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A NOTE ON SPELLINGS





Victorian spelling and punctuation are sometimes irregular. I have not modernized spellings or corrected punctuation, and have avoided using [sic] except in cases where the spelling is really strange, as in the letters of Robert Evans and John Chapman. Otherwise, when I quote from letters and journals, I follow the originals without comment. Thus the reader can expect to see ‘Shakespeare’ sometimes spelt ‘Shakspeare’, ‘don’t’ spelt ‘dont’, ‘honour’ spelt ‘honor’, and so on. George Eliot writes ‘surprize’, and when she quotes from French or German, her spelling and accents are sometimes irregular.
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PREFACE





All George Eliot readers and scholars owe a huge debt of gratitude to the late Professor Gordon S. Haight, editor of The George Eliot Letters (GEL), 9 volumes (New Haven, Connecticut, 1954–5, 1978). This edition, originally published in seven volumes, with two supplementary volumes added in 1978, is meticulously researched and full of useful information in footnotes and apparatus. Moreover, Haight printed not only George Eliot’s letters but also many by her partner G. H. Lewes, and several letters to George Eliot from her friends and, above all, from her publisher John Blackwood. The result is an extraordinarily rich collection of material, invaluable to the critic or biographer of George Eliot.


In addition to the great work on the letters, Gordon Haight published a widely acclaimed documentary life of George Eliot (Oxford, 1968, reprinted 1969), as well as other books and articles on George Eliot and Lewes (see Bibliography). Haight’s biography presents the facts of George Eliot’s life, researched by him in the course of editing the letters, in a fair and scholarly way. It has for long stood as the definitive life.


The present biography is indebted to Haight’s work, and does not seek to supersede it as a piece of scholarship, though some new letters have come to light since the Haight edition of GEL, including a small collection of George Eliot’s letters to John Chapman (see Bibliography under Ashton) in the Huntington Library at San Marino, California, and some new information about Lewes. Much of this new material appeared in my biography of Lewes, G. H. Lewes: A. Life (Oxford, 1991). My debt to Gordon and Mary Haight in the researching of the biography of Lewes is expressed in the Preface to that book. A new collection of Lewes’s letters has recently been published by William Baker (see Bibliography).


The present Life of George Eliot is intended to be a critical biography rather than a purely documentary one. I proceed on the assumption that the reader is interested in George Eliot the writer as well as George Eliot the woman. Since writing is what she did for a living, I discuss her writing both from the point of view of its origins in her life and from the point of view of the reader responding to the works. I also discuss her works in the context of the nineteenth-century novel, both in England and in Europe, with reference to writers like Walter Scott, Goethe, Jane Austen, Balzac, George Sand, and Tolstoy. And I deal with her relations, intellectual, literary, and social, with the great writers and thinkers she knew – they were mostly men – including Dickens, Darwin, Huxley, Tennyson, and Browning.


No more interesting subject could present itself than that of a young woman from the provinces, living in Victorian times, who broke with convention in more ways than one. As a young woman she lost her faith and defied and alienated her family by refusing to go to church. In her early thirties she moved alone to London to pursue an independent career as a journalist and translator. She met, and lived among, a most interesting set of progressive thinkers, most of them free-thinking and some of them free-living. Her journey to Weimar in 1854 with G. H. Lewes, a married man, and her subsequent partnership with him until his death in 1878, made her a sort of internal exile in most social circles. Even after Lewes’s death she caused an outcry by marrying John Cross, nearly twenty years her junior.


With her formidable intellect, her wide-ranging knowledge of languages, literatures, philosophy, and science, she was the greatest woman of the century. She was also one of the luckiest. For she was fortunate indeed to meet with a man – Lewes – who returned her love, recognized her genius, and fought against her diffidence and self-doubt to encourage her to express her genius in fiction. Her happiness with Lewes was, however, tempered by the painful social position their relationship put her in. While Lewes was still invited to dinner, for many years George Eliot was not an acceptable guest except in exclusively male, or in unusually daring female, company.


Out of these extraordinary elements in her life and personality – proud yet sensitive, rebellious yet longing for the approval of those she could not help offending – came some of the most wonderful works of fiction ever written. In the narrative which follows, I seek to tell the story of their genesis, to point out some of their most interesting and original literary qualities, and to assess the contemporary response to them, presenting a picture of the woman, the works, and the age in which the woman lived and the works were written.


Though a wealth of materials is available in the published and unpublished sources on which I have drawn, there are some gaps in the record. Most notably, no letters survive between George Eliot and Lewes. She took his letters with her to the grave. Though both George Eliot and Lewes kept journals or diaries for most of their lives, those before their liaison in 1854 have disappeared, hers being presumably destroyed by John Cross after he had selected passages for quotation in his biography of George Eliot (1885). Haight has published passages from the surviving journals in GEL; I refer to GEL when quoting these. For Lewes’s journals I quote from the manuscripts in the Beinecke collection at Yale, and for extracts from George Eliot’s not published by Haight I have been able to quote from a typescript prepared for forthcoming publication by Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston of the University of Sydney, Australia, from the manuscripts in the Beinecke Library at Yale and – in the case of George Eliot’s diary for 1879 – in the Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection at the New York Public Library. I am indebted to Professor Harris and Dr Johnston, and to Josie Dixon of Cambridge University Press, for allowing me to consult the typescript. Jonathan Ouvry, Lewes’s great-great-grandson, has been generous with permissions to quote from the GE and GHL manuscripts at Yale.


Others who have helped me with material, information, and suggestions are: Bill and Kathleen Adams of the George Eliot Fellowship; Peter Beal, FBA, of Sotheby’s; Andrew Brown; Sally Brown and Christopher Date of the British Museum; Ursula Cash; Andrew Franklin; Christina M. Gee, Curator of the Keats House Museum; Vincent Giroud of the Beinecke Library; Philip Horne, Dan Jacobson, Danny Karlin, John Sutherland, David Trotter, and Henry Woudhuysen of University College London; Kate Jones of Hamish Hamilton; Alexandra Pringle; John Rignall of the University of Warwick; Clyde de L. Ryals of Duke University; Ronald C. Speirs of Birmingham University; Tilli Tansey of the Wellcome Institute; Ina Taylor; Kathleen Tillotson; Rosemary VanArsdel; Susan Womersley; Gabriel Woolf.


I wish to thank the archivists and trustees of the following libraries for permission to consult and quote from their manuscript holdings: Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University; British Library; British Library of Political and Economic Science at the London School of Economics; British Museum; Cambridge University Library; Coventry City Libraries; Girton College, Cambridge; Henry E. Huntington Library, San Marino, California; Herbert Art Gallery and Museum, Coventry; London Library; National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh; New York Public Library; Nuneaton Library; Somerset House; University College London Library; Warwickshire County Record Office and Lord Daventry; Dr Williams’s Library, London.


I am indebted to the Leverhulme Trust for a Research Fellowship awarded in 1995 to enable me to finish the research and writing of the book. My greatest debt is to my husband, Gerry Ashton.



















INTRODUCTION





On Monday 3 May 1852 Dickens sent a brief note to the radical London publisher John Chapman about a meeting scheduled for the next day at Chapman’s bookselling business and family home, 142 Strand. ‘I have a previous appointment’, he wrote, ‘but will be with you as early as I can, and before the general hour.’1 The meeting in question had been called by Chapman, owner and nominal editor of the Westminster Review, the quarterly periodical set up in 1824 by Jeremy Bentham and James Mill to support political reform, and publisher of books of a radical tendency in politics, philosophy, and religion. The object of the meeting, which Dickens was to chair, was to protest against the practice of fixing book prices. More specifically, the protesters were targeting the Booksellers’ Association, a grouping of large booksellers which had set prices, prohibiting smaller businesses like that of Chapman from offering discounts over 10 per cent. Dickens’s publishers Bradbury and Evans had protested against the Association, and Dickens was only one of a number of leading writers to support Chapman in his bid for free trade in books.


The April number of the Westminster Review had carried an article by Chapman, ‘The Commerce of Literature’. In it he accused the Association of adding to the ‘taxes on knowledge’ represented by duty on paper and the Stamp Tax on newspapers – which was not abolished until 1855 – by its price fixing. A wider debate was sparked off, with the letters page of The Times printing arguments for and against loosening the regulations governing the sale of books.


The meeting on 4 May attracted support for the cause from a large number of luminaries. Thomas Carlyle, John Stuart Mill, and the Anti-Corn Law agitator Richard Cobden sent letters which Dickens read out. Those present at 142 Strand included Wilkie Collins, the social philosopher Herbert Spencer, and the medical lecturer and practitioner Edwin Lankester. Among the speakers were Richard Owen, naturalist, designer of dinosaur models for Crystal Palace, and prime mover in the establishment of the Natural History Museum in South Kensington; Francis Newman, brother of John Henry Newman and professor of Latin at University College London; and Charles Babbage the inventor. The meeting endorsed several resolutions to be sent to Lord Campbell, the Lord Chief Justice, who was chairing a committee set up to arbitrate between the free traders and the protectionists. Also there was George Henry Lewes. He was co-founder and editor of the Leader, a radical weekly newspaper, and a frequenter of Chapman’s regular soirées for authors.


Another man of note was Henry Crabb Robinson, ageing literary man, erstwhile friend of Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Lamb, and indefatigable diarist from 1811 until his death in 1867. Crabb Robinson not only attended the meeting, but noted the occasion in his diary. According to him, the best speakers were the playwright Tom Taylor and Professor Owen, who ‘spoke feelingly’. Some booksellers ‘on the other side’ also spoke, but ‘were not listened to’.2


Not everyone spoke. Lewes did not, nor did Herbert Spencer, though he did a lot of backroom work, helping Chapman draft parts of his address.3 Neither did the person who has left the most detailed account of the proceedings. This was not Dickens or Crabb Robinson or Spencer, but Marian Evans, Chapman’s editorial assistant on the Westminster Review, who lodged in one of the upper rooms at 142 Strand which Chapman let to his assistants, and to visiting authors and business acquaintances. She had moved into Chapman’s house in January 1851, having left Warwickshire at the age of thirty-one to make an independent living as a journalist in London. Marian Evans was in fact much more than Chapman’s assistant. She was the actual editor of the Westminster, though unofficially so.


The account she sent on 5 May to her Coventry friends Charles and Cara Bray conveys her excitement at being involved in a cause embraced by so many of the leading writers and thinkers of the day: 




Dearest Friends


The meeting last night went off triumphantly, and I saluted Mr. Chapman with ‘See the Conquering Hero Comes’ on the piano at 12 o’clock, for not until then was the last magnate except Herbert Spencer out of the house. I sat at the door for a short time, but soon got a chair within it and heard and saw everything.


Dickens in the chair – a position he fills remarkably well, preserving a courteous neutrality of eyebrow, and speaking with clearness and decision. His appearance is certainly disappointing – no benevolence in the face and I think little in the head – the anterior lobe not by any means remarkable. In fact he is not distinguished looking in any way – neither handsome nor ugly, neither fat nor thin, neither tall nor short.





The reference to benevolence and anterior lobes was directed at Charles Bray’s interest in phrenology, the ‘science’ of reading character by means of observing the contours of the head in the belief that certain faculties resided in different parts of the cranium and could be assessed in terms of the relative size and shape of those parts. Like Crabb Robinson, Marian thought that Professor Owen’s speech was ‘remarkably good’, adding for Bray’s benefit, ‘Owen has a tremendous head and looked, as he was, the greatest celebrity of the meeting.’4


As it happens, Marian Evans’s own head had also more than once been pronounced tremendous. She had accompanied Bray to London in 1844, when she had a cast made of her head by James Deville of the Strand. The cast was taken by the country’s leading phrenologist, George Combe of Edinburgh, for a man’s.5 When Combe subsequently met Marian at Rosehill, Bray’s hospitable house in Coventry, in August 1851, he studied her head in the flesh, noting its unusual size and drawing on his conversation with her as well as his experience of feeling her head to report that she was ‘the most extraordinary person of the party’ gathered at Rosehill. ‘She has a very large brain, the anterior lobe is remarkable for length, breadth, and height, the coronal region is large, the front rather predominating’, Combe wrote admiringly in his journal.6


The phrenologists were not alone in their astonishment at the size of Marian Evans’s brain. Herbert Spencer, her closest companion in 1852, wrote in April that year that she was ‘the most admirable woman, mentally, I ever met’. He was working with her in preparation for the 4 May meeting, making multiple copies of the resolutions to be put by Chapman, and later recalled the speed with which she wrote in her large, free handwriting.7 She had not yet written a line of fiction; no one knew her outside the small but important circle of progressive men of letters clustered around Chapman. But she was known to them – to Chapman, for whose charms she had fallen in 1850; to Spencer, with whom she was in love in 1852; to Lewes, with whom she was to live happily for twenty–five years; to Dickens, whose pre–eminence among novelists she was to challenge in 1859 with the publication of Adam Bede – as a most remarkable woman.


