, including works by Anne Fremantle (1932), Blanche Colton Williams (1936), and Anna Kitchel (1933).

Following Haight, Eliot's life has been approached from numerous revisionist standpoints, incorporating new information (Ashton) as well as the perspectives of feminism (Redinger; Rose, Parallel Lives; Uglow), psychoanalysis (Johnstone), and post-structuralism (Bodenheimer). Some have aimed to be popular retellings (Hughes; Karl; Taylor; Maddox). Numerous short works have also retold the story of Eliot's life with distinctive critical insights (Brady; Hardy). Other work has contributed to our knowledge of focused aspects of Eliot's life (Collins, Interviews; McCormack, English Travels). And while the letters may establish a certain shape to the story of Eliot's life, it is useful to read all biographies with a critical eye, especially to repeated but unsubstantiated statements.

There has been much archival research published since Haight's biography: George Eliot's journals have been edited by Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston (1998). William Baker has produced an edition of Lewes's letters (3 vols; 1995, 1999), and the complete Autobiography of a Shirtmaker by Edith Simcox has also been published (1998). All of this material allows us to correct details, add information, and expand the foundational archival research published by Haight. Even more importantly, we have the opportunity to review and reinterpret the narrative that previous biographies have provided and to do so not only with the benefit of new facts and documents, but also with the benefit of massive numbers of critical interpretations of the fiction. Textual sources, including the notebooks for Daniel Deronda (Irwin) and Romola (Thompson), as well as numerous books and essays, place Eliot's work in the historical contexts of Victorian science, politics, religion, philosophy, and literature. Avrom Fleishman has updated a list of Eliot's reading (2010). The following chapters will integrate critical with biographical revelations and insights, reconsider assumptions about the relationship of history to literature as encouraged by various theoretical models, question biographies that have come before, and engage the fiction in fresh relation to the most pressing concerns of critics and readers.

Haight's biography, while still the standard source, has inevitably been criticized. Ira Bruce Nadel published an evaluation of “George Eliot and Her Biographers” (1982), which is useful for its recognition and summary of neglected Eliot biographies as well as for its historical perspective on biography generally.14 Nadel calls Haight's biography “the apotheosis of the scholarly, academic biography,” reflecting “a stage in the writing of literary lives by academics” (“George Eliot and Her Biographers” 114). Noting Haight's “suppressed hostility to psychologising” (116), as well as his dedication to accumulating facts without interpreting them, Nadel particularly criticizes Haight's biographical theme. Drawn from a comment by the phrenologist George Combe (1788–1858) based on an examination of a cast of Mary Ann Evans's head and quoted with approval in Charles Bray's autobiography, Phases of Opinions (1884), the theme is: George Eliot needed “some one to lean upon” (Nadel 116; Haight, Biography 51). That Haight takes up a phrenological observation uncritically seems surprising today, and while it does not discredit the basic narrative he established based on his collection of the letters, his anti-feminist assumptions have understandably disturbed subsequent biographers. So while Kathleen Adams could still publish a book about the men Eliot “leaned on” as late as 1980 (Those of Us), Redinger and Rose (1983; 1985) take aim at the idea and phrase, as do Brady (1992) and others. It is true that Eliot wanted a partner in life and someone to love. This makes her typical within Victorian society. Those figures in her life who remained single (Maria Lewis, Sara Hennell, Herbert Spencer, Edith Simcox) are the exceptions, as are such figures in her fiction, some of whom have been disappointed in an initial love (Seth Bede, Priscilla Lammeter, Silas Marner, Mr Brooke).

While more recent biographers reject Haight's theme of Eliot's not being “fitted to stand alone” (another phrase of Combe/Bray qtd. in Haight, Biography 51) and needing “someone to lean upon,” they fail to realize how the bias that informed this sexist view also informs other aspects of his narrative of Eliot's life. There is a Victorian prudishness in Haight's work. He follows earlier biographers in emphasizing that Eliot and Lewes acted on principle and embraced Feuerbach's notion of love (rather than law) as being the only true basis of marriage. There is truth in this, and we need not reproach the couple's brave actions in defying “the World's wife” in order to see that, marriage being a legal category, they were not married. Adultery (of Chapman, Hunt, Lewes) is what gives the spice to Eliot's biographies as to so many Victorian stories, and when examining its various forms, we need not rely solely on other Victorian terms. Aspects of Haight's work reveal his bias toward marriage and a reticence about sexual matters, and especially non-normative sexual matters, reflective of his time.

Haight deciphered Chapman's sexual activity as recorded in his diaries, but there may be more to say about how Eliot encoded sexuality in her fiction (which as a Victorian novelist she was obliged to do), as well as about her knowledge of alternative sexualities. Haight's prudishness is evident in essays, including “Male Chastity” (1971) and “George Eliot's Bastards” (1981). His use of the term “bastards” in the biography, along with his repeated references, for example, to Agnes Lewes's “brood” of “bastards” (Biography 132, 135) betrays a disgust with children, real or fictional, born out of wedlock. One has to wonder whether it was this kind of moral judgment (even if directed at others connected to Eliot rather than to her) that she feared when contemplating her own biography. For the most part, Haight keeps to that tradition Nadel describes as the non-analytic accumulator of information. We should remember that he was a biographer writing from the 1940s through the 1980s who quoted F. R. Leavis with approval and wrote about his contemporary New Critic W. K. Wimsatt (1976). While influenced by New Criticism, he left in-depth literary analysis to others who were also beginning to apply their skills to Eliot's novels quite apart from the biographical research that helped to revive her reputation.15

Among the specific prejudices of Haight's account that persist in later biographies and therefore need to be redressed are his assumptions that Eliot's mother was neglectful and irrelevant to her daughter's life and writing; that Eliot was morbidly insecure and needed Lewes's protection; that Agnes Lewes was a promiscuous breeder and also unimportant to Eliot's life and writing; his related unsubstantiated assertion that Lewes was unable to divorce because of his generosity (rather than his own adultery); his lack of interest in Eliot's knowledge of complex sexualities; his impression that her letters were “not planned and composed with care” (xli); and his belief that she married Cross out of a conservative desire to be married, rather than for his financial management and biographical skills (xliv). I plan to reexamine these aspects of Haight's master narrative as taken up by later biographers and critics.

In Middlemarch, Mrs Bulstrode mistakenly believes that “her husband was one of those men whose memoirs should be written when he died” (326; ch. 36). The narrator uses this touchstone of greatness ironically to show her quiet heroine's illusory opinion of her husband, who is no better than an ordinary sinner. The tragedy of Harriet Vincy Bulstrode's life is her disillusionment with her husband and the shame she is bound by marriage and honor to share with him. George Eliot's memoirs were written when she died, and her story has been rewritten almost countless times. In the chapters that follow, I will attempt to say some new things about the history of the writer whose life Basil Willey called a “graph” of the changes that marked the Victorian era (GEL 1:xlii). I will attempt to situate that life in relation to the historical changes that transformed the realist novel and “prepared” the future of English literature.

Notes

1. In fact, in Identifying the Remains, Collins argues that her contemporary readers knew very little about her life and certainly much less than we now know. Her Victorian readers experienced “a persistent uncertainty over who she was and what she believed” (4).

2. On the development of the genre in the nineteenth century, see Benton, Literary Biography.

3. On the forms of Victorian biographies, as well as the literature about them, see Atkinson, Victorian Biography Reconsidered.

4. See Epstein, Contesting the Subject. On the emergence of the novel and biography, see McKeon in that volume. Nadel notes that the heyday of psychoanalytic biographies was 1920–35. On biographic form, see also Nadel, Biography, and Rose, “Fact and Fiction in Biography.”

5. During this period, important biographies continued to be written. See Benton, Literary Biography, as well as Ellmann, Golden Codgers and Edel, “The Poetics of Biography.”

6. Feminist literary criticism, while doing away with evaluative criticism, actually revived biography as part of its recovery of neglected women writers (Booth; O'Brian).

7. Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author” (1967) and Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” (1969).

8. In The Return of the Author (1981; trans. 1996), Eugen Simion traces Barthes's hostility to biography back to Proust's objections to Sainte-Beuve (an author whose work Eliot knew well). I am suggesting that we find the origins of this anti-biographical impulse in Eliot's own comments.

9. See Epstein, Contesting the Subject and Backsheider, Reflections on Biography. As post-structuralism informed the discipline of history, historians also took new, discursive approaches to biography. For an example of such a biography relevant to the context of Eliot's life, see Kali Israel, Names and Stories.

10. See Bodenheimer, Knowing Dickens and Nadel, Biography.

11. On Eliot's novels in relation to contemporary Victorian biographies, see Atkinson 41–3.

12. The introduction to the New Riverside edition of The Mill on the Floss (2004) attempts to complicate the idea of the novel as autobiographical and of Maggie as a young Mary Ann Evans.

13. See Knoepflemacher, “Fusing Fact and Myth”; McCormack, English Travels; Newton, Modernising George Eliot; and Henry, “The Romola Code.” Such studies identify a proto-modernist self-consciousness and playfulness in Eliot's fictionalizing of history and real life. In George Eliot's Intellectual Life, Fleishman argues against readings that see modernist or even postmodernist elements in Eliot's writing.

14. For other helpful summaries of past biographies, see Handley, Guide and Margaret Harris's entry on Biographies in the Oxford Reader's Companion to George Eliot.

15. An example is the work of Barbara Hardy (1959). It is interesting to note that in the twenty-first century, Hardy turned to a biography of George Eliot, calling it “A Critic's Biography.”





Chapter 2

Early Years

1819–50

Altogether, my father's England seemed to me lovable, laudable, full of good men, and having good rulers, from Mr. Pitt on to the Duke of Wellington, until he was for emancipating the Catholics; and it was so far from prosaic to me that I looked into it for a more exciting romance than such as I could find in my own adventures . . .

(Impressions 23–4; ch. 2)

In Impressions of Theophrastus Such, the narrator's Midlands childhood bears many resemblances to that of his creator. Though he is an adult recalling how he idealized his father's England when he was a boy, his claim that he looked into this English past “for more exciting romance than such as I could find in my own adventures,” might well describe George Eliot's creative practice for much of her career. With exceptions, including Impressions, Daniel Deronda, Romola, and most of her poetry, Eliot's major works are set in an historical period that would have been better remembered by her parents than by her.

Eliot certainly did not idealize the early decades of the nineteenth century in her novels, or necessarily share the Tory views ironically characterized by Theophrastus as belonging to his father, but in Scenes of Clerical Life, Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner, Felix Holt, and Middlemarch, she “looked into” the previous generation for “exciting romance” just as the Egyptian sorcerer in the first paragraph of Adam Bede looks into his drop of ink. Through her own memories and those of others, as well as through research and imagination, she recreated provincial England at the time of Prime Ministers William Pitt the Younger (1759–1806) and the Duke of Wellington (1769–1852), when the leading authors were William Wordsworth (1770–1850) and Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832). In this way, she represented to her contemporary Victorian readers their own national childhood, their social, political, and cultural inheritance. The child is father of the man, the woman and the generation.


Figure 1 Robert Evans, 1842 (John Walter Cross, George Eliot's Life, William Blackwood and Sons, 1885)
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In his George Eliot's Life, Cross offers an interesting, personalized perspective on the importance of this historical context for Eliot's life and fiction. His unique intimacy with the subject of his biography and his position as a late Victorian demand that we consider his perspective seriously. While we cannot know exactly what his wife told him, as opposed to what he learned in subsequent research into her life through interviews with friends and family, or what he deduced from reading her fiction (which he had read before he met her in 1869), his observations are still valuable. Born in 1840, Cross was 44 years old when he introduced his Life by trying to explain what the French Revolution would have meant to George Eliot's father:

The date of her birth was removed from the beginning of the French Revolution by just the same period of time as separates a child, born this year, 1884, from the beginning of the Crimean War. To a man of forty-six to-day, the latter event seems but of yesterday. It took place at a very impressionable period of his life, and the remembrance of every detail is perfectly vivid. Mr Evans was forty-six when his youngest child was born. He was a youth of sixteen when the Revolution began, and that mighty event, with all its consequences, had left an indelible impression on him, and the convictions and conclusions it had fostered in his mind permeated through to his children, and entered as an indestructible element into the susceptible soul of his youngest daughter. (Life 1:4)

Cross also quotes passages from Impressions to show how Eliot's childhood was influenced by her father's fear of revolution, disorder, and chaos and to explain her own conservative nature, which opposed violent or too rapid change.1 And yet she had in her also the spirit of a rebel against tyranny and injustice, as well as an enthusiastic openness to new discoveries and intellectual exploration. It was after reading Cross's biography that a friend from her time as editor at the Westminster Review, William Hale White, lamented that he could not recognize the Marian Evans he knew:

I do hope that in some future edition, or in some future work, the salt and spice will be restored to the records of George Eliot's entirely unconventional life. As the matter now stands she has not had full justice done to her, and she has been removed from the class – the great and noble church, if I may so call it – of the Insurgents, to one more genteel, but certainly not so interesting. (Collins, Interviews 36)

If Cross over-simplified her conservatism, Hale White romanticized her radicalism. But Cross had a sense of how that awareness of past and present informed her character and her writing, how she looked into the past for Romance but embraced and contributed to the transformations that were occurring at every level of Victorian society during her life. He explained to his late Victorian audience that she was born in the last year of George III's reign: “Byron had four years, and Goethe had thirteen years, still to live. The last of Miss Austen's novels had been published only eighteen months, and the first of the Waverley series only six years before” (Life 1:6).

