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“A child, more than all other gifts That earth can offer to declining man, Brings hope with it, forward-looking thoughts.”

—WORDSWORTH








INTRODUCTION Silas Marner: A FABLE FOR GROWN-UPS [image: ]


Silas Marner (1861) is one of George Eliot’s briefest novels, and by the comparatively long-winded Victorian standards of its day, barely a novel at all. But for all its brevity, Silas Marner is not light reading. Rather it is a fable that treats complex social questions, and like many other fables, it manages, in its simplicity, to capture some of the world’s difficult truths with as much resonance and psychological acuity as much longer, denser works. It’s easy to read Silas Marner in a week, but continued exploration of the novel will yield new questions and insights for months, even years.

The fable-like quality of the novel derives, perhaps, from its inspiration. As Eliot explained in a letter, the story “came to me first of all, quite suddenly, as a sort of legendary tale, suggested by my recollection of having once, in early childhood, seen a linen-weaver with a bag on his back.” John Blackwood, Eliot’s publisher, added: “Silas Marner sprang from her childish recollection of a man with a stoop and an expression of face that led her to think that he was an alien from his fellows.” These explanations suggest that Silas Marner is, at its core, a juxtaposition of mature ideas and the resonant stories and memories of childhood.

One such mature idea is that human beings often connect through mutual alienation. Silas, the main character, is profoundly alienated at the outset of the novel; after he is betrayed by his best friend, he loses his connection to people, to faith, and occasionally to his own body. His life is made up of automatic movements, work that has no connection to the world. Eliot’s narrator explains: “he might, if he had had a less intense nature, have sat weaving, weaving—looking towards the end of his pattern, or towards the end of his web, till he forgot the riddle, and everything else but his immediate sensations.”

Eliot shows how people resist such automation. Despite Silas’s craft (the story is set during a period when cloth was just becoming machine-made), Silas never becomes a fully unconscious automaton. Even in his most alienated moments, he needs and longs for fellowship and the ability to trust others: “the sap of affection”—as Eliot puts it—“was not all gone.” When he cannot find humans to connect to, Silas hangs on to a few dependable objects—a brown pot, a sack of coins. Ultimately, in Silas Marner, as in Eliot’s childhood memory, human connection comes from one person’s recognition of another’s aloneness. Silas’s alienation ultimately binds him to an orphaned toddler who crawls to his hearth on New Year’s Eve.

In identifying with the alienation of another being, Silas connects himself with the human community—and, ultimately, to faith in the goodness of the whole. “There’s good i’ this world,” Silas admits as time goes by. “I’ve a feeling o’ that now; and it makes a man feel as there’s a good more nor he can see, i’ spite o’ the trouble and the wickedness.” The mystery at the center of this novel is that our alienation—our very loneliness and feeling that we can never fully know another—is what binds us to a human community so large we cannot imagine its breadth.

Almost like a fairy tale, Silas Marner shows readers a timeless world in which, mysteriously, life’s pattern is balanced and resolved. But unlike a fairy tale, Silas Marner balances patterns in ways we could never expect. It is a fable inlaid with an adult understanding of betrayal, solitude, regeneration, and need. Ultimately it shows us the magic of finding one’s place in the human community by recognizing and identifying those who share our all-too-human loneliness.

The Life and Work of George Eliot

Eliot’s warm connection to others, matched with her formidable intellect, gave her work a wonderfully rigorous gentleness. Ardently precise, she was a mystic with a microscope. The issues of human connection, betrayal, and faith that pervade Silas Marner loom large in all her fiction and seem to have done so in her life as well.

Eliot was born Mary Ann Evans in 1819. At five, she was sent to Miss Lathom’s boarding school with her sister, Chrissey. At nine, she went to Mrs. Wallington’s boarding school, Nuneaton. There Eliot met and became friends with a head teacher named Miss Lewis, who had strongly evangelical beliefs. Eliot was entranced by Lewis’s ideas, and for much of her early life, she practiced them.

After her mother’s death and her sister’s marriage, Eliot began to run her father’s household, studying languages (Italian, Greek, and Latin) in her spare time. She also wrote. Her early writings focused on religious issues, but after 1841, when Eliot’s brother took over the family estate, Eliot became acquainted with freethinkers like Charles Hennell, who would soon challenge many of her youthful religious convictions. Much of the skepticism about the evangelical community of Silas Marner’s Lantern Yard hints at Eliot’s changed attitude about her early evangelicalism.