Her presence at the meeting on 4 May, attended by all these men, each of whom played such an important part in her life then and later, was itself remarkable. For Marian Evans was the only woman there. The unusualness of her position as a young woman pursuing an independent career in the radical free-thinking man’s world of London in 1852 can hardly be overestimated.


Two contemporaries who knew her well in these years before she achieved fame recalled her early days in London in striking terms. Bessie Rayner Parkes (later Madame Belloc, mother of Hilaire) frequently saw Marian Evans, nearly ten years her senior, at dinner parties given at the London house of her father, Joseph Parkes, a radical lawyer from Birmingham:




On these occasions, from 1851 to 1855, she used to wear black velvet, then seldom adopted by unmarried ladies. I can see her descending the great staircase of our house in Savile Row (afterwards the Stafford Club), on my father’s arm, the only lady, except my mother, among the group of remarkable men, politicians, and authors of the first literary rank. She would talk and laugh softly, and look up into my father’s face respectfully, while the light of the bright hall-lamp shone on the waving masses of her hair, and the black velvet fell in folds about her feet.8





And William Hale White, known as ‘Mark Rutherford’ from the two pseudonymous volumes of semi-fictional ‘autobiography’ he published in the 1880s, described her in even more arresting detail. He lodged in the same house, 142 Strand, for two years from 1852. like her, he was employed as an assistant by Chapman. In 1885 Hale White remembered Marian Evans, with whom he had been half in love but too diffident to express his feelings at the time, in the following words:




She was really one of the most sceptical, unusual creatures I ever knew, and it was this side of her character which to me was the most attractive. She told me that it was worth while to undertake all the labour of learning French if it resulted in nothing more than reading one book – Rousseau’s ‘Confessions’. That saying was perfectly symbolical of her, and reveals more completely what she was, at any rate in 1851–54, than page after page of attempt on my part at critical analysis. I can see her now, with her hair over her shoulders, the easy chair half sideways to the fire, her feet over the arms, and a proof in her hands, in that dark room at the back of No. 142.9





Sceptical, unusual, a working woman, admirer of Rousseau, the only unmarried woman to attend dinner parties and agitation meetings with the leading authors and politicians of radical London – Marian Evans was already a striking figure some half-dozen years before she published her first work of fiction. She was not quite the only single woman pursuing a career in London in the 1850s. Eliza Lynn, later Linton, was a minor novelist and free spirit who followed a similar path, even lodging in the Chapman household for a time. She, nettled at George Eliot’s far greater success as an author, looked back with less admiring eyes than Bessie Parkes or Hale White, describing Marian Evans on her arrival in London, rather meanly, as ‘under-bred and provincial’.10


There were, of course, other women writers. There was Harriet Martineau, author of political economy tracts disguised as fiction, who lived in the Lake District but often visited London as a celebrity; there was Elizabeth Gaskell, who lived with her husband, a Unitarian minister, in Manchester; and the last surviving Brontë, Charlotte, was writing her passionate novels while keeping house for her father at the vicarage at Haworth. But Marian Evans was different in that she struck out, leaving house and family to follow her own devices at a time when unmarried women of no fortune kept house for their fathers or lived with married siblings as useful aunts. No university degrees were then awarded to women, and consequently none of the professions was open to them. Marian Evans took up the only career in which something like equal rights for women prevailed, that of writing. Moreover, she did so among an unconventional, progressive, in part Bohemian set of men.


The distinctiveness of George Eliot’s life – the particular turns it took, the successive milieus she inhabited, the shock waves caused in respectable, orthodox social circles by some of her actions – needs to be stressed. Nowadays few bat an eyelid at young people, and young women in particular, professing no religious faith, pursuing studies and careers in bedsits, living with men to whom they are not legally married. Marian Evans did all these things, yet as others observed of her, and as she herself recognized, her temperament was at bottom one which sought approval and desired to conform. Herbert Spencer saw that though intellectually she threw off her early beliefs, religious and political, ‘her natural feeling was a longing to agree as far as possible’.11


This paradox, a tension between the urge to criticize, and if necessary to rebel against, established ideas and practices, and the counter-urge to belong securely in the family and social group, is at the heart of George Eliot’s life in all its stages. It informs her novels too. From Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss (1860) to Dorothea Brooke in Middlemarch (1871–2), her protagonists struggle against limiting social conditions, the stifling effect of the practical rule that ‘sane people did what their neighbours did, so that if any lunatics were at large, one might know and avoid them’.12


In her life, such tensions brought her some uneasiness and ensured that many of her achievements and fulfilments were hard won. In the novels, they are followed through the lives of whole communities, as well as individuals, with extraordinary insight, variety, complexity, and a dramatic humour that has been likened by her most perceptive readers to that of Shakespeare. Marian Evans, as much as her more politically-minded contemporary Karl Marx, was déracinée‚ an intellectual at odds with her cultural background.13 She might almost be called an internal exile, and though she voluntarily took the step of removing herself from her home, she chafed at what she saw as in some senses a forced decision. Like many an exile, forced or not, she can be observed being liberated into a career of imaginative writing which takes a loving as well as critical look back at the past from which she has fled. Most of her novels are set back in time; many of them fit the description offered by the subtitle of Middlemarch, ‘A Study of Provincial Life’. As James Joyce could write fluently about Dublin life only while living outside Ireland, so George Eliot is the novelist par excellence of middle England, though not one of her works of fiction was written while she lived in the Midlands.


By ‘middle England’ more is meant, of course, than a mere accident of geography. The society George Eliot renders with such wit and imagination, as well as accurately observed detail, was politically and socially middling: quiet, conservative, decent but narrow; as slow to be set on fire, as she wrote pungently in a letter to Cara Bray’s sister Sara Hennell in 1854, ‘as a stomach’.14 All her novels except Romola picture English life in the nineteenth century; all trace the fate of individuals caught up in a process of change, sometimes momentous change, which finds them in some way out of step with their immediate surroundings. It is Dorothea’s misfortune, for example, to be born on the one hand too late, and in a society too secular, for her to be able to channel her idealism into the founding of a religious order like St Teresa of Avila, with whom she is compared, and on the other hand too soon (since Middlemarch is set around 1830) to enjoy the equal educational opportunities for women going forward at the time George Eliot was writing the novel, from 1869 to 1872. Girton College was founded by her friend Emily Davies in 1869. The following year saw the passing of two Acts of Parliament of far-reaching significance. One was the Education Act, which legislated for elementary education for all children, rich or poor, boy or girl. The other was the Married Women’s Property Act, which removed the injustice by which women and their wealth became the property of their husbands upon marriage.


Not only George Eliot’s fictional women, but also several of her men, find that for them the time is out of joint. Lydgate is a doctor with progressive ideas for medical reform who is hampered by the caution, the ignorance, the petty rivalries, and understandable fear of redundancy of his fellow practitioners in Middlemarch. Mr Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss, by contrast, suffers from his inability to adapt to a changing world in which sleepy old family mills are being superseded by large mill-owning, banking concerns in the early decades of the nineteenth century. Two of the novels, Felix Holt, the Radical (1866) and Middlemarch‚ are set in the years immediately leading to the first great Reform Bill, passed in 1832. Felix Holt was written during the agitation which culminated in the second Reform Bill of 1867, which further removed anomalies and extended the franchise. Both works illuminate the lives of individuals, among whom some help to instigate major changes, some suffer and survive them, and others fail to adapt and go under.


All ages – or stretches of time which we more or less arbitrarily define as ages – embrace change. Discoveries are made, inventions patented, laws passed. Wars change boundaries, travel opens up trade routes, and ordinary lives are affected in a thousand ways by such public or corporate events. More subtly, more slowly, and in ways difficult to define, attitudes and customs change, so that what is acceptable or respectable at one time and in one place, ceases to be so at another. The fashion in dress is at different times more or less revealing, more or less formal, more or less restrictive of free movement. Social and sexual ethics go through periods of relative freedom and relative intolerance. Moreover, the beliefs expressed in many societies may be at variance with the ways in which people actually behave.15


Much has been said about Victorian prudery and hypocrisy. The popular image – reinforced by the buttoned-up dress of the period and the sombre stare with which even the most liberal and light-hearted subjects were fixed in those early days of slow-exposure photography – is of a repressed and repressive society. Certainly, some subjects were not discussed widely in public. Yet sexual prudery is a relative thing. And as a matter of fact, among the novelists Thackeray, George Eliot, and Trollope all deal boldly with sexual relations. Becky Sharp in Vanity Fair (1848) becomes a courtesan, and Thackeray’s characteristic irony of presentation tends to play this fact up rather than down. Trollope’s reply to Thackeray himself in November 1860, when the latter had refused to publish a Trollope short story in the Cornhill Magazine on the grounds that it was ‘indecent’, was to refer Thackeray to the ‘naughtiness’ of Hetty Sorrel’s giving birth to an illegitimate child in Adam Bede. He named Walter Scott, Thackeray himself, Jane Eyre, and Adam Bede as examples of a lack of squeamishness, concluding pleasantly, ‘I do not approach them in naughtiness any more than I do in genius.’16


At any moment in time there are those who are deemed to be in some aspect of their beliefs or behaviour ‘ahead of their age’ or, conversely, ‘behind the times’. But a man (or woman) who breaks the code of, say, monogamy, may be conformist in other ways, such as voting and church-going. And the atheist or agnostic – the latter word was coined in 1869 by T. H. Huxley to describe his own stance (it was George Eliot’s too) – does not necessarily vote for a radical Member of Parliament or live a promiscuous life.


The Victorian age is like any other in presenting a bewildering number of facets, in being characterizable only in complex, paradoxical terms. It was an age known for both reverent faith and gnawing doubt; for imperial expansion and for increased democracy; for political and social reform and for retarding bureaucracy; for scientific progress and for entrenched refusals to accept the conclusions suggested by that progress. Perhaps it stands out among other ages for the sheer pace of change in the industrial and political spheres. Railways and Reform Bills made tremendous, irreversible differences to the lives of all citizens, though not all at once or in equal measure. The same is true of social reforms such as the improved sanitation achieved under Edwin Chadwick’s leadership and the introduction of anaesthetics and antiseptic conditions in surgery in the late 1840s by men like James Simpson and Joseph Lister.17


If any one writer of the age captures sympathetically the discontinuities, contradictions, and bewilderments of the Victorian age and its immediate predecessor, it is George Eliot, born, as it happens, in the same year as Queen Victoria herself. More than any other novelist – even Dickens – she gives imaginative expression to the excitement and the pain of being caught up in a society in flux. Her career as a novelist began relatively late, when she was in her late thirties. By that time she had lived an already rich and extraordinary life, moving from provincial piety to metropolitan scepticism, from scholarly spinsterhood to stimulating partnership, from sexual frustration to sexual fulfilment, from Church-and-State Toryism to liberalism of a conservative kind.18


When Marian Evans Lewes, as she liked to be known, sat down in September 1856 to write fiction under the pseudonym George Eliot, she had all those upheavals in her personal life to draw on. We can note with the benefit of hindsight that George Eliot changed her name often, and at significant moments in her life. She was at different times Mary Ann, Marian, Pollian, Polly; she signed herself first Evans, then Lewes, then Cross, and sometimes ‘George Eliot’. The name with which she began, when she was born in Warwickshire on 22 November 1819, was Mary Anne (with an e) Evans. It is to the early life of Mary Anne Evans that we now turn. 
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CHAPTER ONE


A Warwickshire Childhood 1819–41





George Eliot’s father, Robert Evans, came from a Derbyshire family of Welsh ancestry. Born in 1773, the fourth of eight children, he received a rudimentary schooling and was apprenticed with his four brothers to their father’s trade, carpentry. He became agent to Francis Parker, a landowner who inherited the large estate centred on Arbury Hall, on the outskirts of Nuneaton in Warwickshire, when Parker’s cousin, Sir Roger Newdigate, died childless in 1806. Sir Roger had rebuilt the Tudor building in extravagant Gothic style, turning the main reception rooms into fantastic fan-vaulted shrines full of white and gold tracery and bosses.1  Francis Parker took the name Newdigate, and brought with him from Derbyshire his trusted agent Robert Evans.


