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GEORGE ELIOT.

CHAPTER I.
EARLY LIFE,

MARY ANN EVANS, as her father recorded in his
diary, was born at Arbury Farm, at five oddock in
the morning of 22nd November 1819.' Her father,
Eobert Evans, was son of George Evans, a builder
and carpenter in Derbyshire. Thefamily had migrated
thither from Northop in Flintshire. Robert Evans
was brought up to his father's busness and improved
his postion by remarkable qualities. He posesd
great vigour both of mind and body, and was one
of the men to whom love of good work is a religion.
Once, when two labourers were waiting for a third to
enable them to carry a heavy ladder, he took the
whole weight upon his own shoulders, and astonished
them by carrying it to its destination without help.
He had also the keen eye of a skilful workman, and was
epecially famous for a power of calculating with
singular accuracy the quantity of timber in a standing
tree. Heacquired the highest character for integrity
and thorough devotion to his employers interests.
His extensve knowledge in very varied practical

! Shecalled hersdf Marian.
A
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departments, as his daughter says, " made his services
valued through several counties. He had large know-
ledge of mines, of plantations, of various branches of
valuation and measurement—of all that is essential to
the management of large estates” He was regarded
as a unique land-agent, and was able by giving his
own services to save the specia fees usually paid by
landowners for expert opinions. His education had
been imperfect, and this led to some self-distrust and
"submissiveness in his domestic relations.” The last
peculiarity is reflected in the character of Mr. Garth
in Middlemarch; and Mr. Garth and Adam Bede are
obviously in some degree representative of the same
type—one, it is to be feared, which has not become
commoner since his time. About 1799 Robert Evans
was agent to Mr. Francis Newdigate of Kirk Hallam
in Derbyshire, under whom he aso held a farm. In
1806, upon the death of Sir Roger Newdigate, Francis
Newdigate inherited a life interest in the Arbury
edstate in Warwickshire, and Evans accompanied him
thither in his old capacity. Colonel Newdigate, son
of Francis, was much impressed by the merits of his
father's agent, and through the colonel's influence
Evans became agent to various other great landowners
inthe district. As became his position, Robert Evans
was asturdy Tory. He shared the patriotic sentiment
of the days of Nelson and Wellington, and held that
a revolutionary fanatic was a mixture of fool and
scoundrel, "l was accustomed,” says his daughter,
" 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 inits syllables,
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and, lit by the fact that Satan was the first rebel,
made an argument dispensing with more detailed
inquiry." " Government," for practical purposes,
meant the great landowners, who had good reasons
for returning his respect. One of them requires a
moments notice.

Sir Roger Newdigate," the previous owner of Arbury,
was atypical specimen of the more cultivated country
gentleman of hisday. In early life he had made the
" grand tour," and had brought back ancient marbles
and architectural drawings. He afterwards accepted
the active duties of his position. He represented
the University of Oxford for thirty years (1750-1780)
asahigh Tory. Hewas an owner of collieries and a
promoter of canals. Hebuilt a school and a poorhouse
for the parish in which Arbury Park is situated—
Chilvers-Coton, near Nuneaton. He rebuilt Arbury
House, which stood on the site of an ancient priory,
inthe " Gothic style" and adorned it with works of
art and family portraits by Romney and Reynolds.
His name at least is familiar to all Oxford men by
the prize poem which he founded just before his
death. The conditions prescribed by him for the
competition show as much sense as can be expected
from the founder of aprize poem. There were to be
no compliments to himself, and the length of the poems
was to be limited to fifty lines. Horace and King
David, as he remarked, had succeeded in confining
their noblest compositions within that length, and the
quality of the future prize poems would probably not
be such as to make us desire more of them than of

! S The Cheverdls of Cheverel Manor, by Lady Newdigate-
Newdegate, 1898.
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the psalms or odes Sir Roger died thirteen years
before the birth of Evanss daughter; but certaia
family storiesin which he was concerned were handed
down to her, and, as we shall sse suggested one of her
mog finished pieces of work. Robert Evanss firg
wife, Harriet Poynton, had been for "many years"
as her epitaph says "the friend and servant of the
family of Arbury." She had married Evans in 1801,
and died in 1809, leaving two children. In 1813
Evans married a woman of rather superior position,
Chrigtiana Pearson, by whom he had three children
—Christiana, I saac, and M ary Ann—Christiana being
about five, and Isaac about three years older than the
youngest child. In March 1820, when Mary Ann
was four months old, the Evanses moved to Griff, "a
charming red brick, ivy-covered house on the Arbury
edtate" It was to be the child's home for the first
twenty-one years of her life.