Eliot translated David Friedrich Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (The Life of Christ), and published it in three volumes in 1846. Though the books never bore her name, the treatise was one of the more influential theological works in England, and Eliot gained some notoriety from her association with the project.

In 1849, Eliot’s father died. She began writing for the Westminster Review and, in 1851, became editor and met fellow journalist George Henry Lewes. Lewes was married and unable to obtain a divorce from his wife. In spite of this, Eliot decided to live with him and become his “spiritual wife.” The decision alienated her from almost all of her friends and family, who were thoroughly scandalized. Eliot remained firm in her decision. “I have counted the cost of the step I have taken,” she wrote, “and am prepared to bear, without irritation or bitterness, renunciation of all my friends.” Eliot and Lewes had few female visitors during their lifelong cohabitation, and Eliot’s family refused to communicate with her until after Lewes’s death.

However, Lewes’s emotional and professional support greatly facilitated Eliot’s literary career. With his encouragement, she published her first story in Blackwood’s literary magazine in 1857, under the pseudonym George Eliot. She published a novel every few years thereafter, with a prolixity and consistency remarkable even for the Victorian age. Silas Marner was Eliot’s fourth book, written while she was struggling with a larger project called Romola. Eliot’s most famous novel, Middlemarch, was published in 1870. It, too, portrays human connection and human community in terms similar to Silas Marner. In one of Middlemarch’s most famous passages, the heroine even seems to see Silas outside her window, and to recognize through him her connection to humanity: “She opened her curtains, and looked out… there was a man with a bundle on his back, and a woman carrying her baby… and she felt the largeness of the world and the manifold wakings of men to labour and endurance. She was a part of that involuntary palpitating life, and could neither look out on it from her luxurious shelter as a mere spectator, nor hide her eyes in selfish complaining.” In this passage, as in Silas Marner, readers find an author whose precise, nearly perfect prose graciously supports her large, forgiving vision of the world.

When Eliot’s Daniel Deronda was published in 1876, her fame was at its peak. She was widely regarded as England’s greatest living novelist. However, her health and the health of her life partner, Lewes, began to deteriorate. Eliot suffered from depression and painful kidney stones, while Lewes was plagued with stomach cramps. Lewes died in 1878. After mourning intensely, she married a longtime friend named John Cross, an American twenty years younger than she, in 1880. She died rather unexpectedly, after a sudden flare-up of her old kidney complaint, seven months later in late December 1880.

Historical and Literary Context of Silas Marner


William Wordsworth and English Romanticism

Silas Marner’s epigraph is taken from William Wordsworth’s poem “Michael,” published in 1800 (around the time the fictional Silas would have moved to Raveloe). It tells the story of a shepherd who asks his beloved son, Luke, to repay a debt on the family land by working in the city. Luke sinks into a dissolute life in the city, and the old shepherd is left alone with his land.

Although Silas Marner was written during the Victorian Age, the romantic “Michael” evokes much of Silas Marner’s historical and literary context. In addition to being a narrative about a man’s connection to his child, its romantic vision and its attitude toward industrialization are strongly echoed by Eliot’s novel. Eliot herself remarked: “I should not have imagined anyone would have been interested in [Silas Marner] but myself (since William Wordsworth is dead).”

Silas Marner draws on the ideals of the romantic poets in several ways. Romantic poetry focuses on finding divinity or wonder in humble and rustic life. Wordsworth described his poem as “written with a view to show that men who do not wear fine clothes can feel deeply.” The romantics also focused on the plight of the individual—often an outcast rewarded with reconciliation to the community at large. All these themes are at play in Silas Marner, though Eliot separates her readers from them by narrating the story from a historical distance.

English Industrialization and “The Woman Question”

Wordsworth’s poem also points to the anxiety that many English felt over the growing industrialization of the country. Before 1800, much of England was based on an agricultural economy, but in the early nineteenth century, technology and economic policy combined to force many working-class people into jobs at factories, coal mines, and other furnaces of the Industrial Revolution. At the same time, many laborers were losing their jobs to machines, which caused terrible distress among the poor. Dispossessed workers would try, sometimes, to destroy the machines that were replacing them, prompting the passage of laws such as those outlawing the destruction of frames used for weaving. Life in the cities, like the one in which Silas worked as an artisan and attended the church at Lantern Yard, was becoming increasingly difficult. Meanwhile, though life in rural areas stayed much the same, their inhabitants were threatened by the changes happening all around them. It is their anxiety about industrialization, for example, that makes the citizens of the rural enclave of Raveloe uneasy about Silas and his partially automated weaving. However, Eliot’s historical distance allows her to envision a community resilient enough to withstand all manner of historical change.