Evans settled at South Farm on the Arbury Estate with his wife Harriet Poynton and their two children, Robert, born in 1802, and Frances (known as Fanny), born in 1805. His work on the Newdigate Estate was both miscellaneous and specialized. He surveyed land and buildings, found respectable tenants for the various farms on Newdigate’s land, collected rents, discussed and oversaw repairs, negotiated for the sale and purchase of land, and was actively involved in the arrangements for road-building, timber-cutting, and the coalmining which went on beneath the estate. George Eliot described her father’s work in a letter of 1859, when she had been somewhat rattled to hear Robert Evans spoken of as an artisan who rose to be a farmer.


It was not the description of her father as an artisan which upset her, rather that of him as a ‘mere farmer’: 




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. He was held by those competent to judge as unique amongst land-agents for his manifold knowledge and experience, which enabled him to save the special fees usually paid by landowners for special opinions on the different questions incident to the proprietorship of land.2





It is entirely characteristic of George Eliot that her pride should have been hurt less by snobbery about the lowly class to which her father belonged than by ignorance of his accomplishments and acquisition of wide and important expertise. Robert Evans’s own journals and surviving letters, most of them written on estate matters to Francis Newdigate, son of Francis Parker Newdigate and resident for most of the year in Blackheath outside London, give ample support to her claim. His employers gave him an unusually free hand in the making of important financial decisions, as well as in the day-to-day running of the estate.3 In due course Robert Evans was employed by neighbouring landlords in addition to the Newdigate family.


Mrs Evans died in 1809, and in 1813 Robert Evans married again. His second wife was Christiana Pearson, daughter of a respectable farmer at Astley, near South Farm. The children of this marriage were Christiana, known as Chrissey (born in 1814), Isaac Pearson, called after his mother’s uncle (born in 1816), and Mary Anne, named after two aunts on her mother’s side. She was baptized in the nearby parish church of Chilvers Coton. In the spring of 1820, when Mary Anne was a few months old, the family moved from South Farm to a large brick house known as Griff, situated just off the main Nuneaton to Coventry road. This was to be her home until she was twenty–one.


Griff was a large, comfortable building, easily spacious enough to accommodate the Evans family of five. (Twin sons were born in March 1821, but died when they were only ten days old.) There were stables, outbuildings, a dairy and farmyard, fruit trees and flower beds in this quiet corner of what George Eliot later called ‘fat central England’.4 But the countryside was not entirely lush and rural, even in George Eliot’s childhood. Coaches between Stamford and Birmingham passed up and down the Coventry Road twice a day before the extension of the railway network in the 1830s and 1840s. Near the road was the Coventry Canal, used for moving coal from Griff Colliery, which was less than a mile from Mary Anne’s home. Most of the local villagers worked in the pits and lived in poor cottages strewn around that part of the Newdigate Estate. Just across the Coventry Road from Griff House were quarries, to which the shrewd Robert Evans turned his attention in 1833, recommending to Francis Newdigate that ‘a hard road’ be made between Griff Colliery and Attleborough quarry to facilitate the sale of land.5 In July 1836 a fatal accident occurred at the colliery. Robert Evans reported laconically to his employer that a man had been killed ‘in a second’ by a load of timber falling on him, ‘and his Brains lay on the Ground’.6


When George Eliot looked back late in life on her Midlands childhood, she described her ‘early affectionate joy in our native landscape’ of villages and markets, ‘tree-studded hedgerows’, elms, buttercups, and ‘little wayside vetches’ (wild herbs). But she acknowledged too the ‘heavy barges’ seen in the distance and the small boys in corduroys ‘hungrily eating a bit of brown bread and bacon’.7 In her last work, Impressions of Theophrastus Such (1879), a collection of sketches of human nature characterized according to type, she gave a thinly-veiled picture of her own youth. While alive to the fact that ‘this England of my affections is half visionary’, Theophrastus nevertheless looks back lovingly to ‘that elder England’ of his childhood in the days of ‘frankly saleable boroughs’. The landscape itself, both timeless and yet rapidly being industrialized, seems to Theophrastus symbolic of the recent history of England itself: ‘Is there any country which shows at once as much stability and as much susceptibility to change as ours?’8


George Eliot’s father – changed in Theophrastus Such to ‘a country parson’, but recognizable as Robert Evans – seemed to her of a piece with his surroundings, their geography and their history during his lifetime. Throughout the Reform agitation of the 1820s, the debating of the Catholic Question, the clamour for extension of the franchise and for freedom of speech and of the press, Mr Evans maintained his stubborn Tory ‘Church and State’ views. Theophrastus Such offers a slightly exaggerated, ironic view of Robert Evans’s opinions:




To my father’s mind the noisy teachers of revolutionary doctrine were, to speak mildly, a variable mixture of the fool and the scoundrel; the welfare of the nation lay in a strong Government which could maintain order; and I was accustomed to hear him utter the word ‘Government’ in a tone that charged it with awe, and made it part of my effective religion, in contrast with the word ‘rebel’, which seemed to carry the stamp of evil in its syllables, and, lit by the fact that Satan was the first rebel, made an argument dispensing with more detailed inquiry. I gathered that our national troubles in the first two decades of this century were not at all due to the mistakes of our administrators; and that England, with its fine Church and Constitution, would have been exceedingly well off if every British subject had been thankful for what was provided, and had minded his own business – if, for example, numerous Catholics of that period had been aware how very modest they ought to be considering they were Irish.9





Mild caricature though this is, it shows a response no more gloomy than that expressed by Wordsworth, for example, who seriously contemplated leaving the country when the first Reform Bill was passed, or Southey, who predicted civil war in Ireland as a result of Catholic Emancipation.10


Like the rest of the country, Warwickshire was caught up in Reform fever during 1831 and 1832. In the election of December 1832 the county returned ten MPs, only two of whom were Tories, the rest being liberals and pro-Reform candidates. Against the trend, Nuneaton returned a Conservative, W. S. Dugdale, whom Robert Evans supported. Dugdale’s election was not without its drama, which thirteen-year-old Mary Anne witnessed.11 Naturally enough, accounts of what happened varied according to political allegiance, but all agreed that on the first day of the poll, 21 December 1832, a row broke out between the supporters of Dugdale and those of the Radical candidate, Dempster Heming. Windows were broken, the Tories called in the militia, a regiment of Scots Greys rode into Nuneaton, the Riot Act was read from an upper window of the Newdigate Arms, the poll was suspended, and one unfortunate man, Joseph Glover, died in the affray. According to the Coventry Herald, a paper which was strongly pro-Reform, the jury at the Coroner’s Inquest held at the Queen’s Head public house at Newton Regis, fifteen miles north of Nuneaton, returned a verdict of accidental death, though the reformers believed he had been the victim of a cavalry charge.12 George Eliot was able to draw on her memories of this exciting event when she wrote Felix Holt.


Robert Evans took a cautiously favourable view of social reforms such as the New Poor Law of 1834, by which the administration of poor relief was removed from parishes and put under the authority of an elected Board of Guardians.13 He told Newdigate in September 1834 that he thought parish officers had not always made a distinction between an ‘industrious good man’ and ‘an idle bad man’ when doling out relief.14 But he always voted Conservative with his master. In the election of August 1837, following the coronation in June of Queen Victoria, he even became involved in the ubiquitous practice of treating voters, though not so shamelessly as the agents at Eatanswill in Pickwick Papers‚ published in the same year, where, as Dickens slyly observes,




everything was conducted on the most liberal and delightful scale. Excisable articles were remarkably cheap at all the public-houses; and spring vans paraded the streets for the accommodation of voters who were seized with any temporary dizziness in the head – an epidemic which prevailed among the electors, during the contest, to a most alarming extent, and under the influence of which they might frequently be seen lying on the pavements in a state of utter insensibility.15





Robert Evans was pragmatic. There was, he told Newdigate in July, ‘a strong party against us, Sir’. With his characteristic forthrightness (and idiosyncratic spelling), he continued, ‘I intend giving the Arbury & Astley Tenants a Breakfast on the morning of the election to get them together as we must not loose a Vote if we can help it if the Opposite party are doing all they can.’16


Well might George Eliot write, in the person of Theophrastus Such, that ‘our midland plains have never lost their familiar expression and conservative spirit for me’,17 since the days when she had been allowed as a child to accompany her father on some of his rides around the district. Mary Anne no doubt observed his firm – sometimes even harsh – management of the farms and their tenants on the one hand, and his obedient respect for his superiors on the other. But she also knew her father’s independence and stubbornness. He was not always obsequious towards the Newdigate family. A strong streak of self-righteousness and a forceful sense of right and wrong could overcome his tendency to obey authority.


In 1834, when as a prominent member of the Chilvers Coton Parish Council he undertook to raise subscriptions for the enlargement of the church, he wrote bluntly to Francis Newdigate: ‘Your Father Gives £100’‚ ‘the Bishop £50’‚ the local Tory MP Mr Dugdale £25, and other worthies £20 or £15. Robert Evans himself had pledged £20, on which he commented with satisfaction:




I was very pleased with my days work which you will perceive as I put down more for myself than I should have done if I had considered my Station in Life but I find it is every Churchmans duty to do all they can to support that Church which I hope will never fall – now Sir, we are waiting for your Mite to say what you intend to Give, your Father told me that his sun [sic] wd Give something …18





And, conservative though he was, his strong sense of social justice outweighed his awareness of his ‘station in life’ when he saw people suffering through no fault of idleness or stupidity. He lost no time in telling Newdigate that the poor wheat crop of 1834 was causing crippling hardship to the Astley tenants. Newdigate’s father, the old man at Arbury Hall, had been reluctant, when Evans applied to him, to return a percentage of the rents to his tenants, and Evans appealed to Francis to authorize him to give them back enough to live on. The younger Newdigate’s draft reply was that Evans should go ahead and make ‘whatever allowance you think I ought to make them’, without troubling his father further.19 It was this aspect of her father’s character, his love of fair play and his plain speaking in support of it, that George Eliot brought to her fictional carpenter Adam Bede, whose employers Squire Donnithorne and his grandson Arthur have in common with the two Newdigates a meanness on the part of the older landlord and a spirit of generosity on the part of the younger.