The impressons made upon the girl during these
years are sufficiently manifest in the first series of her
novels. Were it necessary to describe the general char-
acterigtics of English country life, they would enable
the " graphic" historian to give life and colour to the
skdeton made from datistical and legal information.
The Scenes of Clerical Life, Adam Bede, Silas Marner,
and The Mill on the Floss, probably give the most
vivid picture now extant of the manners and customs
of the contemporary dwellers in the midland counties
of England. There is a temptation to pres the
likeness further. It is a favourite amusement of
readers to identify characters in novds with histori-
cal individuals. They sometimes ssem to think
that the quegtion whether (for example) Caleb Garth
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"was" Robert Evans can be answered by a simple
Yes or No, like the question whether Junius was
Philip Francis. In reality, of course, it is generally
impossible to say precisely how far the portrait may
have been studied from a single model, or modified
intentionally, or by blending with more or less con-
scious reminiscences of other originals. George Eliot
(s it will be convenient to call her hereafter from
her name in letters), like all good novelists, generally
avoided direct delineation of individuals; while, on
the other hand, it is probable enough that she was
sometimes following the facts more closely than she
was herself aware. It is enough to say here that her
mother had a " considerable dash of the Mrs. Poyser
vein in her"; that her mother's family more or less
stood for the Dodsons in the Mill on the Floss; that
her relations to her brother resembled those of Maggie
to Tom Tulliver in the same novel; and that when
describing Celia and Dorothea Brooke in Middlemarch
she was more or less recalling her relations to her
elder sister Christiana. There is one person, however,
whom a novelist can hardly help revealing directly or
indirectly; and in the case of George Eliot the revela-
tion is unequivocal. There is no doubt, as we shall
e, that the Mill on the Floss is substantially auto-
biographical, not, of course, a statement of. facts, but
as a vivid embodiment of the early impressions and
the first stages of spiritual development. The scanty
framework of fact may be partly filled up from this
source.

It is proper, however, at the present day to begin
from the physical "environment" of the organism
whose history we are to study. The Warwickshire
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landscape is not precisely stimulating: and if the
county can boast of the greatest name in English
literature, it must be remembered that Shakespeare
had the good fortune to migrate to the centre of
intellectual activity at an early period. Though the
central watershed of England pesss through the
country, it has no mountain ridges, and the streams
craw! off through modest undulations to more pictur-
exque districts. In her twenty-first year George
Eliot spesks of a little excursion in which she has (for
the first time apparently) "gazed on some—albeit the
smallest—of the ' everlasting hills', " and has admired
"those noblest children of the earth—fine healthy
trees" She has seen, too, a fine parish church and
Lichfield Cathedral. Through her childhood she had
to put up with cands instead of rivers; and saw no
wilder open saces than the decorous lawns of Arbury
Park. Far away in the north, the Bronte children—
of whom Charlotte, the eldest, was her senior by three
years—were spending their strange childhood in
Haworth, learning to worship Nature on the Y orkshire
moors, and to idealise the sturdy, crabbed, North-
countrymen into Eochesters and Heathcliffs. We may
speculate if we please upon the effects which might
have followed if the habitats of the two families could
have been exchanged. If we may trust their por-
tray es, the fat midland pastures were hardly more
different from the Yorkshire moors than the stolid
farmers of Warwickshire from the rough population
of the West Riding.