The industrialization of the textile industry brought thousands of women into the workforce, and by so doing shed new light on women’s status and abilities. “The Woman Question,” as politicians referred to it at the time, was actually a cluster of questions about women’s educational, social, and economic position in the world. Women were working alongside men, but this somehow made “women’s work”—housekeeping and child rearing—seem more rarefied and blessed. Women began to agitate for voting rights in this century, and for the right to own property during marriage. But even as these rights were gradually granted, politicians and the general population were deeply troubled by the implications of women’s growing independence.

Shifting Religions

Throughout the sixteenth century, Western Europe was plagued by bloody religious conflict between various factions. Protestant rulers persecuted Catholic citizens, then in turn, Catholic rulers persecuted Protestant citizens. In France in particular, the disputes took an especially violent turn. The Wars of Religion lasted from 1562 to 1598 and cost thousands of lives. Even within the Protestant faith, disputes raged over degrees of “purity.” For example, austere English followers of John Calvin, a French religious reformer, thought the Church of England, though Protestant, still had too many Catholic trappings.

By the turn of the seventeenth century, Calvinists became an important force in British politics. In 1642, Oliver Cromwell, a strict Puritan, led a revolt against King Charles I, whom he and other Puritans considered corrupt and sinful. Cromwell himself took control of the government as lord protector from 1653 to 1658 and promulgated a form of Protestantism that was fairly tolerant of various Protestant sects but entirely intolerant of Catholicism. The son of Charles I reclaimed the throne and became King Charles II in 1660. Cromwell was promptly beheaded, and the whole country became a bit more relaxed about religious issues. In general, strict Calvinists began to be seen as a somewhat dangerous holdover from the period of the English Civil War.

Silas Marner grew up in a Puritan community in the late eighteenth century, a period known as the Age of Enlightenment, in which science and technological progress were stressed more than evangelical faith. As such, he was somewhat of an outsider even in his youth. The people of Raveloe belong to the Church of England, but characters like Dolly Winthrop feel free to mix a sort of free-floating, folksy theism into their faith in a way that would have appalled Oliver Cromwell. Dolly Winthrop’s brand of religion is more in keeping with the less doctrinaire practice popular in England in the nineteenth century.

The Rise of the Novel

Silas Marner was written when the novel form was at its height of popularity. Novels, in Eliot’s age, were an entertainment as popular as movies in the late twentieth century. The novel had been growing in popularity since the early eighteenth century, when writers like Daniel Defoe and Samuel Richardson popularized the form with such works as Robinson Crusoe (by Defoe, published 1719) and Pamela (by Richardson, published in 1740). During the nineteenth century, however, the novel truly came into its own. Nineteenth-century novels would often be serialized in newspapers and read one chapter at a time; some authors even wrote them month by month. Eliot’s novels, however, tended to be published whole. Her novels, both critically and commercially successful, were among the most popular of her day. Like Eliot’s other successful novels, Silas Marner offers a unique blend of broad, mature vision and simple, heartfelt storytelling. It provides readers with a compelling glimpse of the nineteenth century, its concerns, and one of its most brilliant authors.
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	1819: Born November 22, at South Farm, Arbury, to Robert Evans and Christiana Pearson. She is christened Mary Ann Evans.

	1820: Moves to Griff House, where father is agent for Francis Newdigate’s estate.

	1824–27: Eliot and sister, Chrissey, attend Miss Lathom’s School in Attleborough.

	1828–32: Attends Mrs. Wallington’s school and becomes friendly with the school’s evangelical principal governess.

	1832–35: Attends the Misses Franklin’s School, run by daughters of a Baptist minister.

	1836: Mother dies.

	1837: Chrissey marries. Eliot presides over Griff House while studying languages.

	1840: Publishes first work, a religious poem, in the Christian Observer.

	1841: Brother, Isaac, marries and takes over Griff House. Eliot moves to Coventry, and meets freethinker Charles Hennell.

	
1844–45: Translates Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu and declines a marriage proposal.

	1846: Publishes The Life of Jesus, her own translation.

	1849: Begins translation of Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. Father dies, May 31. Eliot travels to France, Italy, and Switzerland.

	1850: Begins writing for John Chapman’s Westminster Review.

	1851: Becomes editor of the Westminster Review.

	1854: Publishes a translation of Ludwig Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity. Begins to travel and write with George Henry Lewes, a married man.