While Mary Anne was still very young, her half-brother Robert moved to the estate in Derbyshire where his father had begun his work as land agent, taking Fanny, Mary Anne’s half-sister, with him to keep house. Chrissey was sent to board at a school in nearby Attleborough, and Isaac and Mary Anne attended a day school run by a Mrs Moore just across the road from Griff. Isaac and Mary Anne were playmates; theirs was a very close relationship, with Isaac, stubborn and stern like his father, inclined to dictate to his younger sister, who alternated between ‘puppy-like’ submission and rebellious self-assertion.20 She later remembered having tried to impress the servant with her accomplishment on the piano, which she played at the age of four without knowing a note.21 And when Isaac was not with her she indulged in heroic fantasies, encouraged by whatever books she was given by family and friends. As she told her teacher and friend, Maria Lewis, in 1839:




When I was quite a little child I could not be satisfied with the things around me; I was constantly living in a world of my own creation, and was quite contented to have no companions that I might be left to my own musings and imagine scenes in which I was chief actress. Conceive what a character novels would give to these Utopias. I was early supplied with them by those who kindly sought to gratify my appetite for reading and of course I made use of the materials they supplied for building my castles in the air.22





In 1824 Mary Anne joined Chrissey at Miss Lathom’s school in Attleborough, where she remained for three years. Isaac went to a boarding school in Coventry. George Eliot told her husband John Cross in 1880 that her chief memory of boarding school was of being cold in winter and unable to get near the fire. Like many another child removed from the parental home at such an early age, she suffered from dreadful night terrors.23


We do not know why the children went away to school. It was common for middle-class parents to send their children away to board, of course, and there was at this time no regular provision of state education. Whether Mr and Mrs Evans intended to do the genteel thing, or were merely seeking an education for their children where it could be had, is not clear. Probably the latter motive predominated, since the schools attended by Chrissey, Isaac, and Mary Anne were only a few miles from home, and the two girls were close enough to one of Mrs Evans’s sisters, Aunt Evarard, to visit her frequently.


The children came home for holidays, when they rambled about the dairy and fields, played down by the canal and near the quarry, and got into the usual scrapes. They also read the usual books: Aesop’s Fables, Pilgrim’s Progress, and jest books, but though Mary Anne’s fondness for reading was indulged, the family was not a specially bookish one. Mr Evans, already middle-aged when his last three children were born, often took them on his rounds of the estate. Isaac was groomed in the same business as his father, becoming in due course land agent to Francis Newdigate’s successor, his cousin’s son, Charles Newdigate Newdegate.24


Of Mrs Evans little trace remains. She is scarcely mentioned in George Eliot’s surviving letters and journals, and when she does make an appearance there, we learn nothing of what she was like. When travelling with Lewes in August 1859 George Eliot noted in her journal that they stayed overnight at the Swan Hotel in Lichfield, adding the neutral remark that it was the same hotel ‘where I remember being with my mother and father when I was a little child’.25 This was in May 1826, when she was six and a half, on the way back from a visit to Robert Evans’s relations in Derbyshire and Staffordshire. She told Sara Hennell in October 1859 that visits between her own family and these ‘northerly relatives’ were few and far between. She had made this one journey ‘to see my uncle William (a rich builder) in Staffordshire’, but her ‘uncles and aunts and cousins from my father’s far-off native country’ seemed strange ‘to my childish feelings’.26


We catch a glimpse of Christiana Evans in a letter of her husband’s to Francis Newdigate in December 1833 describing a recent fire on the estate. ‘Mrs Evans kept up her Spirits wonderfull [sic] while the fire lasted, and that was the case with myself, for I had the presents [sic] of mind to Act and direct in every point were [sic] there was the most danger, and my courage never failed me during the day & night.’27 We do not know when Christiana first became ill, but by April 1835 Robert was confiding to his employer that she had breast cancer and saying in his laconic, stoical way, ‘I am now afraid she will not have much more comfort.’28 She lingered on for another ten months in her hopeless condition.


Meanwhile, Mary Anne was away at school, first at Miss Lathom’s in Attleborough, then from 1828 as a boarder at Mrs Wallington’s school in Nuneaton, and from 1832 to 1835 at a school in Coventry run by the sisters Rebecca and Mary Franklin. Chrissey went with her to Mrs Wallington’s school, where there were about thirty boarders. An Irish governess at the school, Maria Lewis, was to become Mary Anne’s first close friend. When after George Eliot’s death a passionate friend of her last years, Edith Simcox, visited the Midlands in search of memories of George Eliot, she interviewed Miss Lewis in Leamington. Edith recorded this meeting with the best friend of George Eliot’s youth, adding some shrewd comments of her own:




A nice little fair old lady, with one eye gone, which they say was an ugly squint in youth. She was governess at the Nuneaton School and had evidently been the superior person of that period: the virtuous cultivated young lady whom Mrs Evans held up as a model for imitation to her aspiring little daughter. Miss Lewis used to visit at Griff – remembered going to see Polly [George Eliot] and Chrissy in bed with measles, was ‘like an elder sister’ to them. Spoke of the child as very loveable, but unhappy, given to great bursts of weeping; finding it impossible to care for childish games and occupations: it is of course significant that as a mere child, the governess should have been her friend rather than any schoolfellow.29





It is worth noting that Edith Simcox takes it for granted here – we do not know on what authority – that Mrs Evans did have genteel aspirations for her children. She also notices that Mary Anne, not unusually for the youngest child in a family, was inclined to look for friendship to someone older than her peers.


On Mary Anne’s tenth birthday, 22 November 1829, Robert Evans visited the school to take her home for the day. Miss Lewis came too and, since it was Sunday, attended Chilvers Coton Church with the Evans family.30 She belonged to the Evangelical wing of the Church of England, and had a Puritan distrust of pleasure and leisure with which she infected Mary Anne. Some of the latter’s earliest extant letters are to Miss Lewis, to whom she pours out scriptural echoes, piety, and severe disapproval of all triviality. Mary Anne signed herself Polly, the familiar form of Mary which was also used later by the Brays and Sara Hennell, and later still by Lewes. Sara Hennell converted Polly to Pollian, punning on Apollyon, the monster in Revelation and ‘foul fiend’ which meets Christian in the Valley of Humiliation in Pilgrim’s Progress. It may be that Mary Anne attached the name to herself in wry allusion to her plain looks, as she was later to call herself a fright, and a Medusa, among other unflattering things. In her mid-to-late teens she took her pious severity to extremes, neglecting her dress and appearance and going about ‘like an owl’, as she told another Coventry friend, Mary Sibree, in 1842, ‘to the great disgust of my brother’. Moreover, she expressed her disapproval to Isaac himself of what she later acknowledged were ‘quite lawful amusements’.31


Religious dissent was strong in the Midlands during George Eliot’s childhood. Not only was Evangelical Anglicanism well represented; there were also chapels of every kind of dissent: Unitarian, Baptist, Wesleyan, Quaker, Presbyterian, Congregationalist. Mary Sibree’s father, an independent minister, published in 1855 an account of the local dissenting congregations, Independency in Warwickshire. According to this, there were in the ribbon-weaving district of Foleshill, to which Mary Anne and her father moved in 1841, no fewer than twelve places of Wesleyan worship alone.32


George Eliot thus grew up with inward knowledge of a variety of types of faith and of worship. Her father was an undogmatic traditional Anglican, suspicious alike of Roman Catholics, who finally gained full civil rights in 1829, and of dissenters with their fanaticism and enthusiasm. His own brother Samuel had converted to Methodism in the 1790s in Derbyshire. In his account of his conversion, Samuel Evans tells of hearing a travelling preacher when he was a young man of eighteen and of feeling that ‘the Lord in great mercy broke in upon my soul, pardoned my sins and made me happy in His love’. He remembered how his older brothers Thomas and Robert teased him about his new-found zeal: ‘They were High Church in their sympathies and despised the Methodists, and tried hard to argue, to baffle and confound me.’ Samuel’s wife Elizabeth was a Methodist preacher, though women were prohibited from preaching, except under special dispensation, by the Methodist Conference of 1803. For a time Samuel and Elizabeth Evans joined a separatist branch of the church, so that she could continue to preach.33 They and their Warwickshire relations paid a few mutual visits while George Eliot was a child. As is well known, she drew on her firsthand acquaintance with a woman preacher, her aunt Elizabeth, when creating Dinah Morris in Adam Bede.


Mary Anne soon came into contact with another dissenting family. In 1832, aged twelve, she moved from Mrs Wallington’s school in Nuneaton to Mary and Rebecca Franklin’s school in Coventry. Their father was minister of the Cow Lane Baptist Chapel. The curriculum at the school was not a narrow one, though the atmosphere was as religious as that in Nuneaton. Mary Anne learned English, French, history, arithmetic, music, and drawing. A schoolmate remembered her as clever, musical, but agonizingly shy and apt to rush out of the room in tears, as Miss Lewis recalled her doing at Nuneaton.34 She won the school prize for French, and excelled in English composition, though the sample essay to be found in her school notebook for 1834, on ‘Affectation and Conceit’, is not remarkable except for the ponderousness of its prose. Her moral severity is uncompromising, particularly on the vanity of women:




She [the vain woman] is so used to admiration that she finds it impossible to live without it, and as the drunkard turns to his wine to drown his cares, she the former beauty, finding all that before naturally attracted gone, flies to artificial means, in order she vainly hopes and believes to secure still her usual meed of adulation – She affects a youthful walk, & a youthful manner, upon all occasions, and at the age of fifty may often be seen clothed in the girlish fashion of sixteen totally forgetting that her once rounded neck and shoulders which at the latter age, were properly uncovered, are now pointed & scraggy and would be much better hidden from sight by a more matronly habiliment.35





Thus the plain, sensitive, censorious girl of fifteen.


The school notebook also contains pages of poems copied out by Mary Anne from the popular annual publications of the time, volumes like the Keepsake and the Literary Souvenir. These were miscellanies published at Christmas by editors who pestered famous writers – Scott, Wordsworth, and Coleridge, for example – for unpublished scraps and fragments, and reprinted poems and stories – usually, but not always, with permission – from their collected editions.36 Mary Anne copied out various romantic and sentimental verses about forsaken maidens and unwilling brides.


She also wrote in the notebook a fragment of a story, ‘Edward Neville’, set in Cromwell’s day, and drawing heavily on Walter Scott and his imitators in the genre of historical fiction. Like many a Scott novel and many more by his popular imitator G. P. R. James, Mary Anne’s story begins with a useful stranger arriving on the scene:




It was on a bright and sunny morning towards the end of Autumn of the year 1650 that a stranger mounted on a fine black horse descended the hill which leads into the small but picturesque town of Chepstow. Both horse and rider appeared to have travelled far for besides their both being covered with dust, the poor animal bore the marks of the spur in his reeking sides, and notwithstanding the impetuosity with which his master still urged him on, he seemed almost unable to proceed even at a foot pace.37





The schoolgirl falls readily into all Scott’s narrative habits, though without his subtlety, panache, and humour. Detailed descriptions of dress, of surroundings, of castles and manorial buildings, a ‘mystery’ with clues dropped here and there about the stranger’s identity, all the secrecy, disguise, and intrigue required by the story’s being set in stirring times of wars and plots, a love interest for the young hero, whose beloved is at first forbidden to him – these are the ingredients she used. They all belong to the master’s recipe for fiction, as adapted in Waverley (1814), Old Mortality (1816), and Ivanhoe (1819), to name but three.


Also in the notebook are religious verses, reflecting the influence on the serious girl of Miss Lewis and the Coventry Baptists among whom she was now living. Though she never converted officially to any dissenting sect, her brand of faith was, as is not uncommon in adolescent girls, severe and self-denying. One of the last poems in the school notebook is unattributed; we may reasonably suppose it to be an original composition. Like the historical romance ‘Edward Neville’, it is unfinished. Entitled ‘On Being Called a Saint’, it expresses the delicious self-satisfaction to be had from self-denial and a ready sense of martyrdom:








A Saint! Oh would that I could claim


The privileg’d, the honor’d name


And confidently take my stand


Though lowest in the saintly band!







Would though it were in scorn applied


That term the test of truth could bide


Like kingly salutation given


In mockery to the King of Heaven.







…







Oh for an interest in that name


When hell shall ope its jaws of flame


And sinners to their doom be hurl’d


While scorned saints ‘shall judge the world’.







How shall the name of Saint be prized


Tho’ now neglected and despised


When truth











And there the poem breaks off.