He does not mention Shelley's characterization of George III in “England in 1819” as “An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying King” (Shelley 446, l. 1) in response to the “Peterloo Massacre” in Manchester (August 16, 1819). And while Cross, unlike later biographers, saw harmony rather than tension between the conservative and progressive (if not insurgent) aspects of her character, he is nonetheless right to emphasize the undeniable way in which her Romantic pre-Victorian inheritance combined with her distinctly Victorian experiences to generate the power of her imagined worlds:

Her roots were down in the pre-railroad, pre-telegraphic period – the days of fine old leisure – but the fruit was formed during an era of extraordinary activity in scientific and mechanical discovery. Her genius was the outcome of these conditions. It could not have existed in the same form deprived of either influence. (Life 1:10)

Neither the “days of fine old leisure” nor the days of “scientific and mechanical discovery” were as harmonious as Cross describes. England in 1819 was a time of post-war economic depression, mass migrations to urban centers, and worker unrest attendant upon the pains of industrialization. It was a time of agitation for reform, fear of revolution, and reactionary backlash.2 Throughout her fiction, Eliot rejected the simple nostalgia of preferring past to present, or a naïve view of progress preferring everything new to a benighted past. Her narrator in Felix Holt observes:

Posterity may be shot, like a bullet, through a tube, by atmospheric pressure from Winchester to Newcastle: that is a fine result to have among our hopes; but the slow old-fashioned way of getting from one end of our country to the other is the better thing to have in memory. (5; Introduction)

Memory and hope coexist and coincide. Theophrastus sums up the view: “Many ancient beautiful things are lost, many ugly modern things have arisen; but invert the proposition and it is equally true” (18; ch. 2).

Everyone is influenced by the historical circumstances into which they are born. Mary Ann Evans was not only formed by that mingled consciousness of past, present, and future, but George Eliot developed a theory of history and a mode of narration in her fiction that emerges from the narrator's omniscient awareness of the characters' pasts, presents, and futures. By setting her novels in England's past, she could narrate in the present tense but with a knowledge of the nation's future.

In her poem, “A Minor Prophet,” written in 1865 and published in 1874, she distilled the relationship between backward and forward looking, which is so complexly developed in her fiction. She used a variation on these lines as the epigraph for the final chapter of Felix Holt, suggesting their significance to her: “Our finest hope is finest memory;/And those who love in age think youth is happy,/Because it has a life to fill with love” (Felix Holt 397; Epilogue).3 George Eliot, who found secure and lasting love at a mature age and only subsequently began writing fiction, was able to explore the relationship between our finest hope and finest memory in part because she had already lived such a full life and experienced the joys and pains of various “loves” by the time she began to write. As the final love of her mature life, Cross found these lines so central to her identity and her writing that he used them as the epigraph to his biography: “Our finest hope is finest memory.”

A Life to Fill with Love

Mary Anne Evans was born on November 22, 1819, at South Farm on the estate of Arbury Hall near Nuneaton, Warwickshire in the West Midlands of England, an area George Eliot would refer to in Silas Marner as our “rich central plain.”4 Her mother, Christiana Pearson Evans (1788–1836) was the second wife of Robert Evans (1773–1849).5 Robert was born in the village of Roston Common, Derbyshire. Like his father, he became a carpenter. While practicing his trade in the neighboring village, Ellastone in Staffordshire, he was employed by a local landowner, Francis Parker, Jr. Through this connection, around 1799 Robert began to manage the estate owned by Francis Parker Sr. at Kirk Hallam in Derbyshire. In 1801 Robert married Harriet Poynton, a lady's maid to the wife of the elder Francis Parker. The marriage was a convenient and happy one for the couple and their employers. It allowed the Evanses and their two children to move to Warwickshire with the Parkers in 1806 when Francis Parker, Sr. inherited Arbury Hall and its magnificent estates from his cousin (the childless Roger Newdigate).

Upon inheriting the property, Francis Parker, Sr. assumed the family name of Newdigate. He soon became involved in legal suits contesting his cousin's will, which gave him the estate for his life only, leaving it away from Francis Parker, Jr. after his father's death and giving it to another relative. The intricacies of the will and lawsuits, which inevitably plagued Robert Evans as the employee of the disputing families, made an impression on Mary Ann. Memories of these legal disputes may have inspired the complex Transome inheritance plot of Felix Holt, for which Eliot sought detailed legal advice. This background may also have influenced her interests in lawsuits and wills generally. The plot of The Mill on the Floss turns on Mr Tulliver's ruinous determination to “go to law”; Mr Featherstone's multiple wills are central to Middlemarch; and Sir Hugo's inability to leave his property to his daughters creates the context for the multiple plots of Daniel Deronda.

As estate manager for the Newdigate family, Robert had responsibility for overseeing the tenants, as well as for various forms of land usage including farming, timber-cutting, and coal mining. The coal seam beneath the Arbury property was particularly rich and had been exploited by the previous generation of Newdigates, remaining their primary source of income. Canals on the property were connected to a canal system that shipped coal throughout the north of England, where industrial expansion in the urban centers in turn enriched the landed aristocracy by creating new markets for coal. The image of coal-laden ships floating into port that opens The Mill on the Floss seems to be informed by a memory of coal barges on the canal from Mary Ann's childhood and transferred to her fictional River Floss, the “black ships – laden with fresh-scented fir-planks, with rounded sacks of oil-bearing seed, or with the dark glitter of coal” (23; bk. 1, ch. 1). The narrator observes how “the great river flows for ever onward, and links the small pulse of the old English town with the beatings of the world's mighty heart” (256; bk. 4, ch. 1). Commerce and the transportation networks that arose to serve it, including canals and eventually trains, connected isolated rural villages with the rest of the world and gave a young, imaginative girl a visible link with life beyond the confines of her home. Shortly after Mary Ann's birth, her family moved to Griff House, a large brick farm-house on a coach road, so that stepping out to watch the coaches became part of her early memories – a thrilling glimpse of the present that she would turn into a figure of nostalgia for the past once these coaches had been supplanted by railroads.


Figure 2 Griff House, “The farm offices” (John Walter Cross, George Eliot's Life, William Blackwood and Sons,1885)
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Robert's position of authority meant that he was effectively the most important connection between the working men on the estate and their aristocratic employers, a fact that may shed some light on the origins of Eliot's own social and political perspectives. In Impressions, her narrator reminisces about a father who “knew very well what could be wisely expected from the miners, the weavers, the field-labourers, and farmers of his own time – yes, and from the aristocracy” (19; ch. 2). It is clear that Eliot, like Theophrastus, believes that those who have experienced the “mixed commonality” of our “national lot” have a superior perspective on life generally (19; ch. 2). In later life, Eliot lamented losing contact with the common people whose experiences she had sought to represent in her early fiction. In this way, Robert Evans remained an influence on George Eliot.

These details are important for understanding the extent to which the Evans family's fate was entwined with that of an aristocratic family, a fact of which Mary Ann was conscious from childhood and which influenced representations of the aristocracy in “Mr. Gilfil's Love Story,” Adam Bede, Felix Holt, Middlemarch, and Daniel Deronda. Her father's position allowed the young Mary Ann a glimpse of the life enjoyed by the aristocracy combined with the knowledge that such luxury and privilege were not her lot. She stored her observations from this period, incorporating them into her fiction, especially “Mr. Gilfil,” with its detailed description of the architecture and interior design of Arbury Hall (Cheverel Manor in “Mr. Gilfil”) and the earlier generation of Newdigates who had “Gothicized” the Tudor manor according to the late eighteenth-century fashion. The influence of this inside perspective on her social superiors is evident in the depiction (with varying degrees of sympathy) of characters with an inherited sense of superiority, such as the Cheverels in “Mr. Gilfil,” the Donnithornes in Adam Bede, the Debarrys in Felix Holt, the Chettams in Middlemarch, and the Mallinger-Grandcourt family in Daniel Deronda.

The economic, emotional, and at times sexual interactions among classes (the aristocracy, middle classes, peasants, servants, adopted children of ambiguous class) represented in her fiction seem to draw on elements of her family's experiences. In “Mr. Gilfil,” the heir to a childless couple's estate flirts dangerously with their adopted ward. In Adam Bede, the heir to his grandfather's estate seduces a local dairy maid, the orphaned niece of a tenant farmer. In Silas Marner the adopted daughter of a weaver refuses to leave her father and take up an inherited place as the natural daughter of the local squire. In Felix Holt, the adopted daughter of a Dissenting preacher learns that she is the inheritor of an estate, her parentage having been obscured in part due to her natural father exchanging identities with a man who subsequently becomes a servant to the local nobility. In Daniel Deronda, the heir to a baronetcy marries a penniless middle-class girl and makes his illegitimate son by another woman his heir. Theophrastus mysteriously observes that his father had been “companion to a young nobleman who was deaf and dumb” (19; ch. 2). Such intertwining of the lives of the privileged and the lowly was part of Eliot's realist aesthetic, with its initial moral, democratic imperative to represent all classes, and has the effect of questioning the ideologies and the mechanisms of transmission behind the land-based system of inheritance.

Our knowledge of Robert Evans is not confined to Adam Bede, Mr Tulliver, or Caleb Garth, fictional characters with whom he has been associated. Responding to a published reference to her as a “self-educated farmer's daughter,” Eliot gave a rare, explicit account of her father to Charles Bray – whom she might have expected to know these facts already:

Now my Father did not raise himself from being an artizan to be a farmer: he raised himself from being an artizan to be a man whose extensive knowledge in very varied practical departments made his services valued through several counties. He had large knowledge of building, of mines, of plantation, of various branches of valuation and measurement – of all that is essential to the management of large estates. (GEL 3:168)

Resenting those who hunted down originals for fictional characters, as well as any public speculations about her life, she wrote further, “if my Father is to be mentioned at all – if he is to be identified with an imaginary character, my piety towards his memory calls on me to point out to those who are supposed to speak with information what he really achieved in life” (GEL 3:169).

As her fame grew (and her infamy faded but did not disappear), Eliot decided not to respond to public surmises about her childhood and the family from which she was estranged. Her reference to her “piety” toward her father's memory predicts the thoughts about autobiography she would articulate much later in Impressions and may give us a clue to her reticence about her own family background, including its secrets:

In all autobiography there is, nay, ought to be, an incompleteness which may have the effect of falsity. We are each of us bound to reticence by the piety we owe to those who have been nearest to us and have had a mingled influence over our lives; by the fellow-feeling which should restrain us from turning our volunteered and picked confessions into an act of accusation against others, who have no chance of vindicating themselves; and most of all by that reverence for the higher efforts of our common nature, which commands us to bury its lowest fatalities, its invincible remnants of the brute, its most agonizing struggles with temptation, in unbroken silence. (5; ch. 1)

Certainly this is an explanation of reticence and silence, but it is interestingly ambiguous whether the reticence that comes from the piety we owe to others involves their “lowest fatalities” and “agonizing struggles with temptation,” or our own. The question arises: who might Eliot subject to “an act of accusation” in telling the story of her life? Why was she so reticent about her early life, pushing biographical speculators (successfully as it turned out) away from her relationship with her mother and toward her relationship with her brother?

In 1809, Robert's wife, Harriet Poynton Evans, was still attending Mrs Parker Newdigate and was pregnant with her third child. Apparently, Mrs Newdigate became ill, and Harriet contracted the illness, which proved fatal to both women. Harriet died after giving birth to a child, who also died a few days later (Hughes, Last Victorian 11; Taylor 7). Robert was left a widower with two young children. He was expanding his business activities beyond Arbury into the Nuneaton community generally and establishing a solid professional and social reputation that his family would subsequently seek to uphold. His status and his children required that he make a good second marriage. In 1813, he married Christiana Pearson, the youngest daughter of Isaac Pearson and Ann Pearson, whose roots were in the nearby areas of Arley, Fillongley, and Astley (all in Warwickshire). Because Isaac Pearson farmed his own land and was a “leading inhabitant of the parish of Astley” (Evans and Wood 410) and his wife (née Baxter) came from a family of well-to-do farmers, the marriage may have been perceived by Christiana's family as elevating Robert's social position, a notion advanced by Cross and repeated by subsequent biographers (Life 1:12). Christiana's brother Isaac Pearson and her three sisters were all respectably married and living within proximity to her new home. Her sister Elizabeth and her husband Richard Johnson were witnesses at her wedding (Dodds, George Eliot Country 28). After her marriage, this extended family continued to be a presence in her life, as Robert's diaries attest.6 Biographers from Cross on have identified the three sisters as the Dodson sisters in The Mill on the Floss.7 Christiana's mother, Ann Pearson, died in 1795, long before the marriage of her youngest daughter. Her father Isaac Pearson died in 1829, and at the time was living at Astley Hall Farm (Evans and Wood 410). It seems probable that Mary Ann knew her maternal grandfather, though he does not feature as a character and the Dodson sisters frequently refer to their “poor” departed father.