	1855: Lives with Lewes and works as a writer. Lewes publishes Life and Works of Goethe.

	1857: Stories, “The Sad Fortunes of Amos Barton” and “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story,” published in Blackwood’s Magazine. Family cuts off Eliot when they learn of her relationship with Lewes.

	1858: Scenes of Clerical Life published.

	1859: Adam Bede published. Chrissey dies of consumption. “The Lifted Veil” published in Blackwood’s.

	1860: The Mill on the Floss published. Writes Silas Marner after traveling.

	1861: Silas Marner published.

	1862–63: Romola published serially in Cornhill Magazine, then in book form.

	1866: Felix Holt published.

	1868: The Spanish Gypsy published.

	1871–72: Eliot combines two projects to create and publish Middlemarch.

	1874: The Legend of Jubal and Other Poems published.

	1875: Lewes publishes Problems of Life and Mind.

	1876: Daniel Deronda published. Eliot and Lewes buy The Heights, a summer home.

	1878: Lewes dies.

	
1879: Impressions of Theophrastus Such published.

	1880: Marries John Walter Cross, a much younger stockbroker. Reconnects with brother, Isaac. Dies on December 22 in London and is buried on December 29 in Highgate Cemetery after being refused at Westminster Abbey.
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	1765: James Hargreaves invents the spinning jenny; automates weaving cloth’s warp.

	1769: Richard Arkwright invents a frame that automates weaving cloth’s weft.

	1776: American Declaration of Independence.

	1779: First steam-powered mills. Samuel Crompton combines weaving machines to create the “spinning mule”: first fully automated weaving process.

	1787: Edmund Cartwright builds a power loom.

	1789: French Revolution begins; storming of the Bastille.

	1793–94: King Louis XVI executed. England joins alliance against France. Invention of the cotton gin. Reign of Terror under Robespierre.

	1798: Publication of William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads.


	1801: Union of Great Britain and Ireland. Demonstration of the first steam locomotive.

	1804: Napoleon crowned emperor.

	1809: Napoleon captures Vienna.

	
1811–15: Luddite riots: English workers attack machines that they fear will replace them.

	1811–20: England’s George III pronounced incurably insane; George, Prince of Wales, acts as regent.

	1812–15: War of 1812 between England and the United States.

	1815: Napoleon defeated at Waterloo.

	1820: Accession of George IV.

	1821: Napoleon dies.

	1829: Catholic Emancipation Act passed.

	1830: Manchester-Liverpool railway begins first commercial rail service.

	1832: Reform Bill expands voting rolls and reapportions parliamentary representation.

	1833: Tractarian movement begins with John Keble’s sermon “National Apostasy.” Slavery abolished throughout British empire.

	1837: Queen Victoria ascends to the throne.

	1859: Charles Darwin publishes Origin of Species.
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Chapter I [image: ]


IN THE DAYS when the spinning wheels hummed busily in the farmhouses—and even great ladies, clothed in silk and thread lace,1 had their toy spinning wheels of polished oak—there might be seen, in districts far away among the lanes, or deep in the bosom of the hills, certain pallid undersized men who, by the side of the brawny countryfolk, looked like the remnants of a disinherited race. The shepherd’s dog barked fiercely when one of these alien-looking men appeared on the upland, dark against the early winter sunset; for what dog likes a figure bent under a heavy bag?—and these pale men rarely stirred abroad without that mysterious burden.2 The shepherd himself, though he had good reason to believe that the bag held nothing but flaxen thread, or else the long rolls of strong linen spun from that thread, was not quite sure that this trade of weaving, indispensable though it was, could be carried on entirely without the help of the Evil One. In that far-off time superstition clung easily round every person or thing that was at all unwonted, or even intermittent and occasional merely, like the visits of the peddler or the knife grinder. No one knew where wandering men had their homes or their origin; and how was a man to be explained unless you at least knew somebody who knew his father and mother? To the peasants of old times, the world outside their own direct experience was a region of vagueness and mystery: to their untravelled thought a state of wandering was a conception as dim as the winter life of the swallows that came back with the spring; and even a settler, if he came from distant parts, hardly ever ceased to be viewed with a remnant of distrust, which would have prevented any surprise if a long course of inoffensive conduct on his part had ended in the commission of a crime; especially if he had any reputation for knowledge, or showed any skill in handicraft. All cleverness, whether in the rapid use of that difficult instrument the tongue, or in some other art unfamiliar to villagers, was in itself suspicious: honest folk, born and bred in a visible manner, were mostly not overwise or clever—at least, not beyond such a matter as knowing the signs of the weather; and the process by which rapidity and dexterity of any kind were acquired was so wholly hidden, that they partook of the nature of conjuring. In this way it came to pass that those scattered linen weavers—emigrants from the town into the country—were to the last regarded as aliens by their rustic neighbours, and usually contracted the eccentric habits which belong to a state of loneliness.