"Our midland plains," said George Eliot, "have
never lost their familiar expression and conservative
spirit for me; yet at every other mile, snce | first



1] EARLY LIFE. 7

looked on them, some sign of world-wide change, some
new direction of human labour, has wrought itself
into what one may call the speech of the landscape."
The scenery, a monotonous successon of little ups
and downs, is of the kind which owes its interest to
its subordination to human society. In George
Eliot's writings, there are proofs enough of sensibility
to natural beauty, but the scenery is a background to
the actors; and thereis noindication of such a passion
for her native district as Scott felt for his " honest grey
hills." The "midland plains" were "conservative,"
because they spoke of ancient order and peace; and
the opening pages of Felix Holt describe the scenery and
explain its significance. The traveller of those days,
seated by the side of one of Mr. Weller's colleagues,
whirling at the amazing speed of ten miles an hour across
the plain whence the waters flow to the Avon and the
Trent, had yet time to read many indications of
English life in the characteristic landscape. He saw
broad meadows with their long lines of willows mark-
ing the water-courses; and cornfields divided by the
straggling hedgerows, economically wasteful but
beautiful with their bushes of hawthorn and dog-roses.
He came upon remote hamlets, abodes of dirt and
ignorance, each knowing of theworld which lay beyond
its " own patch of earth and sky " only by intercourse
with "big, bold, gin-breathing tramps." But at times
aso he passed through " trim cheerful villages," where
the cottage gardens bloomed with wall-flowers and
geraniums, and the blacksmith and the wheelwright
were plying their cheerful trades. Solid farmers were
jogging past from their comfortable homesteads, where
quaint yew-tree arbours were backed by the great
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oorngacks. At intervals appeared the squires statelier
mandons, embowered in the patrician trees of his
park, and hard by the grey old churches with dep-
compelling pews were the parsonages where the
Fuires younger son was quartered, not yet prescient
of the "movement,” and free at least from "too
much zeal." In such districts the eighteenth century
cam lingered pleasantly, and the ideal types repre-
sented by Sir Roger de Coverley and the Vicar of
Wakefield, or by Squire Western and Trulliber, might
still be recognised. A Sir Roger Newdigate had acquired
a taste, and here and there clerical calm was being
ruffled by Evangelical or Methodist agitation. But
the district was one of "protuberant optimists, sure
that Old England was the best of all possble countries,
and that if there were any facts which had not fallen
under their own observation they were facts not worth
observing"  The traveller, it is true, might soon
come upon a very different soene The coach would
emerge from the deep-rutted lanes into a village
"dingy with coa-dugt, noisy with the shaking of
looms" or "would rattle over the pavement of a
manufacturing town, the soene of riots and trade-union
meetings” Theland around him was blackened with
coal-pits, and the population was by no means con-
vinced that all change must be for the worse; and yet
these busy soenes seemed " to make but crowded nests
in the midst of the largespaced, dow-moving life
of homestead and far-away cottages and oak-sheltered
parks" In the quiet agricultural region, squire and
parson, and the whole social machinery of which they
represented the mainspring, could still be accepted as
part of the unalterable sysem of things. The villager
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was too ignorant even to conceive the possibility of
change; and if the farmer grumbled over the ruin-
ous results of peace, he retained 'his traditional
reverence for the old families, and looked with horror
upon proposals for the intrusion of railways or manu-
facturing demands for free trade. If the upper socia
stratum was aware that in the great towns there were
Radicals demanding the abolition of the House of
Lords and the confiscation of Church property, it
inferred that the demon of revolution had not been
completely exorcised, but could still hope that, with
the help ofthe great Duke, the evil spirit might be
confined to his proper region, and the British Constitu-
tion be upheld as the pride and envy of the world.