Upon marrying Robert, Christiana assumed the role of stepmother to his children (Robert and Fanny Evans, aged 11 and 8 when she married). She soon bore a daughter, Christiana (Chrissey) (b. 1814), a son Isaac Pearson, named for her father and brother (b. 1816), and Mary Ann (named for her grandmother and aunts). As biographers have noted, the very names of the children suggest the primacy of Christiana's family within her marriage (Haight, Biography 3). So Mary Ann came into the world as the third child of a second marriage with two half-siblings and two siblings. There is nothing in itself extraordinary about being the child of a second marriage at this time, but her family situation helps us to recognize patterns in her fictional families. In her works, we find second marriages (Silas Marner, Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda), widows and widowers (Adam Bede, Silas Marner, The Mill, Felix Holt, Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda), half-siblings (Daniel Deronda), adopted children (Silas Marner, Felix Holt, Daniel Deronda), and nieces and nephews living under the care of uncles and aunts (Adam Bede, Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda). With the exception of The Mill, her fiction represents few simple nuclear families without involved and extenuating circumstances complicating the lives of the parents and children, and even in The Mill, the extended families exert an important influence on the Tullivers.8

On March 16, 1821, less than two years after Mary Ann was born, Christiana gave birth to twin boys who lived only ten days (Haight, Biography 3). They had been christened Thomas and William after two of Robert's brothers. Thereafter (if not before), she suffered from poor health (Haight, Biography 4). The physical strain of a twin pregnancy so soon after her previous pregnancy, plus the emotional toll of losing both children, must have been great. It is not clear whether her subsequent invalid state was primarily physical in nature or whether she also suffered from depression following the death of the boys, or both, but it is certain that for as long as Mary Ann could remember, her mother was a semi-invalid whose health was a central concern within the family, dictating decisions about the children.9

It was after this sad event that the family of five children was broken up. The teenage Robert was sent back to Derbyshire to become sub-manager for the Parker estate at Kirk Hallam, and his younger sister Fanny went with him to keep house. Chrissey was sent to a boarding school run by Miss Lathom in Attleborough (where one of her aunts lived). Mary Ann and her brother Isaac were sent across the road from Griff to a Dame school for part of each day. It was at this time that the youngest brother and sister were left to play together, and Mary Ann conceived the deep love for (and vulnerability to) her older brother, the memories of which she would draw on in The Mill and her “Brother and Sister” sonnets. At age eight, Isaac was sent to a boarding school in Foleshill near Coventry and Mary Ann went to join her sister at Miss Lathom's. The removal of all the children from the home by 1824 suggests that Christiana may have been unable physically or psychologically to care for her own three children on a daily basis and that the elder stepdaughter either did not want or was not wanted to help. The five-year-old Mary Ann, now separated from her parents and beloved brother, began at this time to suffer from the “night terrors” that she told Cross recurred throughout her life (Life 1:14). She never wrote about these in letters, however, and did not treat them in fiction until she gave similar night terrors to Gwendolen in Daniel Deronda.10

In 1828 Chrissey and Mary Ann were sent to Mrs Wallington's boarding school in Nuneaton. Isaac went to a private tutor in Birmingham (Haight, Biography 19). The young Mary Ann was an excellent pupil and seems always to have had an intense imaginative and intellectual life stimulated by widely various reading and the study of languages. Beginning with French, she taught herself (with the help of tutors) Italian, German, Latin, and Greek; later she would take up Spanish and Hebrew. She was also accomplished in music and in composition. She read her first Scott novel, Waverley (1814) in 1827 (Haight, Biography 7). Scott would remain a favorite author and important influence throughout her life. At this time, she emerges from the scant records we have as being exceptionally bright, socially awkward, linguistically and musically talented, but also highly strung, anxious, and prone to tears and hysterical outbreaks.

Like many bright children, she was attracted by, and attractive to, her teachers. While at Mrs Wallington's from 1828–2, she became a favored pupil of her devoutly evangelical, Irish-born teacher, Maria Lewis. Lewis became a mentor to her as well as friend. It was from this time that Mary Ann's own evangelical turn of mind can be detected. When she removed to the Misses Franklins' school in Coventry in 1832, she continued to correspond with Miss Lewis, who was a confidante about her religious feelings and also a visitor to her home. The Franklin sisters were Baptists, so that between her teachers and her uncle Samuel Evans (her father's youngest brother) and his wife Elizabeth Evans (both Methodist preachers), she came into contact with a variety of unorthodox religious views. Her aunt provided a model of how religion could empower women and give them a public voice (albeit a controversial one). As her formal education progressed, she was exposed to new people with different points of view in the larger town of Coventry. Through a world of books and ideas that was opening up to her, she nonetheless also withdrew into a religiosity that narrowed her own views but focused her reading, steeping her in the Bible and other religious texts as well as the history of Christianity.

Her need for a supportive, intellectual, and maternal friend while she was away at various schools is highlighted by the recollections of a schoolmate from Mrs Wallington's. In 1881, following Eliot's death but prior to any full-length biographies, this unidentified fellow pupil published her recollections in the Women's Journal. She describes the young Mary Ann in terms generally consistent with other accounts. But one observation stands out: “She was ever at the head of her class, and certainly loved learning for learning's sake; so devoted, indeed, was she to it that, to the astonishment and perhaps disgust of her schoolfellows, she always cried when the holidays came” (Collins, Interviews 4). This schoolfellow's distant memories of Mary Ann's love of learning are no doubt correct, but the revelation that she cried at holidays may also suggest, that for some reason, Mary Ann did not look forward to returning home.

Duteous Reticence and Unbroken Silence

Christiana Evans's apparent distance from her children has been handled variously by biographers. Cross insisted that she was a “shrewd, practical person with a considerable dash of the Mrs. Poyser vein in her” and that her children were “thoroughly attached to her” (Life 1:13). The Mrs Poyser connection has persisted in subsequent biographies, which have been forced to rely on Cross's comments as being the closest to the source as possible because George Eliot's own perceived silence on the subject of her mother is impenetrable. Cross and Edith Simcox (whom Cross acknowledges) interviewed Fanny Evans Houghton, Isaac Evans, Maria Lewis, Cara Bray, and Sara Hennell, and yet turned up no new information (Simcox 141–5, 220–5). Despite Cross's warnings about not drawing too heavily from fiction, lack of information has inevitably driven biographers to speculate based on supposed fictional clues.

Haight gives little space to Mrs Evans. Although he asserts that Mrs Tulliver's sisters, the Dodsons, match the Pearson sisters exactly, and that Maggie and Tom are based on Mary Ann and Isaac, he nonetheless also insists that Mrs Evans did not resemble the “scatter-brained Mrs. Tulliver” and that “there was nothing of Mr. Tulliver in Robert Evans” (Biography 2–3). Speaking of Mary Ann being sent to boarding school, Haight also claims: “Whatever traumatic effect the early separation from her mother may have had on Mary Ann, the separation from Isaac hurt her more keenly” (Biography 6). He assumes that because she wrote more about her love for her brother (in literature and letters) than she wrote about her mother, that the relationship was therefore more important.

This seems unlikely, and subsequent biographers with a feminist sensibility, unwilling to dismiss Mrs Evans in a few lines – and latterly more aware of the connotations of “trauma” – have recognized that it is precisely the silence that is most revealing, though inevitably frustrating when attempting to ascertain facts. Redinger is insightful on the relationship. She portrays Christiana as “withdrawing in a way common to women who do not really desire the families they produce” and effecting an “exodus of the children” (29). Her interpretation of the mother–daughter relationship has influenced others. Hughes compares Christiana to Mrs Tulliver, “a kind of Mrs. Poyser minus the energy and wit, but with a similar strain of angry complaints issuing from her lips” (Last Victorian 15). Later, discussing Adam Bede, Hughes nonetheless falls back on Mrs Poyser's supposed similarities with Mrs Evans. Karl's assertion that she was a “strict disciplinarian in the home, a person who was efficient with her children and husband and brooked no opposition in her domestic role” (7) seems to be pure fiction. Because Bodenheimer's focus is on the letters, which tell us nothing about Christiana, she is largely silent on the subject of Eliot's relationship to her mother.11


Figure 3 Watercolor of Mary Ann Evans by Caroline Bray, 1842 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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In the nine volumes of her letters collected by Haight, Eliot makes very few references to her mother. The first letter in the first volume refers to her mother's illness (January 6, 1836). In this letter to Maria Lewis, tellingly – since the mother had been a semi-invalid since at least 1821 – her illness is not as distressing to the family as the sudden unexpected illness of Robert Evans. Mary Ann wrote that her “dear Mother has suffered a great increase of pain, and though she has for the last few days been much relieved, we dare not hope that there will be a permanent improvement.” Christiana had been diagnosed with a fatal illness – possibly inoperable breast cancer – as early as April 1835. Given that Christiana had been ailing for years prior to the diagnosis, we have to wonder what a “permanent improvement” would mean. The letter continues: “Our anxieties on her account though so great have been since Thursday almost lost sight of in the more sudden and consequently more severe trial which we have been called to endure in the alarming illness of my dear Father” (GEL 1:3). She goes on to say that “bleeding and very powerful medicines” have put her father out of danger. She does not mention powerful medicines being given to her mother, but that possibility, given the constant attendance of the doctors, seems likely. The trial of the family is “more sudden and consequently more severe,” suggesting that the mother's invalid state was so familiar that it was “lost sight of ” – even as it worsened – in alarm over Robert's illness, which was the first of subsequent attacks of kidney stones.12

Christiana died a month after this letter was written on February 3, 1836. Mary Ann was sixteen years old. We have no further letters from Mary Ann until one dated May 26, 1838, again to Maria Lewis. Cross mentions that he could find no letters from January 1836–8, and no letters have surfaced. In 1846 or 1847, Mary Ann recalled her letters from Maria Lewis and entrusted them to Sara Hennell (Simcox 145; Hands 18–19). But there is a break in the surviving letters to Maria Lewis during the period of Mary Ann's mourning over her mother. Redinger thinks that Edith Simcox saw the recalled letters to Lewis from 1836–8 when she interviewed Sara Hennell, but that they subsequently disappeared: “Obviously, someone withdrew these letters from the chance of publication. Who, and why? And why did George Eliot want the letters back?” (38).

If we look for patterns rather than for one-to-one correspondences, then the mothers in Eliot's fiction may offer clues to Christiana's character, as she may offer clues to theirs. Yet these figures are contradictory: Milly Barton, Mrs Poyser, Lisbeth Bede, and Mrs Tulliver in the early fiction, when Eliot was drawing most heavily on her previous experience, offer various models of mothering. They are all, however, represented as undergoing different kinds of stress directly related to their roles as mothers. Milly is loving and serene, but she suffers silently because her husband's economic means do not meet the needs of their large family, and she dies giving birth to a child she was not strong enough to bear. Mrs Poyser struggles to balance the care of her children with the management of her household, dairy, and brewery. She is irritable, dotes overly on her youngest child, and eventually takes to her bed with an undefined illness. Lisbeth Bede is neurotic, fretful, overly doting on her eldest, favorite son Adam; she is at times dismissive and even unkind to her younger son Seth. Mrs Tulliver is high-strung and dissatisfied with her husband, whose financial troubles disorient her simple world defined largely by her rigidly conventional, domineering sisters; she favors her son Tom and is critical of her wayward daughter, Maggie. We sympathize with her because she is bullied by her sisters and because, late in the novel, she softens and gives Maggie the affection she had earlier withheld. Gritty Moss, Maggie's aunt, is a minor character who is also overburdened with childbearing and economic difficulties. While these fictional examples can tell us nothing definitive about Eliot's experience of her mother, it is at least safe to conclude that, as an adult, she associated child-rearing with stress and ill health, and she continued to represent motherhood as a state of anxiety throughout her fiction. Mrs Transome, Mrs Holt, and Mrs Davilow are also anxious mothers. Mrs Transome's defining characteristic is disappointment in her sons.13

There is a theory that Christiana may have been an alcoholic, which would account for many of the mysteries relating to decisions about her children as well as to the silence surrounding her life. Kathleen McCormack suggests this possibility in George Eliot and Intoxication, a book that surveys the extensive range of metaphoric and literal forms of intoxication in Eliot's work within the context of drinking and drug use (mostly opium) in the nineteenth century. McCormack investigates the historical record of Eliot's life in conjunction with the pattern of alcoholism and alcoholic parents in her fiction. Tracing Robert Evans's substantial alcohol purchases as recorded in his diary, she establishes that Christiana had plenty of access to alcohol at home in the 1830s, as well as to the opium/alcohol mixtures prescribed by doctors for illnesses of all sorts. The portrait of a female alcoholic in “Janet's Repentance” has been recognized as both original in fiction and accurate.14 Drinking parents that cause misery to their family include Thias Bede (a chronic drinker) and Mr Tulliver (an occasional drinker). As McCormack shows, drinking and drug use pervade Eliot's fiction with perhaps the most extreme alcoholic after Janet's husband Dempster being Raffles in Middlemarch. Both men suffer from the accurately described symptoms of delirium tremens. McCormack follows the tradition of those seeing significance in the absence of information about Christiana, observing that “the nearly complete silence abut her mother in over forty years of diaries, journals, and letters conforms to the usual responses of children of alcoholics” (George Eliot and Intoxication 205).