In the early years of this century,3 such a linen weaver, named Silas Marner, worked at his vocation in a stone cottage that stood among the nutty hedgerows near the village of Raveloe, and not far from the edge of a deserted stone pit.4 The questionable sound of Silas’s loom,5 so unlike the natural cheerful trotting of the winnowing machine, or the simpler rhythm of the flail, had a half-fearful fascination for the Raveloe boys, who would often leave off their nutting or birds’-nesting to peep in at the window of the stone cottage, counterbalancing a certain awe at the mysterious action of the loom by a pleasant sense of scornful superiority, drawn from the mockery of its alternating noises, along with the bent, treadmill attitude of the weaver. But sometimes it happened that Marner, pausing to adjust an irregularity in his thread, became aware of the small scoundrels, and, though chary of his time, he liked their intrusion so ill that he would descend from his loom, and, opening the door, would fix on them a gaze that was always enough to make them take to their legs in terror. For how was it possible to believe that those large brown protuberant eyes in Silas Marner’s pale face really saw nothing very distinctly that was not close to them, and not rather that their dreadful stare could dart cramp, or rickets, or a wry mouth6 at any boy who happened to be in the rear? They had, perhaps, heard their fathers and mothers hint that Silas Marner could cure folks’ rheumatism if he had a mind, and add, still more darkly, that if you could only speak the devil fair enough, he might save you the cost of the doctor. Such strange lingering echoes of the old demon worship might perhaps even now be caught by the diligent listener among the grey-haired peasantry; for the rude mind with difficulty associates the ideas of power and benignity. A shadowy conception of power that by much persuasion can be induced to refrain from inflicting harm is the shape most easily taken by the sense of the Invisible in the minds of men who have always been pressed close by primitive wants, and to whom a life of hard toil has never been illuminated by any enthusiastic religious faith. To them pain and mishap present a far wider range of possibilities than gladness and enjoyment: their imagination is almost barren of the images that feed desire and hope, but is all overgrown by recollections that are a perpetual pasture to fear. “Is there anything you can fancy that you would like to eat?” I once said to an old labouring man, who was in his last illness, and who had refused all the food his wife had offered him. “No,” he answered, “I’ve never been used to nothing but common victual, and I can’t eat that.” Experience had bred no fancies in him that could raise the phantasm of appetite.

And Raveloe was a village where many of the old echoes lingered, undrowned by new voices. Not that it was one of those barren parishes lying on the outskirts of civilization—inhabited by meagre sheep and thinly scattered shepherds: on the contrary, it lay in the rich central plain of what we are pleased to call Merry England, and held farms which, speaking from a spiritual point of view, paid highly desirable tithes.7 But it was nestled in a snug, well-wooded hollow, quite an hour’s journey on horseback from any turnpike, where it was never reached by the vibrations of the coach horn, or of public opinion. It was an important-looking village, with a fine old church and large churchyard in the heart of it, and two or three large brick-and-stone homesteads, with well-walled orchards and ornamental weathercocks, standing close upon the road, and lifting more imposing fronts than the rectory, which peeped from among the trees on the other side of the churchyard—a village which showed at once the summits of its social life, and told the practised eye that there was no great park and manor house in the vicinity, but that there were several chiefs in Raveloe who could farm badly quite at their ease, drawing enough money from their bad farming, in those wartimes,8 to live in a rollicking fashion, and keep a jolly Christmas, Whitsun, and Easter tide.