*


Mary Anne left school at Christmas 1835, aged just sixteen. She went home to a series of domestic crises. Her mother was getting weaker, and by the beginning of January 1836, as Mary Anne reported to Miss Lewis in her earliest surviving letter, ‘suffered a great increase in pain’. ‘We dare not hope’, she continued, ‘that there will be a permanent improvement.’38 Robert Evans had been taken ill on 31 December 1835 while away from home on estate business with what he described as an inflammation of the kidneys.39 Mary Anne gave Miss Lewis an idea of the seriousness of the attack and the fright it had caused at home, coming on top of her mother’s worsening state:




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. For four days we had no cessation of our anxiety, but I am thankful to say that he is now considered out of danger, though very much reduced by frequent bleeding and very powerful medicines.40





To add to his troubles, Robert Evans had heard from his brother Thomas, who managed Francis Parker Newdigate’s estate at Kirk Hallam in Derbyshire. Thomas had got into debt and was ‘obliged to assign over his Effects to his Creditors & to absent himself from Hallam’. Robert’s solution was to take over responsibility himself for the tenancy of Thomas’s farm. ‘I will stock it well’, he assured Francis Newdigate, ‘and pay you rent as it becomes due. If you will grant me this Favour, I have no doubt but I can provide Bread for him by him and his Boy working upon the Farm.’ Newdigate replied that he would ‘most willingly take you Tenant for your Brother Thomas’s Farm’.41


Other problems which beset Mr Evans at this time concerned his own work on the Arbury Estate. Old Francis Parker Newdigate had died in 1835, but young Francis had not inherited. The Hall went to his cousin’s wife Mrs Newdigate and her son Charles (who was to be Isaac’s employer, as Francis was Robert’s). Robert was continually caught between the two branches of the family. Francis Newdigate would direct him to settle the rents of the Arbury tenants, and Mrs Newdigate would prevent him from doing so. In April 1835 Robert had had to tell Francis that Mrs Newdigate was preparing to sue him for destruction of part of the land.42 Robert Evans’s life was plagued by these disagreements. The only good effects of this change of authority at Arbury Hall were that Isaac began work in 1836 for Charles Newdigate Newdegate, eventually replacing his father when the latter retired in 1841 at the age of sixty-seven, and that Mrs Newdigate kindly offered Mary Anne the use of the magnificent library at Arbury Hall.43


Mr Evans recovered from his painful illness, though on 3 January 1836 he recorded a terrible day and night which he thought he would not survive. But his wife’s health deteriorated. At 5 am on 3 February 1836, Christiana Evans died after ‘a Dreadfull night of pain’, as her husband noted in his journal.44 He wrote in a stoical spirit to his sympathetic patron a few weeks after her death: ‘I have gone through a great deal of pain and Greif, but it is the work of God therefore I submit to it chearfully as far as Human Nature will permit.’45 He was soon back at work, paying one of his regular visits to oversee Newdigate land in Kent in April. He wrote to Chrissey, now mistress of the house at the age of twenty-two, reporting on his satisfactory settling of the tenants’ accounts there, and asking her to send the gig to Coventry to meet him when he returned home in a few days.46 (Owning a gig – a two-wheeled carriage – had been taken as a sign of middle-class respectability since the testimony of a witness at the much-reported Thurtell murder trial of 1824; Carlyle seized on the idea and coined the word ‘gigmanity’ to signify narrow-minded, self-satisfied respectability, or philistinism.47)


All three children were now at home. Isaac was helping his father with the estate business, Chrissey was chief housekeeper, and Mary Anne, at sixteen, helped Chrissey until the latter’s marriage in May 1837. She took the Anglican communion for the first time at Chilvers Coton Church on Christmas Day 1836, though she had by no means lost her enthusiasm for the more spiritual forms of worship practised by Miss Lewis and the Misses Franklin.48


Nor had she lost her severity. After Chrissey’s wedding on 30 May 1837 to Edward Clarke, a doctor from Meriden, a few miles outside Coventry, Mary Ann – as she chose to spell her name in the marriage register, perhaps thinking it a more grown-up form and hence suitable for a young woman who would soon be eighteen – was now mistress of the house at Griff. Her father went to Derbyshire later in the year and brought back his sister-in-law Elizabeth Evans to stay for a few weeks. Mary Ann relished her discussions with her Methodist aunt. She told Sara Hennell in 1859 that she was then ‘strongly under the influence of Evangelical belief, and earnestly endeavouring to shape this anomalous English-Christian life of ours into some consistency with the spirit and simple verbal tenor of the New Testament’.49


Looking back, she acknowledged how narrow and intolerant her views had been, and how she had clashed with her gentle aunt. Her analysis of her youthful behaviour gives an idea of the serious differences on points of doctrine between the two kinds of Christianity, as well as mercilessly laying bare the human unattractiveness of the opinions she had embraced in adolescence:




I had never talked with a Wesleyan before, and we used to have little debates about predestination, for I was then a strong Calvinist. Here her superiority came out, and I remember now, with loving admiration, one thing which at the time I disapproved: it was not strictly a consequence of her Arminian belief, and at first sight might seem opposed to it, yet it came from the spirit of love which clings to the bad logic of Arminianism. When my uncle came to fetch her, after she had been with us a fortnight or three weeks, he was speaking of a deceased minister, once greatly respected, who from the action of trouble upon him had taken to small tippling, though otherwise not culpable. ‘But I hope the good man’s in heaven for all that’, said my uncle. ‘Oh, yes’, said my aunt, with a deep inward groan of joyful conviction. ‘Mr. A’s in heaven – that’s sure.’ This was at the time an offence to my stern, ascetic views – how beautiful it is to me now!50





This reminiscence helps to explain how it was that the sceptical, free-thinking author of the novels could take for her subject the life of country people, both dissenters and traditional church-goers, and show generosity towards their superstitions, aspirations, and limitations. Having embraced an unforgiving, damnation-conscious form of religion in her youth, she experienced its shedding as a liberation into tolerance. That tolerance covered the many kinds of faith she had encountered, from unattractive Calvinism, which rejected the idea that salvation might follow from attempts to live a moral life, to more attractive Arminianism, which accepted the possibility of salvation for all. Dorothea in Middlemarch, when unhappily married to Mr Casaubon but trying to give him comfort in his lonely fear of death and of the critical ridicule of his fellow Biblical scholars, speaks for her creator when she associates her new-found undogmatic belief in doing good with an advance in true religious feeling over the narrow views of her Puritan girlhood. ‘I have always been finding out my religion since I was a little girl’, she tells Will Ladislaw. ‘I used to pray so much – now I hardly ever pray.’51


But as mistress of her father’s house from 1837, when her life consisted of dealing with servants, making jam, organizing everything to do with the house and dairy while her father and Isaac were out on the estate, and visiting the poor with secondhand clothes, Mary Ann prayed a great deal. Her letters to Maria Lewis, now living as a governess with a clergyman’s family in Northamptonshire, are fulsomely pious. Announcing the birth of Chrissey’s first child, Edward, to her friend in May 1838, she drew a solemn lesson from the happy event:




Truly may change be called our only certainty; may our experience of the fact lead us feelingly to join in that beautiful collect which closes with praying that amidst all the changes of this transitory life, our hearts may surely there be fixed, where true joys are to be found.52





When she heard in August 1838 that an acquaintance of Maria Lewis was to be married, eighteen-year-old Mary Ann took a gloomy view, the insufferable sonorousness of which is only lightened – prophetically, we may say with the wisdom of hindsight – by a salutary strain of ironic self-criticism:




I trust that the expected union may ultimately issue in the spiritual benefit of both parties; for my part when I hear of the marrying and giving in marriage that is constantly being transacted I can only sigh for those who are multiplying earthly ties which though powerful enough to detach their heart and thoughts from heaven, are so brittle as to be liable to be snapped asunder at every breeze. You will think I need nothing but a tub for my habitation to make me a perfect female Diogenes, and I plead guilty to occasional misanthropical thoughts, but not to the indulgence of them: still I must believe that those are happiest who are not fermenting themselves by engaging in projects for earthly bliss, who are considering this life merely a pilgrimage, a scene calling for diligence and watchfulness, not for repose and amusement. I do not deny that there may be many who can partake with a high degree of zest of all the lawful enjoyments the world can offer and yet live in near communion with their God; who can warmly love the creature, and yet be careful that the Creator maintains His supremity in their hearts; but I confess that in my short experience and narrow sphere of action I have never been able to attain this; I find, as Dr. Johnson said respecting his wine, total abstinence much easier than moderation.





Thank goodness for that ironic reference to herself as a female Diogenes – from the Greek philosopher who was so disgusted with all the things of this world that he took to living in a tub – and the relatively light-hearted (and literary) allusion to Dr Johnson.


Ever watchful for her own sinfulness, she confesses immediately after this pronouncement:




But I am as usual becoming egotistical, and you by the bye have naughtily encouraged the habit. I am in danger of imitating the frog in the fable vainly imagining herself a rival for the ox, and such pride generally has a similar catastrophe to hers.53





In the same letter of 18 August 1838 Mary Ann told Miss Lewis about a trip to London she had recently undertaken with Isaac. She concentrated on her experience of a service at St Paul’s:




I grieve to say my strongest feeling was that of indignation (I mean during the sermon) towards the surpliced personages, chapters I think they are, who performed the chanting, for it appears with them a mere performance, their behaviour being that of schoolboys, glad of an opportunity to titter unreproved.54





Isaac recalled late in life that during this London visit she had refused to go to the theatre with him, as she disapproved of such idle entertainment. While Isaac bought as a souvenir of their visit a pair of hunting sketches, she chose a copy of Josephus’ History of the Jews.55


Miss Lewis was the chief recipient of all her youthful opinions. She discussed her reading, particularly of spiritually improving works like the letters of Hannah More, the life of Wilberforce, and Archbishop Leighton’s commentary on St Peter, the seventeenth-century work which Coleridge had taken as the basis of his influential Aids to Reflection (1825). In May 1839 she wrote comparing several works of differing doctrinal import. She had read the independent minister John Hoppus’s Schism as Opposed to Unity of the Church (1839), which she thought ‘ably expresses the tenets of those who deny that any form of Church government is so clearly dictated in Scripture as to possess a Divine right’. In other words, it was an attack on established churches like the Church of Rome and the Church of England.


This she compared with Joseph Milner’s History of the Church of Christ (1794–7), with its ‘moderate evangelical episcopalian’ view, in favour of government by bishops but not implacably opposed to dissenters. And she was reading too the famous Oxford Tracts for the Times as they came out between 1833 and 1841, written by High Church Anglo-Catholics including John Henry Newman (before he converted to Rome). Predictably, Mary Ann expressed hostility to these attempts ‘to give a romish colour to our ordinances’ and ‘to fraternize with the members of a church carrying on her brow the prophetical epithets applied by St. John to the Scarlet beast, the Mystery of iniquity’ in Revelation.56


The girl who was to begin her writing career only five years later by translating a learned sceptical work of Biblical criticism from German wrote self-deprecatingly in November 1838 of this intense course of reading in religious controversy:




Of course I mean only such studies as pigmies like myself in intellect and acquirement are able to prosecute; the perusal and comparison of Scripture and the works of pious and judicious men on the subject.57





In fact this ‘pigmy’ was already employing her intellect in quite sophisticated ways. Her religious views required her to distrust imaginative literature, particularly fiction, as frivolous and even dangerous, being a form of lying. But she liked reading Scott and Shakespeare, and was adding to these writers the works of a great many more, explaining ingeniously to Miss Lewis that it was acceptable, even desirable, to read certain ‘standard works whose contents are matter of constant reference, and the names of whose heroes and heroines briefly and therefore conveniently describe character and ideas’. Such were, for example, Don Quixote‚ Samuel Butler’s Hudibras, Robinson Crusoe, Gil Blas, ‘Byron’s poetical romances’, Southey’s poetry, and, of course, Scott’s novels and poems and Shakespeare. She was severe on religious novels, which were ‘more hateful to me than merely worldly ones’, being ‘a sort of Centaur or Mermaid’. ‘Like other monsters that we do not know how to class [they] should be destroyed for the public good as soon as born.’ ‘The weapons of the Christian warfare were never sharpened at the forge of romance’, she concluded firmly.58


These convenient distinctions freed her to read quite miscellaneously without fearing for the state of her soul. By September 1839 she could describe the contents of her mind in an interesting, if somewhat clumsily expressed, metaphor:




I have lately led so unsettled a life and have been so desultory in my employments, that my mind, never of the most highly organized genus, is more than usually chaotic, or rather it is like a stratum of conglomerated fragments that shews here a jaw and rib of some ponderous quadruped, there a delicate altorelievo of some fernlike plant, tiny shells, and mysterious nondescripts, encrusted and united with some unvaried and uninteresting but useful stone. My mind presents just such an assemblage of disjointed specimens of history, ancient and modern, scraps of poetry picked up from Shakspeare, Cowper, Wordsworth, and Milton, newspaper topics, morsels of Addison and Bacon, Latin verbs, geometry entomology and chemistry, reviews and metaphysics, all arrested and petrified and smothered by the fast thickening every day accession of actual events, relative anxieties, and household cares and vexations. May I hope that some pure metallic veins have been interjected, that some spiritual desires have been sent up, and spiritual experience gained?59





On the same principle on which she disapproved of religious fiction, Mary Ann could not reconcile herself to the oratorio she heard in St Michael’s Church, Coventry, in 1838 with her old teacher Rebecca Franklin. ‘I think nothing can justify the using of an intensely interesting and solemn passage of Scripture, as a rope-dancer uses her rope,’ she wrote to another friend, her fellow pupil at Miss Franklin’s school, Martha Jackson.60 She went so far as to tell Maria Lewis that it ‘would not cost me any regrets if the only music heard in our land were that of strict worship’.61 This extreme position was not held for long. Two years later she reported to Miss Lewis that she had heard and enjoyed the Messiah at Birmingham; and in February 1849 she told Sara Hennell she had not touched the piano for two months since her father was ill, but was ‘determined to play a mass before the piano is utterly baked out of tune again’.62 How her younger self would have shuddered at such profanity.