This is an example of a mystery that may never be solved by biographers, but it is also a case in which both general patterns and specific representations within the fiction might provide psychological insight – if not factual proof – into the life of the author. Gay Sibley, who does not cite McCormack's earlier argument, nonetheless puts forward an intriguing case for Christiana's alcoholism through a close reading of Mrs Poyser's behavior and through an application of contemporary medical studies of female alcoholics to diagnose both Christiana Evans and Mrs Poyser. This is a methodology that has been profitably used by critics to diagnose Gwendolen in Daniel Deronda as a victim of sexual abuse (though without positing any “original” for the character).

One reason that McCormack's and Sibley's speculations should be taken seriously follows from Sibley's notion that Eliot hid or coded Mrs Poyser's alcoholism in a way that makes it invisible to any but the most careful reader looking to discover it. Sibley writes that in Adam Bede, Eliot “deliberately disguises her own mother as a fictional alcoholic, while artfully closeting that character in her narrative much as her own mother, Christiana Evans, had been closeted in life” (184). Disguise was a technique Eliot would develop in her fiction, especially later through cryptic literary allusions and coded communications with Lewes and others. This practice adds another layer of meaning to her fiction. It may also be seen as part of her secretive tendencies, which seemed to respond to the necessity of concealment both in her life and writing.

Having been criticized by John Blackwood for the explicit portrait of a female alcoholic in “Janet's Repentance” – and exposed as basing the portrait on a real person (Nancy Buchanan, who may or may not have been an alcoholic) – Eliot might well have returned to the topic of female alcoholism in a more veiled manner. Certainly she would not have wanted to invite speculation about any connection between carefully hidden secrets in her family life and characters in her fiction, even though at the time she wrote “Janet's Repentance” and Adam Bede, she herself was veiled in the anonymity of a pseudonym that had not yet been connected to her true identity. Intentional veiling and coding were means by which Eliot represented other taboo subjects in her later fiction, including homosexuality in Romola and incest/sexual abuse in Daniel Deronda. The perhaps less intentional drawing on personal experience to create characters is also evident in her fictional triangles, which recreate and replay the sexual triangle in which she was involved as the mistress of a man whose wife was still living (Agnes Lewes).15 Even if the fictional character of Mrs Poyser is a closet alcoholic, it does not follow that Mrs Evans was like her. Janet is one kind of alcoholic (one who repents). Mrs Poyser has a different profile (though Sibley thinks she reforms as well). Christiana may have been like the pill-popping Mrs Pullet or the opium addict Molly. Snake oil tonics and prescribing doctors are also at the center of Felix Holt and Middlemarch.

Whether or not Mrs Poyser should be seen as a portrait of Mrs Evans, Sibley mounts a convincing case that Mrs Poyser is an alcoholic, closeted both within the fictional world of Hayslope and within the narrative of Adam Bede. The strong presence of family memories throughout the novel would tend to support the appearance of a character based on Christiana. The carpenter Adam, who works his way up to estate manager through a close connection with a young squire, has undeniable parallels to Robert Evans, while Adam's Methodist brother Seth and the young Methodist preacher, Dinah Morris, have their inspirations in Robert's Methodist brother Samuel and his wife Elizabeth.

In a journal entry later published as the “History of Adam Bede” (November 30, 1858), Eliot addressed the contemporary desire to find “originals” for her fictional characters, insisting that “there is not a single portrait in ‘Adam Bede’; only the suggestions of experiences wrought up into new combinations” (“History of Adam Bede” 542). Like Scenes, Adam Bede is full of remembered details. The name of Adam's teacher, Bartle Massey, was the actual name of her father's teacher in Derbyshire (Kathleen Adams 5). The pub where Thias Bede drinks, “The Waggon Overthrown,” is mentioned by Robert Evans in a letter as the site of a protest meeting of colliers in 1842: “the meeting was at the Waggon Overthrown that is about a mile from Bedworth” (qtd. in Kathleen Adams 17). Such colorful names seemed too good for Eliot to resist, and may give us some warrant to tease out the “combinations” of fact turned into fiction in these early works. And yet, to insist on equating a person with a character would result in the rather strange fantasy that Robert Evans (as Adam) stole his brother's girl and married her as perhaps a better match than the real Mrs Poyser-like Christiana Evans. Eliot's practice of drawing on reality but also mixing it with fiction in a strong, original narrative offers us the opportunity to experience both the value and the dangers of biographical speculations concerning the author's works.16

It has not often been suggested in biographies that Adam's mother Lisbeth Bede shares characteristics with Christiana Evans, probably because Adam is so often associated with Robert, and this would weirdly associate Adam's mother with Robert's wife. But, again, there are no one-to-one correspondences between Eliot's life and art, and a variety of combinations are at work. If Christiana, like Robert, is present in Adam Bede, her characteristics are dispersed among various characters. Eliot's identification with Adam is clear. He is the talented, successful son who wants to leave his village but turns back out of duty, a negative, counterfactual fantasy of what might have happened to Mary Ann had she never left home.

Then again, there is something of Mary Ann in Seth, unfavored but dutiful to his mother. Lisbeth Bede is a character whose querulous mothering grates on everyone. We have sympathy for her as the wife of an alcoholic, but her complaints might be seen as driving her spouse to his drinking. It is in reference to her that the narrator makes the famous observation about the pain of seeing our family likeness in our relations: “Nature, that great tragic dramatist, knits us together by bone and muscle, and divides by the subtler web of our brains; blends yearning and repulsion; and ties us by our heartstrings to the beings that jar us at every movement” (AB 40; ch. 4). It is also an odd twist of Adam Bede's ending that Dinah Morris (usually thought to be based on Eliot's Aunt Elizabeth Evans) bonds with Mrs Bede and then seems to replace her. Dinah and Adam's children are named Adam after their father and Lisbeth after their grandmother.

The Evangelical Phase

Certainly the religious and moral ideas of the Dodsons and Tullivers were of too specific a kind to be arrived at deductively, from the statement that they were part of the Protestant population of Great Britain. (Mill 257; bk. 4, ch. 1)

Eliot's memories of her life at Griff House, Nuneaton, and Coventry are most vividly recalled in her early fiction. For example, the town of Milby in “Janet's Repentance” is based on Nuneaton, where she lived while attending Mrs Wallington's (1828–32). These were the years leading up to the passing of the First Reform Bill, which subsequently became a watermark of historical change in her fiction, especially Felix Holt and Middlemarch. In 1832, a riot broke out in Nuneaton during a local election, and it made an impression on the young school girl, who later represented an extended mob scene in Felix Holt, inserting her title character into its midst. The scene suggests a fear of mob violence and the novel as a whole is ideologically skeptical about democracy in general and voting reform in particular. She also represented a less threatening crowd in pre-Reform Middlemarch, one that detects and mocks the insincerity of Mr Brooke's commitment to reform.

These were also years of reforming religious movements. It was during her time at Mrs Wallington's that, under the influence of Maria Lewis, she first began to sympathize and identify with Evangelicalism. By the nineteenth century, those whose beliefs and practices were closest to their Catholic origins were known as High Church Anglicans, while those who deviated furthest from the rituals and ceremonies of Catholicism but remained within the Anglican fold were known as Low Church. The Evangelical revival established Methodism in the 1730s and continued to have influence in a variety of forms throughout the early nineteenth century including a fundamentalist, reforming movement within the church itself. The Reverend Tryan in “Janet's Repentance” was inspired by the Evangelical curate in Nuneaton, John Edmund Jones (Haight, Biography 9). Tryan's Sunday night sermons attract the poor, leading to the suspicion that he is a Dissenter and making him the object of distrust and hatred among more conventional townspeople, particularly Janet's husband, the lawyer Dempster.

The brand of evangelicalism with which Mary Ann associated was a more personalized form of Anglicanism that sought to reform the Church of England from within, rather than break away from it, as did multiple dissenting sects. In various ways and to varying degrees, Dissenters and Evangelicals offered a democratic extension of spiritual power to individuals. These movements and denominations were therefore appealing to the disenfranchised and impoverished working classes in the rapidly industrializing cities and were associated with radical political reform, or even revolution, and were often viewed with suspicion. Conservative prejudice against Baptists, Presbyterians, Independents, Unitarians, and various unnamed fringe groups persisted in the nineteenth century, and the wave of Evangelicalism within the church also came under suspicion for its closeness to dissent.17

In her youthful phases of sometimes extreme pietism, Mary Ann remained within the Church of England, but she came into contact with a variety of Dissenting sects and maintained a personal tolerance for different religions, hating bigotry of all sorts, even though in her youth she showed less tolerance than she later would in her fiction. Her comments on the subject in one letter to Maria Lewis show both her toleration and her ironic wit, even in the midst of piety, when recommending a religious book, John Williams's A Narrative of Missionary Enterprises in the South Sea Islands (1838): “It is deeply interesting; truly the ‘isles are submitting to the Lord’ and literally ‘wailing for His law’. . .” (GEL 1:12). Though the recommendation is serious, the tone is subtly mocking. Missionary work as a form of coercion would become increasingly distasteful to her.18 She continues, again ironically: “Mr. W. is a dissenter but the B[isho]p of Chester highly recommended his work . . . and it has since been purchased by all denominations. If you have any bigots near you there could not be a better book for them” (GEL 1:12). The passage intermingles skepticism about Williams's missionary work and the authority of the Bishop of Chester with ironic criticism of “bigots” who might be got to read the work of a Dissenter because it was authorized by a bishop. It reflects the fundamental belief in tolerance evident from her critical treatment of Dempster's persecution of Tryan in “Janet's Repentance” through to her defense of the Jews in Impressions of Theophrastus Such. Furthermore, the comment suggests that as early as 1838, her doubts about the supremacy of the very religion her epistolary rhetoric otherwise professed had already taken hold of her nineteen-year-old mind.

In the 1830s, there was also a counter-movement to Evangelicalism, which advocated a return of the Church of England to its Catholic roots (excepting acknowledgment of the Pope's authority). Known as the Tractarians for their series of publications, Tracts for our Times (1833–41), members of the Oxford Movement, as it was also called, instigated an influential, rather elitist push toward conservative reform within Anglicanism that stirred debate and controversy. Typically, Mary Ann was aware of this movement, and her reading (which temporarily excluded novels) included the Tracts. In May 1839, she wrote to Maria Lewis that the Oxford Tracts,

evince by their compliments to Rome, as a dear though erring Sister, and their attempts to give a romish colour to our ordinances, with a very confused and unscriptural statement of the great doctrine of justification, a disposition rather to fraternize with the members of the church . . . than with pious non-conformists. (GEL 1:26)

Expressing simultaneous disdain and respect for the Tracts, she refers to the “extensive learning, the laborious zeal, and the deep devotion of those who propagate them” (GEL 1:26). She criticized the social and intellectual elitism of the Tractarians, whose teachings trickled down from Oxford to the provinces, as she wrote in “Amos Barton,” “the effect of the Tractarian agitation was beginning to be felt in backward provincial regions” (Scenes 2; ch. 1). It is significant that she was reading the work of both Dissenters and Tractarians at this time, passionate as ever in her pursuit of the truth and not as certain of it as she sometimes seems when writing to Miss Lewis.

Robert Evans was a respectable Church of England member, probably best characterized as Broad Church, falling in between the High Church Anglicans and the Low Church Evangelicals. He was not so intolerant, however, as to reject his younger brother Samuel and sister-in-law Elizabeth, and as Haight notes, in Coventry he was somewhat “touched by the evangelical spirit” (Biography 34). His conservative nature determined that he was not likely to deviate far from the religious beliefs and practices of his aristocratic employers or of the traditions in which he was raised. Like many of his contemporaries with aspirations to raise themselves socially and establish respectability, he was prone to associate dissent with a dangerous radicalism.

Too little of Mrs Evans is known to speculate on her religion, but there is no reason to think that she held any other than orthodox views. The indictment of unthinking Protestant conformity that the narrator of The Mill applies to the Dodson sisters, may reflect on Mrs Evans: “Their religion was of a simple, semi-pagan kind, but there was no heresy in it, – if heresy properly means choice, – for they didn't know there was any other religion, except that of chapel-goers, which appeared to run in families, like asthma” (257; bk. 4, ch. 1). The narrator's satiric account of the “emmet-like” Dodsons and Tullivers in a chapter entitled “A Variation of Protestantism Unknown to Bossuet,” is often cited, but the discourse on the middle-class provincial mindset actually ends on a note of approbation, observing that the pride of the Dodson race “identified honour with perfect integrity, thoroughness of work, and faithfulness of admitted rules; and society owes some worthy qualities in many of her members to mothers of the Dodson class” (258; bk. 4, ch. 1). The reference to mothers is interesting if we remember that the Dodsons were inspired by the Pearsons. Rather than a particular mother, it is mothers of this class that should be appreciated, even when their habits grate on their children. Conventionality is unthinking, but it is constant and decent, so at least George Eliot believed in 1860. The teenage Mary Ann Evans was anything but unthinking, and her letters suggest that in the late 1830s what she thought about most was religion in relation, not so much to her eternal soul, as to her egoistic self.