It was fifteen years since Silas Marner had first come to Raveloe; he was then simply a pallid young man, with prominent, short-sighted brown eyes, whose appearance would have had nothing strange for people of average culture and experience, but for the villagers near whom he had come to settle it had mysterious peculiarities which corresponded with the exceptional nature of his occupation, and his advent from an unknown region called “North’ard.” So had his way of life—he invited no comer to step across his doorsill, and he never strolled into the village to drink a pint at the Rainbow, or to gossip at the wheelwright’s; he sought no man or woman, save for the purposes of his calling, or in order to supply himself with necessaries; and it was soon clear to the Raveloe lasses that he would never urge one of them to accept him against her will—quite as if he had heard them declare that they would never marry a dead man come to life again. This view of Marner’s personality was not without another ground than his pale face and unexampled eyes; for Jem Rodney, the molecatcher, averred that, one evening as he was returning homeward, he saw Silas Marner leaning against a stile with a heavy bag on his back, instead of resting the bag on the stile as a man in his senses would have done; and that, on coming up to him, he saw that Marner’s eyes were set like a dead man’s, and he spoke to him, and shook him, and his limbs were stiff, and his hands clutched the bag as if they’d been made of iron; but just as he had made up his mind that the weaver was dead, he came all right again, like, as you might say, in the winking of an eye, and said “Good night,” and walked off. All this Jem swore he had seen, more by token,9 that it was the very day he had been mole-catching on Squire Cass’s land, down by the old saw pit. Some said Marner must have been in a “fit,” a word which seemed to explain things otherwise incredible; but the argumentative Mr. Macey, clerk of the parish, shook his head, and asked if anybody was ever known to go off in a fit and not fall down. A fit was a stroke, wasn’t it? and it was in the nature of a stroke to partly take away the use of a man’s limbs and throw him on the parish,10 if he’d got no children to look to. No, no; it was no stroke that would let a man stand on his legs, like a horse between the shafts, and then walk off as soon as you can say “Gee!” But there might be such a thing as a man’s soul being loose from his body, and going out and in, like a bird out of its nest and back; and that was how folks got overwise, for they went to school in this shell-less state to those who could teach them more than their neighbours could learn with their five senses and the parson. And where did Master Marner get his knowledge of herbs from—and charms, too, if he liked to give them away? Jem Rodney’s story was no more than what might have been expected by anybody who had seen how Marner had cured Sally Oates, and made her sleep like a baby, when her heart had been beating enough to burst her body, for two months and more, while she had been under the doctor’s care. He might cure more folks if he would; but he was worth speaking fair, if it was only to keep him from doing you a mischief.

It was partly to this vague fear that Marner was indebted for protecting him from the persecution that his singularities might have drawn upon him, but still more to the fact that, the old linen weaver in the neighbouring parish of Tarley being dead, his handicraft made him a highly welcome settler to the richer housewives of the district, and even to the more provident cottagers, who had their little stock of yarn at the year’s end; and their sense of his usefulness would have counteracted any repugnance or suspicion which was not confirmed by a deficiency in the quality or the tale of the cloth he wove for them. And the years had rolled on without producing any change in the impressions of the neighbours concerning Marner, except the change from novelty to habit. At the end of fifteen years the Raveloe men said just the same things about Silas Marner as at the beginning: they did not say them quite so often, but they believed them much more strongly when they did say them. There was only one important addition which the years had brought: it was that Master Marner had laid by a fine sight of money somewhere, and that he could buy up “bigger men” than himself.

But while opinion concerning him had remained nearly stationary, and his daily habits had presented scarcely any visible change, Marner’s inward life had been a history and a metamorphosis, as that of every fervid nature must be when it has fled, or been condemned, to solitude. His life, before he came to Raveloe, had been filled with the movement, the mental activity, and the close fellowship which, in that day as in this, marked the life of an artisan early incorporated in a narrow religious sect, where the poorest layman has the chance of distinguishing himself by gifts of speech, and has, at the very least, the weight of a silent voter in the government of his community. Marner was highly thought of in that little hidden world, known to itself as the church assembling11 in Lantern Yard; he was believed to be a young man of exemplary life and ardent faith; and a peculiar interest had been centered in him ever since he had fallen, at a prayer meeting, into a mysterious rigidity and suspension of consciousness which, lasting for an hour or more, had been mistaken for death. To have sought a medical explanation for this phenomenon would have been held by Silas himself, as well as by his minister and fellow members, a wilful self-exclusion from the spiritual significance that might lie therein. Silas was evidently a brother selected for a peculiar discipline, and though the effort to interpret this discipline was discouraged by the absence, on his part, of any spiritual vision during his outward trance, yet it was believed by himself and others that its effect was seen in an accession of light and fervour. A less truthful man than he might have been tempted into the subsequent creation of a vision in the form of resurgent memory; a less sane man might have believed in such a creation; but Silas was both sane and honest, though, as with many honest and fervent men, culture had not defined any channels for his sense of mystery, and so it spread itself over the proper pathway of inquiry and knowledge. He had inherited from his mother some acquaintance with medicinal herbs and their preparation—a little store of wisdom which she had imparted to him as a solemn bequest—but of late years he had had doubts about the lawfulness of applying this knowledge, believing that herbs could have no efficacy without prayer, and that prayer might suffice without herbs; so that the inherited delight he had in wandering in the fields in search of foxglove and dandelion and coltsfoot began to wear to him the character of a temptation.