Mary Ann sent two poems to Miss Lewis. One, described by the modest author as ‘some doggrel lines, the crude fruit of a lonely walk’, has the distinction of being her first published work. She sent it to Miss Lewis in July 1839, and it was published over the signature ‘M. A. E.’ in the Christian Observer for January 1840. Taking as its text the phrase from the Second Letter of Peter, ‘Knowing that shortly I must put off this tabernacle’, the poem begins:








As o’er the fields by evening’s light I stray,


I hear a still, small whisper – “Come away!


Thou must to this bright, lovely world soon say


                       Farewell!”







The mandate I’d obey, my lamp prepare,


Gird up my garments, give my soul to pray’r,


And say to earth and all that breathe earth’s air


                      Farewell!63











The second poem is a sonnet included in a letter of 4 September 1839. It is undistinguished, but perhaps significant for its melancholy theme and tone. The last five lines run:











But ever, at the wished-for place arrived,


I’ve found it of those seeming charms deprived


Which from the mellowing power of distance rose:


To my poor thought, an apt though simple trope


Of life’s dull path and earth’s deceitful hope.











Conventional though this is, it expresses Mary Ann’s habitual low spirits, against which she had to struggle all her life. The sonnet is followed by a telling reply to a reproach from her correspondent, Miss Lewis, about a remark in a previous letter which Miss Lewis took to be sarcastic. ‘Why did you think I did any other than envy your vivacity’, writes Mary Ann; ‘instead of ironically blaming it I only desire to catch a portion of your mercury to render my character more malleable’.64 The offending remark may have been the comment on 17 July, prefacing her poem on the text from St Peter, that ‘my attempt at poetry will serve to amuse you, if no more, and you love a laugh so well that it would be ungenerous to withhold the occasion of one’.65 This is more the awkward expression of authorial diffidence than an accusation of frivolity in poor Miss Lewis.


Mary Ann’s uncertainty of tone, and an unclearness about her own aspirations at this time, find expression also in a letter to her Methodist aunt. She felt guilty about her behaviour during her aunt’s visit to Griff in 1839, accusing herself of a ‘lack of humility and Christian simplicity that makes me willing to obtain credit for greater knowledge and deeper feeling than I really possess’:




Instead of putting my light under a bushel, I am in danger of ostentatiously displaying a false one. You have much too high an opinion my dear Aunt, of my spiritual condition and of my personal and circumstantial advantages. My soul seems for weeks together completely benumbed, and when I am aroused from this torpid state, the intervals of activity are comparatively short.66





Some excitement intruded into ‘life’s dull path’ in November 1839, when Queen Adelaide, the widow of William IV, passed through Nuneaton. She was met at Griff by Isaac’s employer, Charles Newdigate Newdegate, and a number of tenants on horseback, among them Robert Evans, who recorded in his journal that the Queen ‘passed by Griff about half past 12 o’clock and we esscorted [sic] her through Nuneaton to the Turn to Weddington’.67 In contrast to the splendour of this occasion, Mary Ann noted that ‘the distress of the lower classes in our neighbourhood is daily increasing from the scarcity of employment for weavers’.68 As early as December 1831 the Coventry Herald had reported a ‘Memorial from Foleshill’, a plea by the ribbon weavers of that district for relief from the dropping off of the trade since an Act passed in 1826 had permitted the import of cheap ribbons from France.69


A publishing plan formed in her mind at this time. This was a chronological chart of ecclesiastical history, which she hoped to finish by November 1840. Some of the profits arising from the sale would go to the building of Attleborough Church, and Mrs Newdigate opened the great library of Arbury Hall to her, allowing her to visit whenever she wanted in search of books to assist her.70 The work was given up, however, when she found in August that a similar chart had just been published, ‘only 7s. far superior in conception to mine’, as she humbly acknowledged.71


Her reading was becoming ever wider. Though her letters to Maria Lewis were still full of scriptural allusions, these were increasingly joined by quotations from, and references to, secular literature. She read Carlyle’s Chartism (1839), with its sympathetic account of the artisans of Glasgow, to whom the world ‘is not one of blue skies and a green carpet, but a world of copperas-fumes, low cellars, hard wages, “striking”, and gin’. She quoted Wordsworth and Shakespeare, Byron and Madame de Staël.72 And at her request her father hired a language teacher from Leamington, Joseph Brezzi, to come to the house and teach her Italian and German. The lessons began in March; by October she was translating a German poem about roses without thorns, and reading Schiller’s tragedy Maria Stuart and Goethe’s Tasso.73 She also found her tutor ‘anything but uninteresting, all external grace and mental power’, as she fancifully expressed her crush to Miss Lewis in May. But, she added, ‘“Cease ye from man” [Isaiah 2:22] is engraven on my amulet.’ This was her second heart-fluttering; in March she had hinted mysteriously at a ‘beloved object’ she had given up. She told Miss Lewis, half-sorrowfully, half-proudly, that she believed she was ‘a negation of all that finds love and esteem’.74


Love and marriage were in the air. In 1840 Isaac became engaged to Sarah Rawlins of Birmingham. It was decided that he and his wife would live at Griff; Robert Evans would retire as agent to the Newdigates, and he and Mary Ann would look for another house. The thought produced some anxiety and resentment in her. She went on a reluctant visit to Birmingham to meet Sarah Rawlins in September, and at one of the concerts she attended there she apparently burst into hysterical sobbing.75 With forebodings that she herself would not find someone to love and be loved by, and in a state of confused conscience about the propriety of seeking happiness for herself, she set about helping her father find a house. They settled on one ‘very pleasantly situated’ at Foleshill, within five minutes’ walk of Coventry.76


In a letter written in Biblical style to her Methodist aunt and uncle she confessed, not for the first time, to the sin of ambition:




I desire to be entirely submissive and without care for the morrow, to be so intent on the improvement of present time and present blessings as to allow myself no leisure for dreaming about my worldly future; but nevertheless I find an increased uncertainty respecting that future to unhinge my mind a little. I earnestly desire a spirit of childlike humility that shall make me willing to be lightly esteemed among men; this is the opposite of my besetting sin, which is an ever struggling ambition.77





Shortly before the move, which took place on 19 March 1841, she told her old schoolfriend Martha Jackson that leaving the home she had known all her life was ‘deeply painful’, ‘like dying to one stage of existence’.78


On 8 March she wrote to Miss Lewis, whom she now addressed in the ‘language of flowers’ as Veronica, signifying fidelity in friendship (she herself was Clematis, or mental beauty, and Martha was Ivy, for constancy). As if some sixth sense told her that the move to Foleshill would herald great changes for her, she asked for her friend’s blessings and prayers ‘that my spirit may not become warped by intercourse with earthly trifles and considerations of worldly interest, but may rather be urged to cling closely to heavenly hopes’.79


Though things turned out rather differently, there is no doubt that the move to Coventry was momentous for twenty-one-year-old Mary Ann Evans.
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CHAPTER TWO


Coventry, Rebellion, and The Life of Jesus 1841–6





The removal to Foleshill, on the outskirts of Coventry, took Robert and Mary Ann Evans only five miles from their previous home at Griff. They were near Mary Ann’s half-sister Fanny, who lived two miles away at Baginton with her husband, Henry Houghton, and five miles from Chrissey and Edward Clarke at Meriden. Mary Ann’s dim view of the matrimonial state was intensified when she contemplated poor Chrissey’s troubles, with an increasing family to bring up on the precarious income her husband earned as a general practitioner in competition with other doctors who were longer established in the neighbourhood. As Mary Ann put it in a letter of October 1841 to Miss Lewis, ‘the troubles of married life seem more conspicuously the ordinance of God, in the case of one so meek and passive’ as Chrissey.1


Isaac’s wedding to Sarah Rawlins took place in Birmingham on 8 June 1841, with Mary Ann as bridesmaid. The couple went off to the Lake District and Scotland on their honeymoon. On their return, Isaac settled into doing all his father had done before him on the Newdigate Estate. He was to live at Griff until his death in 1890, serving his employer with the same cool respect and thoroughness his father had shown towards Francis Newdigate. His letters to Charles Newdigate Newdegate reveal more accurate spelling than his father’s, but the handwriting is remarkably similar, as is the attention to detail and the independence and relishing of responsibility he exhibits.


A real friendship seems to have grown up between the two men, who were exact contemporaries.2 In 1855 Isaac sent a present to his employer in gratitude for ‘the confidence you have always placed in me, and the many kindnesses conferred upon me in various ways for a period of more than 20 years’.3 When a difference occurred between them, however, Isaac was at least as forthright as his father before him. Indeed he resigned from the service in February 1880 after finding that Newdegate had advertised the letting of three farms without consulting him. Isaac wrote firmly that this made it ‘impossible for me to continue the Agency with benefit to you or credit to myself’.4


Coventry was a pleasant town of some 30,000 inhabitants, of whom about 5,000 were employed as ribbon weavers. Most of the philanthropic ventures were undertaken by men who had made their fortunes in the industry, and it was these people whom Mary Ann got to know. There was, for example, Joseph Cash, a Quaker member of the family firm whose name continues to be associated with the manufacture of name tapes. Cash built an Infants’ School in his garden at Sherbourne House in 1835, which he allowed a group of Wesleyans to use for worship.5 Mary Ann’s next-door neighbour, Abijah Pears, who served as Mayor of Coventry in 1842–3, was a wealthy ribbon manufacturer, as was his wife’s brother, Charles Bray, who became Mary Ann’s first close male friend.


The atmosphere in which she moved was still predominantly Evangelical and dissenting. Miss Rebecca Franklin, excited at the prospect of her brightest former pupil coming to live in Coventry, visited her friends the Sibrees in Foleshill to tell them of Miss Evans’s imminent arrival, dwelling ‘with much pride’ on her ‘mental power’ and her ‘skill in music’, as the daughter of the house, Mary Sibree, recalled.6 John Sibree was an Independent minister; his son – also John – was preparing to follow in his footsteps; and Mary, aged sixteen in 1841, became an eager friend and student of Mary Ann, who taught her German.