In due time George Eliot was to pourtray various
phasss of the society around her, including the Radical
aswell asthefineold Tory. In her childhood, of course,
she took the colouring of her surroundings. To the
infant the arrangements of its nursery are as unalter-
able as the laws of the solar system and the existence
of any other order inconceivable. Her world was the
fireside of Griff; and if she had glimpses of the out-
side, the views of Mr. Robert Evans represented
ultimate truth, or were taken asindisputable assertions
of matter of fact. He wasfond of hislittle girl, and
took her for occasional outings in his gig, or on expedi-
tions to neighbouring country towns. The family
circle was small. Soon after her birth, her mother's
health became weak; the elder girl, Christiana, was
sent to school; and Mary Ann with her brother spent
part of every day at adame-school close to their own
gates. She did not show any remarkable precocity,
though she iirasboth a thoughtful and avery &ieC-
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tionate and sensitive child. Her brotherbecame
naturally the firstobjectofherdevotion. and devotion
to some one was throughout her life a marked needof
hernature. While still under fiveyears old, she went
through the experiences more or less idealised in the
Mill on the Floss, and more historically commemorated
in the series of sonnets called Brother and Sister.  She
tells in the poems how she rambled with him through
the meadows; across the rivulet hidden by tangled
forget-me-nots; through the rookery and by the
"brown canal," where the barges seemed to bring in-
timations of an unknown world beyond. Inthe copsg,
there were traces of the "mystic gypsies,” where Mr.
Petulengro perhaps had encamped, though when she
actually met him—if the narrative in the Mill on the
Floss be authentic history—he was a less romantic
being than we should judge from his behaviour in
Lavengro. Then, too, she had the wonderful adventure
of catching a perch by mistake, which suggests the in-
evitable moral, namely, that "luck was with glory
wed." The early hero-worship of the little girl
running like a puppy after the slightly bigger brother
issimply and touchingly described. " School parted
us,” she says, and she never found that childish world
again.
' But were another childish world my share,
| would be born a little sister there.'

Her brother was sent to school when she was five
years old; and as her mother was still in bad health,
she was sent to join her sister at a school kept by a
Miss Lathom at Attleboro, avillage only amile or two
distant from Griff. She continued there for three or
four years, spending her Sundays at home. Her chief
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memory of this part of her life was the difficulty of
getting a seat near thefireplacein cold weather. Her
health was low, it seems and she suffered from the
nightly terrors which haunt delicate children, and which
she has ascribed to Gwendolen Harleth. "All her
soul,” she said, "became a quivering fear." The other
pupils, however, made a pet of their small companion,
and she was not unhappy. She began to read such
bocks as then came in the way of children. In one of
them, called The Linnet's Life, she afterwards wrote a
few words, stating that it was the first present from
her father which she could remember, and recording
her early delight in its pages. She remembered, too,
her absorption in JSsop's Fables, and laughed heartily
over the pleasure she had taken in the humour of
"Mercury and the Statue Seller." A stray volume of
Joe Miller supplied her with anecdotes wherewith to
astonish her family. In those days children were less
distracted by miscellaneous scraps of print, and could
pore over the same thumbed and dogs-eared favourites.
In her eighth or ninth year she was sent to a larger
school, kept by a MissWallington at Nuneaton. Here
there were some thirty boarders, and she became especi-
ally intimatewith MissLewis, the principal governess.
Her passion for reading developed rapidly. A stray
Waverley came in her way; and when that was returned
to its owner before she had finished it, she began
writing out the story for hersdlf, till her elders got it
back for her. She was fascinated by an extract from
Lamb's Captain Jackson even in an almanac; and among
her favourite books were Defoe's History of the Devil,
Pilgrim's Progress, and Easselas. By this time it was
beginning to be understood that there was something
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remarkable about the child. She excited the admira-
tion of the homecircde by acting charades with her
brother during the holidays, and if not a decided
"prodigy,” was clearly capable of absorbing such in-
tellectual influencesascould befound in Warwickshire.
In her thirteenth year she was transferred to a schodl
at Coventry. It was kept by two ladies named
Franklin, daughters of a Baptist minister, who had for
many years preached in a chapd at Coventry. He
lived in a house "almost exactly resembling that of
Rufus Lyon in Felix Holt" Lyon's character and some
of his little personal peculiarities were also suggested
by thisoriginal. George Eliot was always grateful to
the daughters for the excdlence of their teaching.
Shewas at once recognised as the most promising of
their pupils, Her themes were kept for the private
edification of her teachers, instead of being read in the
dass like those of her comrades She had good
magers in French and German and musc. She was
ometimes called upon to display her muscal skill
before vigtors, as the bes performer in the school;
and obeyed with ready good humour, though suffer-
ing agonies of shyness The love of musc generally
shows itself at an early age, but she had apparently
some difficulty in yielding to the passon. Three
years after leaving school, she attended an oratorio at
Coventry, and says in a letter that shethinksit will
be her last. She dedares that she has "no soul for
musgc,” and isa " tagdess pason”  She therefore is
not qualified to discuss the question of the" propriety
or lawfulness of such exhibitions of talent." For her-
«f, shewould not regret if music werestrictly confined
to purposss of worship; and cannot think that "a
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pleasure that wishes the devotion of all the time and
powers of an immortal being to the acquirement of an
expertnessin so usdess. . . an accomplishment can be
quite pure and elevating in itstendency,” Thereligi-
ous theory is, as we shall seg characteristic; but it is
sngular that a woman who was to find one of her
greatest ddights in music, and who was already skilled
in the art, should think hersdf devoid of the capacity.
Two years later, indeed, she was moved to " hysterical
sobbing " by another oratorio. She was always diffident
and easily discouraged; and these reflections may mean
merely an attack of low spirits. Perhapsthe want of
" soul" meant only the absence of a spedfic aptitude
for the musdan's calling; or, possbly, the singing at
Coventry was out of tune.*