Among the members of his church there was one young man, a little older than himself, with whom he had long lived in such close friendship that it was the custom of their Lantern Yard brethren to call them David and Jonathan.12 The real name of the friend was William Dane, and he, too, was regarded as a shining instance of youthful piety, though somewhat given to over severity towards weaker brethren, and to be so dazzled by his own light as to hold himself wiser than his teachers. But whatever blemishes others might discern in William, to his friend’s mind he was faultless; for Marner had one of those impressible self-doubting natures which, at an inexperienced age, admire imperativeness and lean on contradiction. The expression of trusting simplicity in Marner’s face, heightened by that absence of special observation, that defenceless, deer-like gaze which belongs to large prominent eyes, was strongly contrasted by the self-complacent suppression of inward triumph that lurked in the narrow slanting eyes and compressed lips of William Dane. One of the most frequent topics of conversation between the two friends was assurance of salvation:13 Silas confessed that he could never arrive at anything higher than hope mingled with fear, and listened with longing wonder when William declared that he had possessed unshaken assurance ever since, in the period of his conversion, he had dreamed that he saw the words “calling and election sure”14 standing by themselves on a white page in the open Bible. Such colloquies have occupied many a pair of pale-faced weavers, whose unnurtured souls have been like young winged things, fluttering forsaken in the twilight.

It had seemed to the unsuspecting Silas that the friendship had suffered no chill even from his formation of another attachment of a closer kind. For some months he had been engaged to a young servant woman, waiting only for a little increase to their mutual savings in order to their marriage; and it was a great delight to him that Sarah15 did not object to William’s occasional presence in their Sunday interviews. It was at this point in their history that Silas’s cataleptic fit occurred during the prayer meeting; and amidst the various queries and expressions of interest addressed to him by his fellow members, William’s suggestion alone jarred with the general sympathy towards a brother thus singled out for special dealings. He observed that, to him, this trance looked more like a visitation of Satan than a proof of divine favour, and exhorted his friend to see that he hid no accursed thing within his soul. Silas, feeling bound to accept rebuke and admonition as a brotherly office, felt no resentment, but only pain, at his friend’s doubts concerning him; and to this was soon added some anxiety at the perception that Sarah’s manner towards him began to exhibit a strange fluctuation between an effort at an increased manifestation of regard and involuntary signs of shrinking and dislike. He asked her if she wished to break off their engagement; but she denied this: their engagement was known to the church, and had been recognised in the prayer meetings; it could not be broken off without strict investigation, and Sarah could render no reason that would be sanctioned by the feeling of the community. At this time the senior deacon was taken dangerously ill, and, being a childless widower, he was tended night and day by some of the younger brethren or sisters. Silas frequently took his turn in the night-watching with William, the one relieving the other at two in the morning. The old man, contrary to expectation, seemed to be on the way to recovery, when one night Silas, sitting up by his bedside, observed that his usually audible breathing had ceased. The candle was burning low, and he had to lift it to see the patient’s face distinctly. Examination convinced him that the deacon was dead—had been dead for some time, for the limbs were rigid. Silas asked himself if he had been asleep, and looked at the clock: it was already four in the morning. How was it that William had not come? In much anxiety he went to seek for help, and soon there were several friends assembled in the house, the minister among them, while Silas went away to his work, wishing he could have met William to know the reason of his nonappearance. But at six o’clock, as he was thinking of going to seek his friend, William came, and with him the minister. They came to summon him to Lantern Yard, to meet the church members there; and of his inquiry concerning the cause of the summons the only reply was, “You will hear.” Nothing further was said until Silas was seated in the vestry, in front of the minister, with the eyes of those who to him represented God’s people fixed solemnly upon him. Then the minister, taking out a pocket knife, showed it to Silas, and asked him if he knew where he had left that knife? Silas said he did not know that he had left it anywhere out of his own pocket—but he was trembling at this strange interrogation. He was then exhorted not to hide his sin, but to confess and repent. The knife had been found in the bureau by the departed deacon’s bedside—found in the place where the little bag of church money had lain, which the minister himself had seen the day before. Some hand had removed that bag; and whose hand could it be, if not that of the man to whom the knife belonged? For some time Silas was mute with astonishment; then he said, “God will clear me: I know nothing about the knife being there, or the money being gone. Search me and my dwelling: you will find nothing but three pound five of my own savings, which William Dane knows I have had these six months.” At this William groaned, but the minister said, “The proof is heavy against you, brother Marner. The money was taken in the night last past, and no man was with our departed brother but you, for William Dane declares to us that he was hindered by sudden sickness from going to take his place as usual, and you yourself said that he had not come; and, moreover, you neglected the dead body.”