In the clergymen who populate her fiction, Eliot surveyed the range of Christian beliefs within the Church of England. Her early works show the Low Church newcomers to the provinces (Barton and Tryan), as well as the outlying movements of Methodism (Adam Bede) and the unnamed sect to which Silas Marner belongs. Rufus Lyon in Felix Holt is “minister of the Independent Chapel usually spoken of as ‘Malthouse Yard’” (44; ch. 3), and is ineffectually bent on debating with the high church Rector, Mr Debarry, or at least his curate, the Reverend Theodore Sherlock, BA. Mr Bulstrode in Middlemarch was once “an eminent though young member of a Calvinistic dissenting church at Highbury” in London who thought of “the ministry as a possible vocation, and inclined towards missionary labor” (578; ch. 61), but his professional and social ambitions led him to wealth and a very different kind of future. His history is recalled in the character Mixtus in Impressions, who once ministered and proselytized in industrial cities but later felt far removed from that past (ch. 9). On the whole, Eliot's fiction concentrates on orthodox clergymen and their varying degrees of conformity on a spectrum from harmless laxity to hypocrisy, from Maynard Gilfil, Mr Irwine (Adam Bede), Mr Stelling, Dr Kenn (The Mill), Mr Cadwallader, Mr Farebrother, Mr Casaubon (Middlemarch), the Reverend Gascoigne (Daniel Deronda), and the narrator's father in Impressions of Theophrastus Such.19

Throughout her life and work, Eliot was aware of the religious changes and conflicts that characterized the pre-Victorian era into which she was born and whose controversies she had followed in her youth as an avid reader and ardent Christian. In Middlemarch, Mrs Farebrother speaks for the generation of Robert and Christiana Evans. Her son says that she is “like old George the Third” and “objects to metaphysics” (159; ch. 17). His mother responds that when she was young: “We knew our catechism, and that was enough; we learned our creed and our duty. Every respectable Church person had the same opinions. But now, if you speak out of the Prayer-book itself, you are liable to be contradicted” (159). In conversation with Lydgate, who represents a progressive, reforming mentality that attracts her son, Mrs Farebrother asserts that she would never disrespect her parents by giving up what they taught her, concluding vaguely: “Any one may see what comes of turning. If you change once, why not twenty times?” (159). This caricature of religious conventionality is as sympathetically drawn as the conservative politics of the narrator's father in Impressions, but Mrs Farebrother's comments remind us that George Eliot “turned” several (if not twenty) times before arriving at her final stance in relation to Christianity.

Before her mother's death, Mary Ann was pious in a way acceptable to her family because they could recognize her beliefs as an evangelical aspect of Anglicanism. Maria Lewis, for example, was a welcome guest in their home. In the 1836 letter in which she tells her friend about her parents' respective illnesses, she writes: “My mother and sister unite with me in love to you, and my Brother begs me to present his kind regards” (GEL 1:3). The year after her mother's death and her recall home from school, Mary Ann served as bridesmaid in her sister Chrissey's marriage to a local doctor. This is usually the date from which biographers notice that Mary Anne, as she was christened, began spelling her name Mary Ann. Chrissey's departure with her husband for their new home in the village of Meriden five miles north of Coventry left her younger sister as the sole woman at Griff and therefore obliged to keep house for her father and brother. This is the time when she entered into an intense religious phase, bordering at times on fanaticism. Her extreme piety lasted approximately from Chrissey's marriage in 1837 through to 1841, as documented in her letters during this time. Critical thinking and skepticism leading to doubt is evident earlier in her letters so that in all, the archly Calvinistic part of her life was a short, reactionary response to unhappy domestic conditions.20

A variety of factors may have contributed to Mary Ann's brief turn to a self-denying, Christian asceticism that exceeded the bounds of her previous evangelicalism as well as the bounds of respectability, so important to her father and brother. These include grief at her mother's death and anger at being removed from the school where she had thrived, thus ending her formal education. She may also have resented having her role in life reduced to housework, or have been depressed at finding so little sympathy for her own aspirations within a male-dominated home. It is clear that she saw no promising prospects for her future at this time. And so without denying the seriousness of her religious faith, it is safe to say that the expression of faith itself was a form of rebellion. She knew that she was regarded as a problem by her family. Though her services as a maiden aunt and spinster daughter were valuable, the ultimate goal was for her to marry. The young woman occupied with keeping a household, churning butter, and making pies and jams, had an intense imaginative, intellectual life with few outlets other than the religious letters she wrote to receptive religious friends. Turned inward, her passion took the form of a self-searching and self-scourging conscience. Her anger was partially directed at Isaac who, as a man, enjoyed certain pleasures that, she later wrote, she would have denied him at the time when she went about “like an owl,” neglecting her appearance and eschewing other vanities (Cross, Life 1:157; Haight, Biography 19).21 She doesn't specify the nature of Isaac's pleasures, but they may have included hunting and drinking.22

While she made a detailed moral argument against reading novels, her reading in religious literature of all sorts was vast. Her letters are tissues of biblical quotations from both Old and New Testaments. This knowledge of the Bible would enable her to compose the sermons preached by Dinah Morris in Adam Bede and Savonarola in Romola. Furthermore, the practice of punctuating her own prose with quotations was a formal characteristic of her writing that would become more pronounced as her career progressed, both in the addition of chapter epigraphs beginning with Felix Holt and in the uncited quotations that are naturalized allusions to other works in her own voice. By the time she began writing fiction, she would also be an expert in German biblical criticism.

The religious ardor of young women trapped in their circumstances appears with a sympathetic irony and distance in Maggie Tulliver in The Mill and Dorothea Brooke in Middlemarch. After the rebellious Maggie is subdued through the near bankruptcy of her father and the impoverishment of the family, she briefly finds an outlet in religious belief. Upon arbitrarily reading The Imitation of Christ (1418–27) by Thomas à Kempis, she hears a voice from the past that speaks to her painful life, and she embraces submission, a move sympathetically recounted by the narrator. With all the enthusiasm of a convert, she “sat in the deepening twilight forming plans of self-humiliation and entire devotedness; and, in the ardour of first discovery, renunciation seemed to her the entrance into that satisfaction which she had so long been craving in vain” (273; bk. 4, ch. 3). The narrator wisely observes: “She knew nothing of doctrines and systems – of mysticism or quietism, but this voice out of the far-off middle ages was the direct communication of a human soul's belief and experience, and came to Maggie as an unquestioned message” (273).

Maggie's religious phase does not last for long. While she searches for solutions, consolations, and enthusiasm, she turns to religion, but the emphasis of her encounter with Thomas à Kempis is on her connection with another human reader from the past, whose markings in the book draw her to certain passages, making them seem the more relevant to her life. She is led away from her pious isolation by Philip Wakem, who brings her works of literature by Scott and Madame de Staël that introduce her to an intellectual, imaginative world and take her out of her domestic misery. Philip entreats Maggie to escape her “narrow self-delusive fanaticism”: “it is stupefaction to remain in ignorance – to shut up all the avenues by which the life of your fellow-men might become known to you” (305; bk. 4, ch. 3). The physically deformed, artistic Philip voices opinions about the importance of wide reading as a way of knowing fellow men that are consistent with Eliot's. Like Mary Ann, Maggie turned to religious consolation when she felt isolated and alone, but through Philip's encouragement, Maggie's imagination – and by implication her moral sense – is awakened. Eliot clearly infused aspects of herself into both characters, replaying her emergence from fanaticism but denying to Maggie the happy outcome that she experienced herself.

In Middlemarch, Dorothea Brooke's religious experience is also contrasted to the Catholic Middle Ages, specifically that of the Spanish St Theresa. The “not yet twenty” (8; ch. 1) Dorothea was “enamoured of intensity and greatness, and rash in embracing whatever seemed to her to have those aspects; likely to seek martyrdom, to make retractions, and then to incur martyrdom after all in a quarter where she had not sought it” (8; ch. 1). Her friends view her as a problem because she is a beautiful heiress, who puts off prospective suitors with her “strange whims of fasting like a Papist, and of sitting up at night to read old theological books!” (9; ch. 1). There can be no doubt that in Maggie and Dorothea, George Eliot looked back at her youthful religious phase with the knowledge that such ardor cannot last and must be channeled in other directions or burn itself out. Foreshadowing the analysis of modern Dorotheas in Middlemarch, the narrator of The Mill observes of the early nineteenth century: “The days were gone when people could be greatly wrought upon by their faith, still less change it” (124; ch. 12). Though The Mill and Middlemarch suggest that early nineteenth-century society offered no outlet for the energies of ardent young women like Maggie and Dorothea, Eliot was able to write their stories only because she found a way out of the restrictions imposed on women and those growing up in provincial society generally.

Critics and biographers have taken different views of Eliot's religious belief. Most biographers tend to emphasize the extremes of her renunciations (especially her refusal to read novels or attend the theatre, and her disapproval of oratorio, etc.). This emphasis makes her later rejection of religion and her passionate embrace and pursuit of the pleasures she renounced all the more dramatic as a narrative. Intellectual historians, not surprisingly, represent a spectrum of views. In Theology in the Fiction of George Eliot (2001), Peter Hodgson argues that the Christian beliefs of her youth never completely left her and continued to inform the moral perspective of her fiction. In this he affirms what Nietzsche later condemned in Twilight of the Idols (1889) speaking of English morality and citing Eliot as an example: “They are rid of the Christian God and now believe all the more firmly that they must cling to Christian morality” (Nietzsche 515). At the other extreme, Avrom Fleishman in George Eliot's Intellectual Life (2010) downplays the relevance of evangelicalism to her later thought and writing (23). Valerie Dodd places Eliot's immersion in contemporary religious debates within the philosophical context of her search for truth, while Barry Qualls and Mary Wilson Carpenter have emphasized the consistency of biblical typology in her work. Mary Ann ultimately lost her zeal as a convert away from Christianity and became tolerant of those who found consolation in religion, but first, having sought and found what she believed to be the truth, she took a principled stand that brought her into conflict with her father and ultimately became a lesson in compromise.

It may seem surprising that Eliot had such an intense religious phase; on the other hand, it may seem strange that she lost her religion so completely once she made up her mind about what she believed to be the truth. Rather than considering the question from a theological point of view, it is worth thinking about what religion could do for Mary Ann Evans from approximately the time she met Maria Lewis in 1828 through her mother's death in 1836 – after which her religiosity intensified – up until her meeting with the Brays in 1841. Clearly her Methodist aunt, although married, provided a model of what a woman might do other than, or in addition to, being a wife and mother. It was a very different model from that provided by her ailing mother, who was often too ill on Sunday mornings even to attend church (McCormack, Intoxication 204). If Mrs Evans was as “sharp-tongued” as Mrs Poyser, she might have been a highly intelligent woman, perhaps finding housework and child-rearing an unsatisfying channel for her intelligence.

Many unhappy housewives in life and literature resorted to drug therapies or relapsed into invalidism. The figure of the invalid wife was common in Jane Austen's works in characters such as Lady Bertram in Mansfield Park (1814) and Mary Musgrove in Persuasion (1818). Aunt Pullet in The Mill is the best example in Eliot's fiction. Wealthy through marriage and childless, she has no work to occupy her and cultivates her hypochondria with an enabling spouse who keeps track of her medicines:

“There's the ‘pills as before’ every other night, and the new drops at eleven and four, and the 'fervescing mixture ‘when agreeable’”. (101; bk. 1, ch. 9)

Such an empty, medicated fate must have horrified Mary Ann, who combined her intelligence with a relentless work ethic and puritanical distaste for opiates of all kinds. There was no reason for Mary Ann to think that she could fashion a career outside of marriage or that she could become a scholar. There was no Cassandra Fedele – “the most learned woman in the world” whom Romola intends to seek out in Venice – to emulate. Her models of contemporary women writers were limited and included the popular moralist Hannah Moore, against whom she would later strike out in the intensity of backlash against Christian moralizing. Writing in 1848 to her neighbor John Sibree, with whom she exchanged an intense and flirtatious series of letters discussing politics and religion, she said of Moore,

She was that most disagreeable of all monsters, a blue-stocking – a monster that can only exist in a miserably false state of society, in which a woman with but a smattering of learning or philosophy is classed along with singing mice and card playing pigs. (GEL 1:245)

The most educated, intellectual women she met in her early life were religious, and it makes sense that she should have channeled her energies into religious reading, thinking, and practices.

The premise of Middlemarch is that an ardor like Dorothea's has no channel in the early decades of the nineteenth century and the dispersing of her talents among hindrances is the alternate life Mary Ann Evans might have lived. Dorothea's project of drawing plans for workers' cottages seems an ironic glance at Mary Ann Evans's search for a meaningful contribution to society (in addition to her theological quest for truth). Her own project, conceived in 1839 but never completed, was a Chart of Ecclesiastical History, which seems a desperate attempt to press her intellectual inclinations into the service of Christianity (Haight, Biography 24). Bodenheimer observes of her ongoing correspondence with Maria Lewis during this period that while it “served as an intellectual and expressive lifeline that reached out of the family, it was necessarily confined by a continuing deference to Lewis and by the discourse of evangelical piety within which Mary Ann had to contrive to speak her mind” (Real Life 32). In 1841, Mary Ann was on the verge of breaking the confines of religion and the discourse of evangelical piety, and at the age of twenty two, was about to learn how to speak her mind.