George Eliot left schod finally at the end of 1835.
Her mother was failing in health, and died in the
summer of 1836, after along illness, during which she
was nursed by her daughters. In the following spring
the elder daughter, Christiana, married Mr. Edward
Clarke, a surgeon in Warwickshire, and Mary Ann
undertook the charge of her father's household at Griff.
She st her mind to the work, and became, it issaid, an
"exemplary housawife" She a0 exerted hersdf in
promoting various charitable works, and continued to
study Italian, German, and music. Her brother was
now beginning to take a sharein their father's bus-

Y Mr. W. A. White of New York has kindly shown me a
letter to another friend in which George Eliot spesks of the
same oratorio. It might be urged, she admits, that such
exhibitions Bhow " the beautiful powers of the human voice
when carried to the highest point of improveability.” But such
reasoning would compel us to admit " opera-dancing, horse-
racing, and even intemperance.”
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ness; and found his chief relaxation from hard work
in hunting—an amusement which was not in hissister's
line. He had aso become aHigh Churchman, whereas
she was strongly Evangelical. Although, therefore,
the family was bound by ties of warm affection, she
foundlittle sympathy in her favourite occupations. She
lived in intellectual solitude, conscious of abilitiesfor
which she could find no definite outlet, and with no
one in her immediate circle capable of guiding or even
appreciating her pursuits. When long afterwards an
autobiography was suggested to her, shereplied: " The
only thing | should much care to dwell on [in regard
to this period] would be the absolute despair | suffered
from of ever being able to do anything. No one
could ever have felt greater despair, and a knowledge
of this might be a help to some other straggler.” On
the other hand, she added with asmile, " it might only
lead to an increase of bad writing."