But these new friendships did not come all at once. The first few months at Foleshill were uneventful, even lonely. Mary Ann worried about the effect of the change on her father, so used up to now to an active life with extended visits away from home on business. By May 1841, however, she was able to report to Martha Jackson that Robert Evans was happily settled.7 He had become active in the local church, Holy Trinity, holding a collection plate on Easter Day.8 The minister, John Howells, held the lease on the Evans house, and was welcoming, though Mary Ann, at least, thought poorly of his preaching. ‘Though we hear the truth’, she told her uncle Samuel in October, ‘yet it is not recommended by the mode of its delivery.’9


Mary Ann was soon busy, becoming involved, with her neighbour Mrs Pears, in setting up a clothing club for the poor and unemployed in the district of Coventry known as the Pudding-Pits.10 But in August she confessed to her faithful friend Maria Lewis that she was ‘alone in the world’ in the sense that she had ‘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 and the same temptations the same delights as myself’.11  She was longing for Maria to visit at Christmas, and was active in trying to find a position in a school or family at Coventry for her friend, who did, in fact, take up a post in a school in Nuneaton in January 1842.12


During 1841 Mary Ann’s correspondents remained the same as before: Miss Lewis, Martha Jackson, her Methodist aunt and uncle. The tone of her letters remains the same too – earnest, pious (though with fewer direct allusions to the Bible), often despondent. But a change was occurring which would seem revolutionary to these same friends, though it evolved more gradually than Mary Ann could express in letters, since her correspondents were the very people who would be most horrified by it. The change was nothing less than a growing religious doubt which became, by January 1842, a rejection of Christianity as practised in the Church of England to which she belonged.


Even as she wrote of her desire to see Miss Lewis, she was inevitably preparing to shock her spiritual friend. In October she put an end to Clematis and Veronica. ‘May I call you Maria?’ she wrote. ‘And restore to me Mary Ann.’13 In November she let her friend know that she was ‘engrossed in the most interesting of all enquiries’, that of investigating historical criticism of the Bible, though she stopped short of telling Miss Lewis so. She contented herself with hinting at the probable conclusion of her studies – had she in fact already drawn it? – as ‘possibly one that will startle you, but my only desire is to know the truth, my only fear to cling to error’. (Note the suggestion that her previous views, to which she had hitherto ‘clung’, might be wrong.) The most she could say was that she longed ‘to have a friend such as you are I think I may say alone to me, to unburthen every thought and difficulty’.14 There is something hesitant, gingerly, about this, suggesting that she feared her friend would be alienated by the change in her opinions, and might even end their friendship. Mary Ann asks Miss Lewis in this letter if there is ‘any conceivable alteration in me that would prevent your coming to me at Christmas?’


Miss Lewis came to Foleshill. She was still there on Sunday 2 January 1842 when Mary Ann refused to go to church, putting her father in a rage and, as she had anticipated, losing her the friend of so many years’ standing. The correspondence with Maria Lewis was not broken off immediately. Mary Ann wrote a few more letters after her friend’s departure for Nuneaton, but the tone of these is uneasy, proud, defensive. She now gave only general news, saying vaguely that ‘some day or other’ the friends would meet and talk again, and protecting herself against an expected snub by saying she knew Maria was so busy at her new school that she would not be able to write ‘just yet’.15 When Edith Simcox visited Miss Lewis over forty years later, the old woman insisted that it was not she who instigated the breach. Asked for her views as to how the great change had come about in her friend, she replied that she thought it ‘due to the over excitement, fostered by the Methodist Franklins, and the Aunt, leading to a reaction’.16


There is probably some truth in this. But another reason is the very thoroughness and studiousness Mary Ann brought to her reading in literature relating to religious belief. She was already accomplished at comparing High Church with Low Church views, and both with various forms of dissent, and it was inevitable that books critical of religious belief of all colours should come her way and be devoured with the rest. One such was Charles Hennell’s Inquiry concerning the Origin of Christianity (1838), the second edition of which was published in August 1841. Mary Ann’s copy has her name inscribed on the flyleaf with the date ‘Jany 1st 1842’,17 a most suggestive date since it was the very next day which she chose for her rebellion against church-going. She may, however, have read Hennell’s book sooner than this. Charles Bray, Hennell’s brother-in-law, recalled that she had bought it by the time she was introduced to him in November 1841 by his sister Mrs Pears.18


The Inquiry was an extraordinary work to have emanated from a young man like Charles Hennell. Born in 1809 the son of a Unitarian merchant, he followed his father in both profession and religion. His belief was therefore not orthodox, since Unitarianism denied the co-eternal divinity of Christ and the Atonement. When Hennell’s sister Caroline, known as Cara, married Charles Bray in 1836 and was distressed by her husband’s immediate onslaught (on their honeymoon in Wales) on her simple devout faith, she turned to her brother for support.


Charles Hennell spent two years investigating the Bible for evidence of the truth of the accounts of miracles in the Gospels. As he confessed frankly in the Preface to the Inquiry, what began as a search for evidence in favour of at least ‘the principal miraculous facts supposed to lie at the foundation of Christianity’ ended in ‘a gradually increasing conviction that the true account of the life of Jesus Christ, and of the spread of his religion, would be found to contain no deviation from the known laws of nature’.19 It was the conclusion David Hume had come to in his Enquiry concerning Human Understanding (1748), but Hume’s approach was through investigation of the faculties of the human mind, not of the Bible. The German Biblical critic David Friedrich Strauss had reached the same views in his thorough, scholarly work Das Leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet (The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined, 1835–6), but Strauss’s work had not yet been translated into English and was unknown to Hennell when he first published his Inquiry in December 1838.


Hennell proceeded clearly and logically by taking each Gospel in turn and discussing its probable date of composition, the character of its author, and the events it relates, comparing all four records in order to ‘weigh the probability in favour of the real occurrence of a fact, considered in reference to the ascertained history of the time, with that in favour of its invention by the author or some intermediate narrator’.20


At the end of this careful sifting and weighing of evidence, he concluded that Jesus was ‘a noble-minded reformer and sage, martyred by crafty priests and brutal soldiers’, but that there is insufficient evidence, as well as ‘notable discrepancies’ between the four Gospels, on the question of Christ’s supernatural birth, miraculous works, resurrection, and ascension. Hennell finishes his work with an optimistic turning to the possibility of moral (and social) improvement in this life, despite there being no assurance of a future state for us (which follows from the rejection of the ascension of Jesus). He stops short of atheism, or even agnosticism, but thinks we should not go on seeking out ‘the hidden things of God’ but rather ‘enjoy fully our present lot’ on ‘this beautiful planet’.21


In the Preface to the second edition, which Mary Ann owned, Hennell added that since the first edition was published, he had read ‘the celebrated Leben Jesu of Dr. Strauss, which contains a most minute and searching analysis of the various stories, anecdotes, and sayings, which mainly make up the Gospels’. Strauss’s work was much more detailed and scholarly than his own, and more sceptical about the ‘historical reality’ of the Gospels; Hennell recommended this ‘elaborate and erudite work’ to his readers. He also noted with pride that Strauss had taken a ‘sincere interest’ in Hennell’s first edition of 1838, ‘which at that time had found but few readers in its own country’.22


Indeed, Strauss had arranged for Hennell’s book to be translated into German, and wrote a generous preface for it, marvelling at the achievement of a layman, and an Englishman to boot, in undertaking such a study without knowledge of the works done by learned German theologians and historians ‘since Schleiermacher’s work on Luke’. Summing up the different approaches of the two types, the German Gelehrter and the English self-taught man, Strauss is evenhanded in his praise of their two different methods and achievements:




These elevated views, which the learned German appropriates as the fruit of the religious and scientific advancement of his nation, this Englishman, to whom most of the means at our command were wanting, has been able to educe entirely from himself … An Englishman, a merchant, a man of the world, he possesses, both by nature and by training, the practical insight, the sure tact, which lays hold on realities. The solution of problems over which the German flutters with many circuits of learned formulæ, our English author often succeeds in seizing at one spring … To the learned he often presents things under a surprisingly new aspect; to the unlearned, invariably under that which is the most comprehensible and attractive.23





This translated extract from Strauss’s German preface was published in 1852 by Mary Ann Evans, who had by that time translated The Life of Jesus itself.


It is not surprising that Hennell’s work appealed to Mary Ann. Though serious and learned in its way, it is attractively robust, clear, and positive, even optimistic in tone. Nor is it destructive of religious belief; rather it supports a practical and sentimental Christianity of good works and unquestioning faith in God, while discarding much of the ritual and dogma of the various Christian sects. It undoubtedly struck a chord with Mary Ann, even as it soothed the woman for whom the task was first undertaken, Hennell’s sister Cara Bray.


Cara and her unmarried sister Sara rapidly became Mary Ann’s closest female friends. They shared her seriousness and propensity to piety. Cara insisted on her right to go to church when she wanted, telling a local clergyman in 1845 that though she was ‘certainly not orthodox’ in her views, she had ‘with careful study endeavoured to ascertain what Christ himself taught & if he were again on earth I think I may say I would leave all to follow him’.24 Her Commonplace Book, begun in 1836 shortly before her marriage and continuing to 1892, reads like a Who’s Who of Victorian faith and doubt. It contains prose and verse extracts from a range of writers who troubled themselves about questions of belief and of social and practical morality. Coleridge, Carlyle, Emerson, Kingsley, Harriet Martineau, Tennyson, and in due course George Eliot herself figure frequently.25 Cara’s own minimal but vital faith is characterized by the idea of God as an invisible force helping one through life as expressed in the lines from Tennyson’s late poem, ‘Crossing the Bar’, which she copied out on the day of the poet’s death, 6 October 1892:








Sunset and evening star,


     And one clear call for me!


And may there be no moaning of the bar,


    When I put out to sea.







…







For though from out our bourne of Time and Place


    The flood may bear me far,


I hope to see my Pilot face to face


    When I have crost the bar.26











Late in life, Cara was angered by the suggestion, frequently made by early biographers and critics of George Eliot, that it was contact with the ‘unbelieving’ Brays which had unsettled Mary Ann and led to the loss of her faith and the consequent breach with her father. Cara rebuked her correspondent and fellow animal rights campaigner Frances Power Cobbe in 1895 for remarking on George Eliot’s ‘rapid change of creed’, protesting that Mary Ann had ‘for some time before she knew us been changing her religious opinions’. She added firmly:




She did not distress her poor Father or her Evangelical friends, Miss Lewis or Mrs Pears, by imparting to them her doubts, and it was not until she came amongst congenial minds that her religious sense expanded into a higher and purer atmosphere.27





Mary Ann’s schoolfriend and correspondent, Martha Jackson, like Miss Lewis, understandably took a different view. She remembered in 1884 the ‘deep regret’ and ‘astonished grief’ among ‘Miss Evans’s early Christian friends’ that she should ‘stray away into the dark regions of infidelity’. In her opinion, ‘pride of intellect’ made Mary Ann ‘an easy prey to the flattering temptations to which she was subjected’ when ‘thrown into the – to her – fascinating society of certain enlightened friends whose rationalistic metaphorical minds had carried them altogether beyond the revealed word of God’.28


The description fits Charles and Cara Bray rather well. While Cara was quiet and temperamentally inclined to piety, her husband was an unabashed iconoclast, revelling in his status as oddity, and in the fact that he could ignore the outrage of his fellow men because of his independent means, inherited from his father’s ribbon firm and increased by his own management of the business. He was also unusually self-confident and convinced of his own rightness. His robust autobiography, Phases of Opinion and Experience during a Long Life, written during the last three years of his life and published immediately after his death in 1884, gives cheerful witness to his irrepressible attitude to life. When asked by others who noticed he was not a church-goer whether he did not need forgiveness of sins, he tells us he replied that he only believed in punishment which was ‘reformatory, that is, for my good’. He did not call himself an atheist, but rather expressed an easy belief in a God who required no worship; Bray’s view of prayer was that it was unnecessary, since ‘God will always do what is right without asking and not the more for asking’. ‘It was reported’, he writes proudly, ‘that I believed in neither God nor devil, and I pleaded guilty to the latter impeachment, – because I believe in God I do not believe in a devil.’29


This Panglossian nonesuch was as different as could be from anyone Mary Ann had yet seen in her twenty-two years. She was taken by Mrs Pears to visit the Brays on 2 November 1841. According to Bray himself, Mrs Pears hoped ‘this superior young lady of Evangelical principles might be beneficial to our heretical minds’. The influence, of course, went the other way, though Bray, like his wife, insists that Mary Ann’s mind ‘was already turning towards greater freedom of thought in religious opinion’ by the time they became acquainted. He remembered being impressed by her ‘modest demeanour’ and her ‘measured, highly-cultivated mode of expression, so different from the usual tones of young persons from the country’.30


The house to which Mary Ann now found entry was Rosehill, a large comfortable residence which Bray boasted was unique in Coventry at the time, a claim which can readily be granted him. He describes the house, situated about a mile from the centre of Coventry and the same distance from Mary Ann’s home at Foleshill, and its large garden with lawn, trees, and in particular ‘a fine old acacia, the sloping turf about whose roots made a delightful seat in summer time’:




We spread there a large bear-skin, and many friends have enjoyed a seat there in that wooded retreat, far enough from the town for country quiet, and yet near enough to hear the sweet church bells and the chimes of St. Michael’s, with the distant hum of the city, which gave a cheerful sense of the world being alive on week-days, and the peaceful lull which told that it was enjoying its respite on the Sunday. There was a free-and-easy mental atmosphere, harmonizing with the absence of all pretension and conventionality, which I believe gave a peculiar charm to this modest residence … [It] 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 crotchet, or was supposed to be a ‘little cracked’, was sent up to Rosehill.31





The Midlands had seen nothing like this since the days of the ‘Lunaticks’, or Lunar Society of radicals, scientists, doctors, and industrialists who met regularly at the full moon to discuss contemporary affairs in the 1770s and 1780s – men like Thomas Beddoes, Josiah Wedgwood, Joseph Priestley, Erasmus Darwin, and James Watt.32 Cara’s engagement diary tells of visits to Rosehill by many eminent men of the mid-nineteenth century, usually holding radical or liberal views, and active in politics, social philosophy, philanthropy, or journalism.