Holy War

– I fear nothing but voluntarily leaving you. I can cheerfully do it if you desire it and shall go with deep gratitude for all the tenderness and rich kindness you have never tired of shewing me. (Mary Ann Evans to Robert Evans; GEL 1:129)

In June 1841, Isaac married Sarah Rawlins, who came from a prosperous middle-class family that lived in the neighborhood of Edgbaston in Birmingham. Sarah was ten years older than Isaac, and her father was a friend of Robert Evans's. Mary Ann attended the wedding in Birmingham with her sister Chrissey and served as a bridesmaid. After a series of stressful family negotiations detailed in her letters, Mary Ann moved with her father to Foleshill, a suburb of Coventry about five miles from Griff. Isaac and his wife moved into Griff House, where the Evans family had lived since 1820 and where Isaac would live until his death in 1890.

Isaac now assumed his father's position as manager of the Newdigate estate. Mary Ann was now managing a smaller household, and Isaac's independent behavior was no longer a gall to her Puritanism, which was beginning to relax as she had more time for reading and contemplation. Her first months were lonely and she wrote to Maria, “I have no one who enters into my pleasures or my griefs, no one with whom I can pour out my soul, no one with the same yearnings the same temptations the same delights as myself” (GEL 1:102). She missed her old home at Griff, and she had not yet made new friends. She accepted her duty to take care of her retired father, and she was reading deeply in works of religion and theology.

At least part of the intention of moving to a less isolated locale was to provide Mary Ann with opportunities for meeting a husband, but the move had an effect quite unintended by her father. In the neighborhood of Coventry she found new friendships that opened up a world of free intellectual exchange and inquiry, as well as social fellowship. In 1841, she purchased the second edition of Charles Christian Hennell's An Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Christianity (1838; 1841). The Hennells were Unitarians who lived in Hackney in London. Charles followed his father into the mercantile business and the family worshipped at the Unitarian Gravel Pitt Chapel. Hennell's book is consistent with her readings in religious history and theology at the time, but it may have had added interest to Mary Ann because of local connections: the author's uncle, Samuel Hennell, was a ribbon manufacturer in Coventry. In 1836, Charles Hennell's sister Caroline (called Cara) married another Coventry ribbon manufacturer, Charles Bray. Charles Bray's sister Elizabeth Bray Pears was Mary Ann's next-door neighbor at Foleshill and her first new friend there. Mary Ann would soon meet the members of this extended family whose influence on her future personal, intellectual, and professional life would be profound.

Coventry's economy was closely tied to the silk weaving and ribbon manufacturing business. With its strong liberal traditions, it did not experience as much labor unrest as other manufacturing towns during the “Hungry Forties” and era of Chartist agitation. Many of the wealthy manufacturers were also philanthropists who experimented with institutions for helping the working classes, and Bray was particularly involved in providing equal education for children, including those of Dissenters.23 Mary Ann had attended school in Coventry at the Misses Franklins until 1835 and, in 1841, she resumed her acquaintance with her Baptist teachers. More importantly, however, was the acquaintance with her neighbor, Mrs Pears, with whom she became involved in some charitable work aimed specifically at helping the miners during difficult economic times. Mrs Pears, whose husband was a wealthy ribbon manufacturer (and would become mayor of Coventry), introduced Mary Ann to her brother, Charles. Influenced in early life by Methodism and Unitarianism, Charles had on the one hand come to a progressive, rationalist perspective on life through the free intellectual inquiry to which he was devoted by the time he met Mary Ann. On the other hand, he pursued the more traditional path of training for a business career by working in a London warehouse for three years before returning to Coventry to work for his father. Upon his father's death in 1835, he inherited the family ribbon manufacturing business.

More has been made of Bray's Owenite socialism and conversion to phrenology than of his activities as a capitalist manufacturer. His embrace of social reforming ideologies and enthusiasm for current theories may have created a conflict with his business pursuits and affected his ability to maintain a successful business. He was active in promoting anti-Corn Law legislation and in 1842 met Richard Cobden and John Bright, leading radical, free-trade advocates and politicians. Writing in 1881, Bray reflects: “I was not a Free Trader only” (Phases of Opinion 68). Describing free trade in social Darwinian terms, he observes that though wealth within the nation generally increased, at the time he was writing, economic downturns causing poverty and distress recurred “about every ten years”: “Supply and demand,” he laments, are now left to “chance and selfish instincts only” (69). In an interesting contrast, the Tory Robert Evans reported to his employer in 1842 that he was sorry to say that there were anti-Corn Law petitions circulating in Coventry. Politically and religiously speaking, he was not predisposed to like Mary Ann's new friends.


Figure 4 Charles Bray (Coventry History Centre)
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During Mary Ann's time in Coventry (1841–50), Charles Bray was at the height of his prosperity. He had purchased a home, Rosehill, in 1840 just before her arrival. In 1841 he had published his second book, The Philosophy of Necessity. Later, in 1857, just three years before the general decline of the industry due to a Free Trade treaty with France in 1860, he gave up the business and was forced to sell Rosehill. By the time George Eliot was a wealthy novelist, Charles and Cara's financial situation had become so precarious that Eliot wrote Cara in 1861 delicately offering to help (Haight, Biography 459). But throughout the 1840s, they enjoyed economic prosperity and a lively intellectual and social life. During the difficult final years of her life in the Midlands, Mary Ann considered Rosehill her second home.24

In 1859, Eliot reflected on “the strong hold Evangelical Christianity had on me from the age of fifteen to two and twenty and of the abundant intercourse I had with earnest people of various religious sects” (GEL 3:230). Whereas she had already been intimate with Methodists, Baptists, and Evangelicals, during her new life at Foleshill, she would meet Independents (the Sibree family), and perhaps most importantly Unitarians, a sect associated with progressive social and political views. After Cara Hennell married Charles Bray at age 21, according to his autobiography, he challenged her religious faith, hoping to convert her to his own rationalist views (Phases of Opinion 48). Shaken in her beliefs, she turned to her brother, Charles Christian Hennell, inspiring him to undertake research for the work that became An Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Christianity, which Mary Ann had probably already read by the time she met the Brays in November of 1841.

Hennell's book, which was influential on Eliot's thinking about Christianity at this time, and to which she returned in 1847 and again when it was reissued in 1870, demystified without rejecting the events recorded in the New Testament, offering an historically grounded, humanistic perspective on the moral teachings of Jesus, which was consistent with his Unitarian beliefs. Hennell's critical method is concerned specifically with discrediting the miracles in the Gospels by exposing their inconsistency, improbability, and derivation from other textual sources. His approach was remarkably similar to work being done by German biblical scholars of the time, though he came to know this only after he had written the book. Again, reconciling his findings that the miracles in the Bible cannot stand up to rational scrutiny, he nonetheless searches for a naturalistic basis for the morality of Jesus's teachings. Summarizing his conclusions in his Preface, he writes:

Most of the doctrines of Christianity are admitted to be so much in accordance with the purest dictates of natural reason, that, on recognizing the latter as the supreme guide, no violent disruption of the habits and associations of the religious world is necessary . . . The contemplation of the Creator may still be indulged, and lessons of morality and wisdom still sought, according to the forms which Christianity has consecrated. (vi–vii)

Without ever explicitly endorsing the Unitarian religion that stood behind Hennell's conclusions, Mary Ann found his rational, naturalizing perspective on Christian morality to be in accord with her own views, and his humanism would provide a foundation for her own future humanist philosophy as expressed in her fiction. It is no wonder that she was also drawn to Hennell himself and the members of his family.

Mary Ann met Cara's sister Sara Hennell in July 1842. She met Charles Christian and his fiancée Rufa Brabant in October of 1842. The sisters Cara Bray and Sara Hennell, like their brother Charles, remained Unitarians, though the Brays did not attend church in Coventry. While Mary Ann never became a Unitarian herself, as her father feared, Unitarianism was the denomination of Protestantism with which she could most closely identify in later years, when she occasionally attended Unitarian services, and it remained the branch of Christianity with which she felt the most affinity, at least until her Anglican marriage to John Cross in 1880.25

Just as she had been extreme in her evangelical piety, so Mary Ann was extreme in her rejection of religion. It was a difficult, awkward situation for the conservative, conventional men of her family, who above all in their own respectable lives sought to avoid extremes. As the narrator ironically observes of the town of Middlemarch and the surrounding neighborhoods: “Sane people did what their neighbors did, so that if any lunatics were at large, one might know and avoid them” (9; ch. 1). On January 2, 1842, Mary Ann made the now famous gesture of refusing to attend church with her father and visiting friend Maria Lewis, thereby starting what she referred to as a “Holy War.” She had met the Brays only two months before and had not yet met Sara and Charles Hennell, but biographers and critics often assume that these new friends influenced her change of beliefs. Yet the acquaintance was too short at this time to have done anything more than embolden her to say what she had come to believe based on her readings and to act according to her conscience.


Figure 5 Caroline (Cara) Bray, 1850 (Coventry History Centre)
[image: img]


Bodenheimer, who has given close attention to the letters during this period, writes of her friendship with the Brays: “The combination of freethinking and emotional receptivity which Mary Ann Evans found in the Brays was the necessary condition for the sudden eruption of her Holy War” (Real Life 61). The act of refusing to go to church, Bodenheimer argues, was a test put to both Mr Evans and Maria Lewis to find out whether their love and friendship could stand the difference of opinion with which they were confronted: “She could now risk such a test because there was, at last, an alternative conduit for her intellectual and affectional life in her new friendship with the Brays” (Real Life 62). Neither her father nor Maria Lewis responded well to this test, though by ultimately relenting Mary Ann was able to repair the damage she had caused to her relationship with her father and her friend. She later regretted what she had done by not compromising her principles for the sake of others, repenting for the pain and dissension she had caused during this period (Cross, Life 1:113). And yet, her intense desire to pursue truth and knowledge, as well as her need for personal fulfillment, would lead to further rifts with her family.

Mary Ann had already suffered from the instability and domestic conflict surrounding the decision to move to Foleshill, which she was made to understand was for the benefit of introducing her into society where she might find a husband. So it was further unsettling during the months of the Holy War when Robert Evans threatened to leave their Foleshill house, Bird Grove, and move to a cottage in Packington on the estate of one of his employers. Mary Ann was forced to contemplate an independent life as a teacher or perhaps governess, an inevitable option for unmarried women and one taken by her friend Maria Lewis as well as by her half-sister Fanny.

Eventually, after spending several weeks with Isaac and his wife at Griff and participating in negotiations which included the possibility of moving in with Chrissey and her growing family in Meriden, the Holy War was settled by a compromise. Mary Ann moved back to Bird Grove with her father, who, despite his threats, was dependent on his devoted youngest daughter to care for him. Bodenheimer summarizes what Mary Ann accomplished by the momentous act of temporarily refusing to attend church and then later agreeing to attend without believing: “She agreed to misrepresent herself in the eyes of the world in order to maintain both the household and the private integrity of her mind . . . This shift, the submission to worldly opinion from which she is internally independent, was at the center of Mary Ann Evans's experience in the Holy War” (Real Life 73–4). This solidification of internal independence as more important than worldly opinion prepared her for future confrontations with what her narrator calls in The Mill “the World's Wife.” Specifically, it prepared her for her future relationship with the married George Henry Lewes.

This conflict also offered an opportunity for Mary Ann to break away if she had dared, and her letters suggest that it was less doubt about her ability to support herself than a powerful sense that she would be abdicating a duty to her father that kept her from leaving home. For the next several years, she performed the duties of an unmarried daughter, keeping house, visiting family, and attending church. Yet during this time of devoting herself to her father, her mind was expanding through her reading and her contact with the Brays and their circle of family and friends. She would not leave the Midlands until after her father's death.

This temptation to leave family and responsibilities behind is replayed again and again in her fiction. Adam Bede leaves home but returns immediately, thinking of his brother and mother left to manage his alcoholic father. Maggie is compelled to leave home and teach school for a time, but she returns to her family in St Oggs, feeling that her first ties are the most important in her life. She leaves again with Stephen but returns again to face social ostracism for the sake of what she feels for her family. Romola is turned back by Savonarola when she seeks to leave her husband, and though she eventually does leave Tito, after his death she returns to take care of his mistress and children. Felix Holt, who had left home despising his father's snake oil business, returns to take care of his widowed mother. Camden Farebrother, though intellectually yearning to pursue his scientific interests, remains in Middlemarch to provide for his widowed mother and sisters. Ezra Cohen returns from his European studies after his father takes his sister Mirah and leaves his mother alone in London.

With this recurring pattern, Eliot confirms the choice Mary Ann made to remain with her father at this potential turning point in her life, but in none of her fiction does she allow a character to play out a story comparable to her own, one in which the hero or heroine manages to both meet compelling duties to family and also to escape completely from the limitations imposed by those duties. Duty to family is different from duty in marriage, and leaving because of injury is different from leaving because of ambition. Those who leave families to pursue ambition (the Princess in Daniel Deronda) or those who are injured and misunderstood (Will's mother in Middlemarch) are either minor or merely background characters. Mary Ann had both motivations at this point in her life, and yet she willingly stayed. Perhaps the greatest significance of the Holy War episode is that it marks the moment when Duty replaced God as the abstraction for which she would willingly suffer injury and subdue ambition.