“I must have slept,” said Silas. Then, after a pause, he added, “Or I must have had another visitation like that which you have all seen me under, so that the thief must have come and gone while I was not in the body, but out of the body. But, I say again, search me and my dwelling, for I have been nowhere else.”

The search was made, and it ended—in William Dane’s finding the well-known bag, empty, tucked behind the chest of drawers in Silas’s chamber! On this William exhorted his friend to confess, and not to hide his sin any longer. Silas turned a look of keen reproach on him, and said, “William, for nine years that we have gone in and out together,16 have you ever known me tell a lie? But God will clear me.”

“Brother,” said William, “how do I know what you may have done in the secret chambers of your heart, to give Satan an advantage over you?”

Silas was still looking at his friend. Suddenly a deep flush came over his face, and he was about to speak impetuously, when he seemed checked again by some inward shock, that sent the flush back and made him tremble. But at last he spoke feebly, looking at William.

“I remember now—the knife wasn’t in my pocket.”

William said, “I know nothing of what you mean.” The other persons present, however, began to inquire where Silas meant to say that the knife was, but he would give no further explanation; he only said, “I am sore stricken; I can say nothing. God will clear me.”

On their return to the vestry there was further deliberation. Any resort to legal measures for ascertaining the culprit was contrary to the principles of the church: prosecution was held by them to be forbidden to Christians, even if it had been a case in which there was no scandal to the community. But they were bound to take other measures for finding out the truth, and they resolved on praying and drawing lots.17 This resolution can be a ground of surprise only to those who are unacquainted with that obscure religious life which has gone on in the alleys of our towns. Silas knelt with his brethren, relying on his own innocence being certified by immediate divine interference, but feeling that there was sorrow and mourning behind for him even then—that his trust in man had been cruelly bruised. The lots declared that Silas Marner was guilty. He was solemnly suspended from church membership, and called upon to render up the stolen money; only on confession, as the sign of repentance, could he be received once more within the fold of the church. Marner listened in silence. At last, when everyone rose to depart, he went towards William Dane and said, in a voice shaken by agitation:

“The last time I remember using my knife was when I took it out to cut a strap for you. I don’t remember putting it in my pocket again. You stole the money, and you have woven a plot to lay the sin at my door. But you may prosper, for all that: there is no just God that governs the earth righteously, but a God of lies, that bears witness against the innocent.”

There was a general shudder at this blasphemy.

William said meekly, “I leave our brethren to judge whether this is the voice of Satan or not. I can do nothing but pray for you, Silas.”

Poor Marner went out with that despair in his soul—that shaken trust in God and man which is little short of madness to a loving nature. In the bitterness of his wounded spirit, he said to himself, “She will cast me off too.” And he reflected that, if she did not believe the testimony against him, her whole faith must be upset, as his was. To people accustomed to reason about the forms in which their religious feeling has incorporated itself, it is difficult to enter into that simple, untaught state of mind in which the form and the feeling have never been severed by an act of reflection. We are apt to think it inevitable that a man in Marner’s position should have begun to question the validity of an appeal to the divine judgment by drawing lots; but to him this would have been an effort of independent thought such as he had never known; and he must have made the effort at a moment when all his energies were turned into the anguish of disappointed faith. If there is an angel who records the sorrows of men as well as their sins, he knows how many and deep are the sorrows that spring from false ideas for which no man is culpable.

Marner went home, and for a whole day sat alone, stunned by despair, without any impulse to go to Sarah and attempt to win her belief in his innocence. The second day he took refuge from benumbing unbelief by getting into his loom and working away as usual; and before many hours were past, the minister and one of the deacons came to him with the message from Sarah, that she held her engagement to him at an end. Silas received the message mutely, and then turned away from the messengers to work at his loom again. In little more than a month from that time, Sarah was married to William Dane; and not long afterwards it was known to the brethren in Lantern Yard that Silas Marner had departed from the town.
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