Visitors included Robert Owen (the opening of whose experimental Harmony Hall Bray attended in 1842), John Chapman, J. A. Froude, Ralph Waldo Emerson, the phrenologist George Combe and his wife, Herbert Spencer, Harriet Martineau (the only eminent woman) and her collaborator H. G. Atkinson. In this liberated atmosphere Mary Ann met most of these friends of the Brays over the next few years, when she was the most frequent visitor of all. Mary Sibree, who also made her way there with her brother John, recalled Mary Ann’s expressing the debt she owed to her friends at Rosehill:




Mr and Mrs Bray and Miss Hennell, with their friends, were her world, – and on my saying to her once, as we closed the garden door together, that we seemed to be entering a Paradise, she said, ‘I do indeed feel that I shut the world out when I shut that door.’33





Though Charles Bray was a generous host and snapper up of eccentrics, he was more than that. He was a philanthropist and social philosopher. A wonderful example of that class of do-gooder who refused to preach religion and morality at those he was seeking to help, he set up an Infants’ School in opposition to one founded by local Anglicans, who had insisted that the catechism be taught. Bray objected that children of Dissenters would be excluded, set up his own school, and acknowledged pleasantly that ‘we consequently had two good schools instead of one’. He agitated for sanitary improvements in Coventry, never letting the subject drop, as he said, until 1848, when ‘the Health of Towns Act enabled us to save four people’s lives in every thousand, that is, 160 lives a year of the 40,000 in Coventry’. For forty-five years he was a member of the committee of the Provident Dispensary, established in 1831 to provide medical care for the wage-earning poor who preferred to pay a small amount towards their medicines rather than depend entirely on charity.34


Bray’s active involvement in such schemes was supported by a series of publications. In 1837 he produced a pamphlet, The Education of the Body, designed to help the poor improve their health and hygiene. In October 1841, shortly before Mary Ann visited Rosehill for the first time, the first volume of his Philosophy of Necessity was published; the second volume appeared in December. In Volume I, which contains the theoretical matter, Bray inquires into ‘the nature of the constitution of man’, drawing on his mentor George Combe’s famous work, The Constitution of Man, first published in 1828 and reprinted several times. He traces ‘the Law of Consequences’ and points to ‘the good of Evil’. Evil is to be regarded as ‘remedial’; Bray believes in the ‘advance of the race towards the perfection of which it is capable’. Absurdly optimistic but convinced of the correct tendency of his views, he hopes to bring home ‘to every heart the all-cheering conviction that “WHATEVER IS, IS RIGHT”’.35


In the second volume Bray turns to actual social conditions – not at all RIGHT – as described rhetorically by Carlyle and statistically by Archibald Alison, and looks to social reforms – sanitation, drainage, education – to bring down the rates of crime, illness, death, and poverty in Britain’s cities. He puts his faith in the Co-operative Movement, according to which ‘men shall live together as one family’.36


During the time Mary Ann knew him, Bray initiated several more schemes, including a Co-operative Society for Coventry labourers in 1843, for whom he provided, with Joseph Cash, allotments at a peppercorn rent, and a Working Man’s Club in 1846. Later he would give a paper at the first meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Social Science in 1857.37 Whatever might be said of his lack of intellectual rigour – and it was later attacked by Lewes and other critics, one of whom addressed Bray aggressively with ‘Fitly art thou called Bray, my worthy friend!’38 – his energy and generosity in action were admirable.


With Cara Bray and her sister Sara Hennell, Mary Ann widened her reading even more than she had already begun to do on her own. They provided congenial female company both socially and intellectually. With Bray and his famous male visitors she soon conversed and disputed as an equal. Bray remembered going on ‘long frequent walks’ with her. (Miss Lewis, who met the Brays before settling into the mutual estrangement from Mary Ann, told Edith Simcox that they had walked about ‘like lovers’.39) She knew ‘everything’, Bray recalled, but had ‘little self-assertion’. She was also ‘frequently very depressed – and often very provoking, as much so as she could be agreeable’.40 Though she continued to be liable to fits of depression, the society of the Brays did much to lighten her life.


*


Mary Ann needed all the support she could get from the Brays in the next few months. On her refusing to go to church on 2 January 1842, her father treated her with ‘blank silence and cold reserve’, ‘cooled glances, and exhortations to the suppression of self-conceit’.41 He got Isaac to ‘school’ her on 24 February, and went as far as to put the lease of the house in the hands of an agent, since he no longer wished to remain there.42 Isaac apparently told Mary Ann, or, as she put it, ‘more than insinuated’, that the house at Foleshill had only been taken ‘to give me a centre in society’ as a respectable young woman living with a father who might either continue to keep her in comfort or hand her over in marriage if a suitable person came along. Now he intended to move to a cottage on Lord Aylesford’s estate, though whether with or without his daughter remains unclear.43 She wrote to him, since all her efforts at conversation had failed, a brave letter in which she proudly gave up any claim to his munificence at the expense of her siblings. ‘I could not be happy’, she declared, ‘to remain as an incubus or an unjust absorber of your hardly earned gains which might be better applied among my Brothers and Sisters with their children.’44


The letter, written on 28 February 1842, is a strong, brave, but also conciliatory one. Mary Ann explains that she has not become a Unitarian, as he has feared. Rather – and worse, from his point of view – she no longer believes in the divine authority of the Old and New Testaments:




I regard these writings as histories consisting of mingled truth and fiction, and while I admire and cherish much of what I believe to have been the moral teaching of Jesus himself, I consider the system of doctrines built upon the facts of his life and drawn as to its materials from Jewish notions to be most dishonourable to God and most pernicious in its influence on individual and social happiness.





Since she ‘could not without vile hypocrisy and a miserable truckling to the smile of the world for the sake of my supposed interests, profess to join in worship which I wholly disapprove’, she would not attend church with him and take the sacrament as before.


Strength, and uncompromising rectitude not unlike Robert Evans’s own, mingle in the letter with expressions of dutifulness and diffidence. ‘I fear nothing but voluntarily leaving you’, she says, and assures him she would be happy to move with him to any cottage of his choosing. She finishes the letter with an expression of love, a plea for understanding, and a promise (which her father might construe, however, as a threat) to act according to her own lights, whatever the consequences:




As a last vindication of herself from one who has no one to speak for her I may be permitted to say that if ever I loved you I do so now, if ever I sought to obey the laws of my Creator and to follow duty wherever it may lead me I have that determination now and the consciousness of this will support me though every being on earth were to frown upon me.45





The appeal failed, as it was bound to do. Robert set about preparing to leave Foleshill, still unreconciled to his daughter. She saw nothing else for it but to seek employment elsewhere. On 12 March she told Cara that her ‘guardian angel’, Mrs Pears, would accompany her to Leamington to find a teaching post. Expressing herself doubtless more bravely than she felt, she assured Cara that the only ‘woe’ was ‘that of leaving my dear Father’. ‘All else, doleful lodgings, scanty meals, and gazing-stockism are quite indifferent to me.’46


It did not come to that. Isaac thought his father too harsh, and persuaded him to reconsider. Meanwhile, Isaac and Sarah invited Mary Ann to stay with them at Griff for a few weeks, until her father came round. This she gratefully did, and by 17 March Cara was reporting to her sister Mary that it looked as though things would be resolved. Mary Ann now had ‘a face very different from the long dismal one she has lately worn’; Mr Evans had cancelled his order for the letting of his house; and ‘we quite expect that his daughter will be reinstated and all right again’.47


Mary Ann was grateful to Isaac. She wisely bided her time at Griff, though she was irritated at having been placed, as she told Cara with some bitter irony, ‘on the very comfortable pedestal of the town gazing-stock’ and ‘made a fool of’ by the announcement that she had been sent away from home.48 She put up with her excommunication, glad to have the Brays to complain to and grateful for Cara’s frequent notes cheering her on. Still, it was not until the end of April or beginning of May that peace was restored and she returned to Foleshill. On 15 May she attended church once more, but on the understanding with her father that she could think as she pleased. The ‘Holy War’ thus ended in a draw.49


Though her letter to her father was dignified, it was thoroughly determined, and in conversation she may well have been more determined than dignified. Even in the midst of the row she confessed to Mrs Pears that she regretted her ‘impetuosity both of feeling and judging’; John Cross reported her saying in the last year of her life that ‘few things had occasioned her more regret than this temporary collision with her father, which might, she thought, have been avoided by a little management’.50


If her father’s feelings had been roused more by the shame of having a free-thinking daughter than by fear for the state of her soul or a desire to understand what her beliefs now were, there were others anxious to find these out. Her friends the Sibrees were upset by her loss of faith, and asked a Birmingham professor of theology, the Revd Francis Watts, to speak to her. According to Mary Sibree, he returned from one conversation with her on the critical study of the Bible saying, ‘She has gone into the question.’ Miss Rebecca Franklin, whom Robert Evans visited on 24 March, asked a Baptist minister of her acquaintance to speak to the renegade. He, too, emerged defeated, saying ‘there was not a book that I recommended to her in support of Christian evidences that she had not read’.51


Mary Ann was once more living quietly with her father, but her life had changed radically. She continued to visit the Brays as often as she could, though she displeased her father by doing so.52 His attention was taken up during the summer of 1842 with Chrissey’s difficulties. A baby daughter, born in February 1841, died in May 1842; Chrissey’s husband was ill and in debt. In July the Clarkes moved away from Meriden temporarily to Barford, near Warwick, with a loan of £800 from Mr Evans.53


It was in July that Mary Ann first met Sara Hennell, on one of her frequent visits to the Brays from Hackney, where she lived with her mother. Sara and Mary Ann were immediately attracted to one another, and began a correspondence which would last many years. Mary Ann was unashamedly gushing in her first letter to Sara when the latter had returned to London in August. ‘I begin to think that cold dignity is only becoming to wise people and suits me about as ill as would the Lord Chancellor’s wig’, she wrote; ‘so I shall go on being sentimental and Liebsehnende [i.e. yearning for love] in defiance of the march of reason and propriety.’54


Cara was doing a small watercolour portrait of Mary Ann, which she finished in September. As the sitter herself reported to Sara, the painter’s ‘benevolence extends to the hiding of faults in my visage as well as my character’.55 The portrait shows a demure young woman with abundant ringleted hair, a large forehead, and a nose and chin flatteringly shorter than those of the breathing original.
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