Duty within marriage based on a contract or promise, rather than birth, was something she had yet to experience or fully formulate her opinions about. A series of experiences with married men prior to her irregular “marriage” to Lewes implicated her in sexual infidelities. In November 1843, Charles Hennell married Rufa Brabant in London with Mary Ann serving as a bridesmaid (her third time). Rufa's father, Dr Brabant, invited Mary Ann to visit him and his wife at their home in Devizes in Wiltshire to compensate for their daughter's departure. At first she enjoyed her time with Dr Brabant, whose intellectual liveliness and focused attention on her must have been seductive. Although not usually read in this way, the accounts she wrote to Cara may have an edge of irony in them: “I am in a little heaven here, Dr. Brabant being its archangel” (GEL 1:165). Looking back, she later told Sara that she had been “laughing in her sleeve” while burning incense to the doctor, who happened to be the only deity at hand (GEL 1:225). Her trip was brought to an early end when Mrs Brabant's sister alerted the blind Mrs Brabant to the flirtation between the doctor and the young woman he called his “Deutera.” The Latin pun, which Mary Ann claimed to find clever (but may have found pretentious), suggests the doctor's pedantry. His own daughter also went by a Latin nickname.26 Mrs Brabant asked the young visitor to leave, and Dr Brabant apparently did not intervene or defend her. It was an embarrassing episode from which Mary Ann emerges as susceptible to intellectual and sexual attentions from men and Dr Brabant appears foolish.

He would not disappear entirely from her life, but George Eliot would have her revenge. The doctor apparently talked about a great philosophical work he intended to write but never did (Linton, My Literary Life 43–4). This project must have been a germ of Mr Casaubon's unwritten “Key to All Mythologies,” and Brabant's behavior (which was a pattern) may be reflected in that of Casaubon, an older man too egotistical to see the inappropriateness of his attentions to a young woman. The mysterious (to her friends) and ridiculous way in which Dorothea is temporarily enamored of Mr Casaubon and his learning suggests personal experience viewed with the same ironic distance as Dorothea's religious enthusiasm. Despite her negative experience with Brabant, he was a link between her and the German biblical scholar David Strauss, whose work she was about to translate, and later in the 1850s in Germany, Brabant would bring about a meeting between Strauss and his English translator.

Mary Ann's first step toward authorship and first opportunity to put her learning to professional use came when Charles Hennell asked her to take over the translation of David Strauss's Das Leben Jesu (1835–6) as The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined (1846). Knowledge of the German Higher Criticism at this time was limited to an intellectual avant-garde (Dodd 88–9). Hennell had not read Strauss when he wrote An Inquiry, but by the time his second edition came out in 1841 (the one Mary Ann owned), he had read Das Leben Jesu and could comment on its importance. But there was still no English translation. Dr Brabant knew Strauss and wanted to promote his work in England. A leading Unitarian radical MP, Joseph Parkes (whose daughter Bessie would later become a friend of George Eliot's), offered to fund the project of translating and publishing the book. He thought that the dissemination of German biblical critiques would aid in his primary concern – political reform. Rufa Brabant began the translation before her marriage, but apparently the task was too difficult for her. In 1844, Mary Ann agreed to take it on and would spend two years (1844–6) completing the task.

Strauss's book applies a rational, scientific method to its comparative study of the life of Jesus as told in the four Gospels.27 The controversial study had already run through several German editions, which Strauss had revised in various ways. The fourth edition was chosen for the English translation. The style is dry and dispassionate, weighted with detail and scholarly apparatus. Characteristically, Mary Ann fretted over every detail. She corresponded extensively with Sara Hennell about the meaning of the German words and the problem of selecting English equivalents. She also needed to call on her knowledge of Greek and Latin and occasionally Hebrew, a language she would not study seriously until much later:

There is one word I must mention, – Azazel is the word put in the original of the O.T. for the scape-goat. Now I imagine there is some dubiousness about the meaning and that Strauss would not think it right to translate scape-goat, because from the tenor of his sentence he appears to include Azazel with the evil demons. (GEL 1:195)

The exchange with Sara brought the two women closer together and was an outlet for the frustrations and doubts about authorship that George Eliot would experience throughout her career. Sara, another unmarried former governess but more intellectual, sophisticated, and progressive in her thinking, had replaced Maria Lewis as Mary Ann's primary audience. Before their close relationship faded with Mary Ann's move to London, this bond would become even more intense with Mary Ann taking the role of “husband” in their intimate and at times passionate correspondence.

By the time she began translating Strauss, as she wrote to her father in 1842, she already viewed the Scriptures as “mingled truth and fiction” (GEL 1:128), but she also saw and felt the poetry in the story and language of the Gospels. These texts had great personal meaning for her, despite her inability to believe in their revealed truth. Strauss's lack of sensitivity to the beauty and poetry of the biblical narratives, as well as the difficulty of the translating itself, left Mary Ann depressed. Near the end, when her father was also ailing, she complained to Cara Bray, who repeated it to Sara, that she was “Strauss-sick – it made her ill dissecting the beautiful story of the crucifixion, and only the sight of her Christ-image and picture [of Christ] made her endure it” (GEL 1:206). This is understandable in a former Evangelical Christian for whom the story of Christ had once been so personally and spiritually significant. Strauss does indeed dissect the story: Were Christ's feet nailed to the cross or only his hands? Was he given vinegar or wine? What was said by his mockers? By him? Was Mary there? Where can we see the influence of ideologies and mythmaking in the supposed factual testaments? In a typical passage, he writes: “if the historical evidence go to prove that the feet also of Jesus were nailed, it must be concluded that the resuscitation and the power of walking shortly after, either happened supernaturally or not at all” (3:256). Where Strauss sought only to be rational, Mary Ann often agreed with him, but it was dispiriting and disillusioning to be forced into such intimacy with his analytic language. Emotionally trying as it was, in completing this demanding labor, she brought one of the foremost examples of German Higher criticism to English audiences, and though she was paid only twenty pounds and her name did not appear on the title page, she was soon known in progressive circles as the translator of Strauss.


Figure 6 Sara Hennell, 1850 (Coventry History Centre)
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Expanding Worldview

Throughout the 1840s, the Brays' house, Rosehill, situated a mile outside of Coventry and a mile from her home at Foleshill, provided a space for intellectual exchange and socializing, much as 142 Strand and much later Eliot's London home, the Priory, would do. There, she met a diverse, educated, politically progressive string of visitors. In 1848, she met and impressed Ralph Waldo Emerson. In his 1881 autobiography, finished just weeks before his death, Charles Bray recollected that the spot under the acacia tree on the lawn at Rosehill,

is still associated with the flow of talk unrestrained, and the interchange of ideas, varied and peculiar according to the character and mood of the talkers and thinkers assembled there; for every one who came to Coventry with a queer mission, or a crochet, or was supposed to be a “little cracked” was sent up to Rosehill.

It is a sad pleasure now to call to mind how some of those who have left their mark on the world and are gone, entered for a time within our small circle at Coventry in those by-gone days. (Phases of Opinion 70)

In addition to the part these gatherings at Rosehill played in her intellectual development, and the respite they provided from a sometimes contentious and dreary home life, they perhaps most importantly led to connections that would launch Mary Ann's literary career. When Charles Bray purchased the Coventry Herald in 1846, she began to contribute essays and reviews, including a review of J. A. Froude's controversial The Nemesis of Faith (1849), a novel recounting the religious doubts of its clergyman hero. She later met Froude at Rosehill. The Life of Jesus also came from her Rosehill connections. She met its London publisher, John Chapman, on a visit to Sara Hennell in London in 1846, a connection that would lead directly to her moving to London and lodging at Chapman's house in 1850.

Even while working on the translation of Strauss, the possibility of supporting herself by writing seemed less realistic than making a good marriage. In 1845, she entertained and declined a proposal of marriage from a picture-restorer whose identity remains a mystery. She had been hopefully introduced to the young man by her sister and brother-in-law, Fanny and Henry Houghton in Baginton, where they lived just two miles from Griff. After her initial enthusiasm, she became disenchanted with the young man and quickly put an end to the brief affair. The fact that he had been so ardent as to write to her father asking to marry her occasioned considerable guilt on her part, though she could not feel that she had made a mistake.28

Because her friendship with the Brays was so strong and intimate, it is worth commenting on their marriage and the way it may have worked into her fiction. The Bray's marriage was an equal one socially and typical of the way leading business families intermarried in Coventry. The Hennells' uncle in Coventry was in the ribbon trade and Charles's sister had also married another manufacturer (Taylor 53). Mary Ann felt an affinity with Charles from the start. When interviewed late in life, Maria Lewis said that the two walked together like lovers (Simcox 224–5). Bray later recalled the compatibility and admiration he felt; he was amazed at her knowledge, and though they sometimes quarreled, they quickly made up (Phases of Opinion 73–4). Some biographers speculate that Charles Bray and Mary Ann were lovers (Hughes; Maddox), but there is no evidence for this. There is, however, some evidence of Charles's interesting psycho-sexual profile from childhood and of his unorthodox behavior within his marriage.


Figure 7 Rosehill (John WalterCross, George Eliot's Life, William Blackwood and Sons, 1885)
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Charles told his mentor, the phrenologist George Combe, that at the age of twelve he was seduced by the family's cook and thereafter was sexually active. Combe recorded this in a diary entry, decoded by Gordon Haight and quoted by later biographers.29 Combe advised Bray to moderate his amative inclinations. It seems that Cara could not have children. During Eliot's time in Coventry, the Brays adopted a baby, generally assumed to be Charles's. They raised Nelly as their own child until she died in 1865 (GEL 4:180). But it has also been claimed that Bray fathered other children – seven in all – with the same mother as Nelly. Biographies vary in their handling of this, but since 1980 when Kathleen Adams argued that the mistress, Hannah Steane, was kept by Bray in Coventry and that all the children had the fictional name of “Gray” and their parents listed on birth certificates as Hannah and Charles Gray (54), other biographers have followed suit by adopting this story (Taylor; Hughes, Last Victorian; Ashton, GE).

Complicating this scenario, Rufa Hennell told John Chapman that Cara was in love with another man, Edward Noel. A literary, cosmopolitan widower with three children and a relation of Byron's, he made frequent visits to Rosehill; Cara and Mary Ann visited him in 1851 (Haight, Biography 92). Chapman says Bray encouraged the affair, but given Chapman's own incessant self-justifications, this could be projection. None of it can be substantiated, but it is clear that Bray was not satisfied by his wife alone. Whether he fathered only Nelly or six others as well, there were secrets in the Bray family, and Mary Ann's intimacy with both Charles and Cara suggests that she knew and kept their secrets.

This may have relevance for Eliot's fiction, particularly the domestic situation of the Cass family in Silas Marner. As in all her fiction, there is no one-to-one correspondence between fictional and real-life character, but Nancy Lammeter Cass bears some resemblance to Cara Bray. Nancy loses a child and thereafter is unable to have more (153; ch. 17). When her husband raises the idea of adoption, she rejects it:

To adopt a child, because children of your own had been denied you, was to try and choose your lot in spite of Providence: the adopted child, she was convinced, would never turn out well, and would be a curse to those who had wilfully and rebelliously sought what it was clear that, for some high reason, they were better without. (154; ch. 17)

Nancy does not know about Godfrey's daughter Eppie, and when she learns about her, she changes her mind about adoption but is frustrated when Eppie remains loyal to her adopted father Silas. Godfrey's marriage to Molly before the action of the novel begins shows an “amativeness” expressed, as in the case of Charles Bray, through a relationship with a lower-class woman. Although Cara did adopt Nelly, there was a mysterious episode with a previous baby, which Mary Ann visited and reported on while its parents were away, but that baby was returned, suggesting that perhaps initially Cara also had doubts about adoption.

These irregularities in the Brays' marriage broadened Mary Ann's experience beyond her own family and may well have led her to think unconventionally about marriage. Chrissey's marriage at this time was a sad model, as she was perpetually pregnant and her husband was on the verge of bankruptcy. He would in fact become bankrupt and borrow heavily from Mr Evans – money that came out of Chrissey's inheritance. The scenario of the Clarke family suggests that of Lydgate (minus the children) whose medical practice also fails, and the combination of excessive childbirth and poverty appears in the “Sad Fortunes of Amos Barton,” as well as in the sympathetic portrait of the Moss family in The Mill, which seems to represent the economic wages of marrying for love in a similar manner to that of the Price family in Jane Austen's Persuasion. Certainly the political as well as the personal conversation at Rosehill was cultivating Mary Ann's tolerance for ambiguity in contrast to her evangelical intolerance just a few years before. In the domestic arrangements of John Chapman and G. H. Lewes in London, she would encounter comparable liaisons and advanced thinking about love, sex, and marriage, justified by progressive philosophical and political ideas.

Following her move to London and her first encounter with Chapman and his household in 1850, she returned to the safe haven of her friends in Coventry and continued to meet visitors there. Among these was Katherine Gliddon Hunt and Thornton Hunt, who arrived on a visit with John Chapman in 1851. Marian wrote: “Good Mrs. Hunt has left behind a very pleasant impression. I think she is the most thoroughly unaffected being I ever saw” (GEL 1:352). In the same letter she mentions the dissolution of the partnership that had initially formed the Leader. She could never have predicted that the Hunts, as we will see in the next chapter, would be a significant, if indirect, part of the sexual triangles in which she found herself involved in London. Whatever direct or indirect role the Brays and Hennells played in her rejection of Christianity, their society and connections helped her to transcend the limitations of her country upbringing and conceive of a very different future life beyond her Midlands home.

In addition to expanding her thinking, the Brays expanded her experience of the world outside of the Midlands. In October of 1845, taking a break from the Strauss translation, the friends took a trip to Scotland, allowing Mary Ann a literary pilgrimage to spots familiar to her from Scott's novels, including a visit to Scott's home, Abbotsford. Although this particular journey was cut short by the news that her father had broken his leg and required her attention at home, in general, Mary Ann learned that she loved to travel. She would spend much of her future life traveling in England and abroad.


Figure 8 Earliest known photograph of Mary Ann Evans, 1840s (Coventry History Centre)
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Inevitably, Robert Evans's health declined and Mary Ann was able to act on her conviction about duty by attending him to the end. She nursed him from September 1848 through May 1849 and found a spiritual lesson in the renunciation of these months, writing to Charles Bray: “Strange to say I feel that these will ever be the happiest days of life to me. The one deep strong love I have ever known has now its highest exercise and fullest reward – the worship of sorrow is the worship of mortals” (GEL 1:283–4). She also had an ominous, exaggerated fear of what she would be like without the moral influence her father had exerted throughout her life: “I had a horrid vision of myself last night becoming earthly sensual and devilish for want of that purifying restraining influence” (GEL 1:284). With a return of puritanical language in what must have been her exhausted state on the eve of her father's death, she imagines herself “earthly sensual and devilish” in unspecified ways. Writing to the non-religious, non-moralizing, adulterous Bray, the confession is particularly intimate. It is possible that the freedom she would soon have to be earthly sensual may have been exciting as well as frightening.

Following Robert Evans's death on May 30, 1849, and funeral on June 6, she set off with the Brays to enjoy the foreign travel that would eventually become central to her intellectual and creative life. Just as she needed this escape after the exhausting efforts of caring for her father, so in the future she would take extended trips following the draining efforts of composing her books. On this trip, she and her friends traveled to France, Italy, and Switzerland. She was mourning her father and possibly depressed about her future. Her father had not been particularly generous to her in his will compared to her other siblings. He left her £2,000 in trust and £100 in cash. She would be dependent on the income from this trust (and on Isaac to distribute it) until she could find a means of supporting herself (or found a husband).

In Geneva, she parted with her friends, electing to stay and live on her own for the first time and for an indefinite period, in the end lasting from July 1849 through March 1850. At first she stayed in a boarding house. She wrote to the Brays that she was surprised to find that people thought her traveling alone was odd (GEL 1:301). But even though she was in a transitional period, recovering from the ordeal of her father's death and thinking about the future, she maintained the strong sense of herself that allowed her to disregard the critical judgments of society.

Drawing on her small inheritance, she passed the time reading, people watching, and writing sketches of the cosmopolitan mix of characters she met that seem preparations for her later fiction writing. As winter set in, she found it more comfortable to leave the boarding house and lodge in the home of François D'Albert Durade. D'Albert Durade was a painter with a cultivated middle-class family into which Mary Ann fit easily. According to her letters she felt pampered by the maternal Mme D'Albert, whom she called Maman, and she seemed particularly close to M. D'Albert, who painted one of the few portraits of her. She did not get close enough to incite jealousy, though biographers have speculated about the nature of the relationship because she used the familiar “Tu” address to M. D'Albert in letters she wrote to him in French and which he later destroyed (Haight, Biography 79). Furthermore, the painter Philip Wakem in The Mill, hopelessly in love with Maggie, is short in stature with a deformed spine, as was D'Albert Durade. The family remained life-long friends, and the surviving letters suggest a relatively formal relationship in which Eliot emphasized family relations – both hers and theirs.

In 1859, she wrote to D'Albert, who became the French translator of several of her novels, in response to his queries about her religious stance:

When I was at Geneva, I had not yet lost the attitude of antagonism which belongs to the renunciation of any belief – also, I was very unhappy, and in a state of discord and rebellion towards my own lot. Ten years of experience have wrought great changes in that inward self: I have no longer any antagonism towards any faith in which human sorrow and human longing for purity have expressed themselves; on the contrary, I have a sympathy with it that predominates over all argumentative tendencies. (GEL 3:230–1)


Figure 9 Oil painting of Mary Ann Evans by D'Albert Durade, 1849 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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Thus she retrospectively sums up her condition as she approached the age of 30. She felt no more obligations to family. She had liberated herself from the restrictions of Christian dogma, and she had just enough income to leave home and begin looking for a way to support herself – to pursue her ambition and find her vocation.

When Theophrastus recalls the Midlands of his youth, he reflects not just on Eliot's childhood but on the fiction she had written. When he describes “our quiet little rivers here and there fit to turn a mill-wheel, our villages along the old coach-roads” (25; ch. 2), he recalls not just the reality of rural England but the mill in The Mill on the Floss and the stage coach in Felix Holt. And in saying that these signs of civilization on the face of the landscape “are all easily alterable lineaments that seem to make the face of our Motherland sympathetic with the laborious lives of her children,” he invokes a metaphor of national genealogy that helps explain the larger themes in Eliot's fiction, particularly the belief in national identity as a modern substitution for the forms of Christianity that Eliot and many of her contemporaries were in the process of relegating to England's past. This was the position she had come to 30 years after the most significant turning point in her life – the decision to move to London and never return to live in the Midlands. Here, also, looking back at her novels, she invokes a metaphor of motherhood – the people of England are the children of the Motherland. In 1850, Mary Ann Evans, the daughter from the country whose own mother remains such a mystery, was poised to leave her home. Eight years later she would take the pseudonym George Eliot and would write compellingly about mothers, as well as the laborious and various lives of their children.

Notes

1. Cross cautions: “But we must be careful not to found too much on such suggestions of character in George Eliot's books; and this must particularly be borne in mind in the ‘Mill on the Floss’” (1:31).

2. Karl in particular stresses the oppressions and injustices of the era into which Mary Ann was born.

3. “A Minor Prophet” reads “Our finest hope is finest memory, / As those who love in age think youth is blest / Because it has a life to fill with love” (Poetry 1:177–8; ll. 292–4).

4. She was christened “Mary Anne Evans,” but her father always wrote her name as Mary Ann, and after her mother's death, she too began signing her name “Mary Ann.”

5. Haight's edition of the letters gives both 1788 (1:lxv) and 1785 (1:3) as the date of Christiana's birth. An internet search of genealogical databases suggests 1788 is the correct date. On Eliot's relationship to the Midlands, see Handley, George Eliot's Midlands.

6. I am grateful to the Nuneaton Public Library and Museum for providing me with a transcription of the diaries (October 1830–February 1832) and to Kathleen McCormack for sharing her notes on the 1835 diary.

7. Mary Evarard of Attleborough (Aunt Glegg); Ann Garner of Astley (Aunt Deane); Elizabeth Johnson of Marston Jabbett (Aunt Pullet). For more information on the Pearsons, see Kathryn Hughes, “Enter the Aunts.”

8. Recent revisionist scholarship on the complexities of Victorian families include works by Corbett, Cleare, and Marcus.

9. Cross and other early biographers do not mention the birth and death of twins, though Haight does. It is odd that Redinger, having the benefit of Haight's biography, overlooks this traumatic experience in Christiana's life and writes that it was the birth of Mary Ann (rather than the births and deaths of the twins) that seemed to push her over an edge of maternal suffering: “she never recovered from the debilitating effects of giving birth to Mary Ann” (29). The frequency of Christiana's illnesses emerges in Robert Evans's Diaries (Nuneaton Public Library).

10. In 1874, the poet James Thomson sent Eliot his poem, “City of Dreadful Night,” explaining that he saw, “through all the manifold beauty and delightfulness of your works, a character and an intellectual destiny akin to those of that grand and awful Melancholy of Albrecht Durer which dominates the City of my poem” (GEL 6:61). Two days later he wrote again to qualify that the poem was written in “sleepless hypochondria” and that he was aware that the “truth of midnight does not exclude the truth of noonday” (GEL 6:61). He saw a darkness in Eliot's work that was often overlooked by contemporary readers.

11. Taking a psychoanalytic approach, Johnstone argues that “Eliot's notable silence on the subject of her mother is the silence of painful affect in response to the loss of her mother – a loss which she associated with the deaths of siblings” (78). She attributes Eliot's silence, then, to a dual withdrawal process on her mother's part: the first at the time of her infancy, when the twins died in 1821; the second at the occasion of her mother's death in her adolescence (78–9).

12. Cross says she died after a long illness. Haight says her death was “probably cancer” (Biography 21). Taylor seems to be the first to declare that she died of “breast cancer” based on a letter from Robert Evans to Colonel Francis Newdigate on April 12, 1835, almost ten months before Christiana died. This diagnosis is probably right, though the actual letter is difficult to decipher. In it Robert writes that “Mr Hodgson has a bad opinion of Mrs Evans's [Brest], he believes it to be a cancer and advises her not to have it taken out as he believes it would grow again and much quicker than it has done” (Evans to Newdigate, Newdegate Family Collection, Warwickshire County Record Office). “Brest” is a good guess, but the letters of this particular word are unclear and other interpretations such as “Back” should be considered, even if the word were not misspelled and if it were not so unlikely that Robert would write to his employer about his wife's breast.

13. After her marriage in 1837 to Edward Clarke, Chrissey bore nine children, five of whom died, and her husband became bankrupt, leaving her an over-burdened and impoverished widow dependent upon her brother Isaac for financial support. Chrissey's situation led to much anxiety on Marian's part after she had moved to London, and she even considered helping Chrissey and her family emigrate to Australia.

14. The story portrays an abusive alcoholic husband and his wife's quiet, humiliating refuge in drink. Eliot had recently read Gaskell's Life of Charlotte Brontë and was moved by the account of Branwell's alcoholism. The Dempsters are based on the Buchanans. Mrs Buchanan had been Nancy Wallington, the daughter of Mrs Wallington whose school Mary Ann attended and was a fellow teacher and friend of Maria Lewis, hence the connection with abused and alcoholic woman was quite close. In a rare admission of originals for her characters, Eliot told her publisher John Blackwood (who objected to the portrayal of Janet's vice), that the real Dempster was more disgusting than her character and the real Janet's fate much worse (GEL 2:347).

15. It is ironic that later in her life it was rumored that Agnes Lewes was “insane, or a hopeless drunkard,” which Haight asserts without any citations (Biography 490).

16. For an extreme example of taking real life people as originals see Mottram.

17. The Test and Corporation Acts of 1672/3 stipulated that only practicing members of the Church of England could hold public office, thereby excluding Dissenters (or Nonconformists), Catholics, and non-Christians. The Acts were repealed in 1828. Subsequently, English Catholics received the franchise in 1829, Jews in 1858.

18. In Impressions, Theophrastus refers disdainfully to the English as “possessors of the most truth and the most tonnage to carry our purer religion over the world and convert mankind to our way of thinking” (150; ch. 18).

19. See Lovesey, Clerical Character. Following Haight, McCormack notes in English Travels that Isaac's son Frederick, who entered the church, may have been a model for Fred Vincy, who just avoids entering the church.

20. Mary Ann's letters show that she initially took pleasure in her role as aunt to Chrissey's first born son and later to the daughter named for her, but sadly Chrissey's future life would be one of multiple childbirths (and deaths), as well as poverty, widowhood, illness, and an eventual early death in 1859.

21. The only letters we have prior to her rejection of religion in 1841 are to Miss Lewis, Martha Jackson, and her Methodist aunt and uncle, Elizabeth and Samuel Evans. Presumably she wrote other letters that do not survive.

22. For example, Robert Evans mentions Isaac organizing a party for shooting rooks at Arbury to celebrate his twenty-third birthday (Haight, Biography 28).

23. On the industrialization, poverty and social responses to them in mid-century Foleshill, see Stephens, ed., “The City of Coventry.”

24. On Bray's business and philosophy in the context of mid-Victorian political economy, see Coleman, “Being Good,” ch. 2.

25. The same Unitarian minister performed the burial service at Highgate Cemetery for George Lewes and George Eliot. In Eliot's case he read selectively from the Anglican service (see Haight, Biography; Collins, Identifying the Remains).

26. “Rufus” means red haired and is from the Latin for red. Rufa would be the feminine form. Esther's father in Felix Holt is the sympathetic but somewhat ridiculous Rufus Lyon.

27. On the controversy it stirred in Germany, see Richard S. Cromwell's David Friedrich Strauss and His Place in Modern Thought (1974).

28. For speculation about the identity of the young man, see Kathleen Adams, ch. 5.

29. See Haight, “George Eliot's Bastards.” Of course none of this is mentioned in Bray's autobiography.
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