The account of George Eliot's school days may per-
haps suggest that the state of female education in
Warwickshire was not altogether so bad as energetic
modern reformers are apt to assume.  There s, it is
true, something of a quaint old-fashioned colouring
about the system. Her comrades at Miss Franklin's
thought that she was competent "to get up something
in the way of a clothing club"; and beyond that
limited prospect, they may possibly have dared to hope
that she might develop into a Mrs. Chapone or Miss
Carter—capable of writing letters "upon the im-
provement of the human mind," or possibly, in time, of
translating Epictetus. She was not, indeed, competent
to take afirst-classin a University examination, or to
enter any career for which such honours qualified the
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nobler sex; and yet, if we really believed what we are
so often told, that the test of a good education is not
the stock of knowledge acquired, but. the stimulus
given to mental activity, the schooling seams to have
been successful enough. Her intellectual curiosity
was roused, though not yet fixed upon any definite
object. From the correspondence which she kept up
with her early governess, Miss Lewis, it ssems that
sheread agreat deal of miscellaneous literature during
sixteen years at Griff. My mind, she says in 1839,
presents "an assemblage of disjointed specimens of
history, ancient and modern; scraps of poetry picked
up from Shakespeare, Cowper, Wordsworth, and
Milton; newspaper topics; morsels of Addison and
Bacon, Latin verbs, geometry, entomology, and chem-
istry; 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. How deplorably and
unaccountably evanescent are our frames of mind, as
various as forms and hues of the summer clouds!"
For agirl of nineteen, both the style and the variety
of intellectual interests indicated are remarkable. A
genius, it may be suggested, can thrive anywhere;
and so long as it is not absolutely fettered, can derive
nourishment from any set of materials that may come
initsway. Thereis, however, a specia characteristic
of Greorge Eliot which already appears. A strong
imaginative impulse is generally developed early; it
is an overmastering faculty which forces its possessor
into activity often before knowledge or serious thought
has accumulated; draws romances, epic poems, and
dramas from children in their teens; and suggests
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that not only the material surroundings, but even the
storage of intellectual accomplishmentsisbut an
accidental simulusto the Innate creative power. Char-
lotte and Emily Bronte, for example, informed the
world around them with so much passon and imagina-
tion, that we fancy that any other circumstances would
have served for an incentive to powers only waiting to
be =t at liberty. George Eliot, diffident in character,
and reflective as much as imaginative in intellect,
developed dowly, and was for many years ignorant
of her own truest powers. She had a full share of the
feminine docility, which is so charming to teachers—
epecially of the other sx. Women really enjoy
lectures, drange as the taste appears to the male at
all ages Even a dever boy generally regards his
schoolmagter as a natural enemy, and begins as arebd.
The girl takes the mager at his own valuation, or
something more, and has an innocent belief that
lessons give really desrable information. George
Eliot was clearly of thisway of thinking; and though
she must have been aware of possesing unusual
ability, she was anxious to bow submissvey to
the bes ingructors. At Griff or in her circe at
Coventry no very brilliant intellectual light was
shining, nor did even a very clear understanding
prevail asto thereal lights of contemporary thought.
People had not taken to reading the lat German
authorities; and had vague enough impressons as to
the course of European speculation. Miss Lewis and
the Miss Franklins were ardent Evangedlicals, and the
Evangelical sthod of the day, though not given to
philosophy, representing at least the most socialy
active party in the Church, was so far attractiveto her
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intellectually. It meant at any rate a protest against
stagnation. Then, moreover, through life she had
very deep religious sentiments, and for -the present
associated them with the Evangelical dogma. She
was greatly impressed by the wife of her father's
younger brother, Mrs. Samuel Evans, a Methodist
preacher, of whom | shall presently have to spesk
again. "l shall not only suffer, but be delighted to
receive the word of exhortation," she writes to her
aunt in 1839, "and | beg you not to withhold it."
The most curious of her letters in these yearsis one
to Miss Lewis, discussing with a quaint gravity the
ethics of reading fiction. She is good enough to admit
that certain standard works must be read—Scott, for
example, and Don Quixote—otherwise one would
not understand common allusions. Shakespeare, too,
is inevitable, though one must be as nice as the bee
"to suck nothing but honey from his pages” A
teacher, too, may consider it desirable to read fiction
by way of tasting for her pupils. But it is dangerous
to make trial on oneself of acup becauseit is suspected
of being poisonous.  She herself has suffered from the
poison. Her early reading of novels, lent by kind
friends, led her to castle-building, which she ap-
parently thinks a pernicious habit. No one, of course,
" ever dreamed of recommending" novels to children;
but men and women ae but children of a larger
growth. They cannot be sure at any age of resisting
the evil influences. Nothing can be learned from
novels which cannot be better learned from history;
and when she is driven to tears by the impossibility
of learning more than a fraction of realities, can she
"have any time to spend on things that never

B
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existed"! It is plain that in those days aetheic
prophets had not begun to expound the true, relations
of art and morality; and many young ladies of nine-
teen at the present day would consder themsdves
competent to open the eyes of this didactic young
person. Her views changed in good time; but the
moral earnestness which prompted these rather crude
remarks was a permanent characteristic. Meanwhile,
if her scruples hindered her from acquiring a wide
knowledge upon the novds of the day, she was
spending her time to better purpose in the miscd-
laneous reading already noticed. Wordsworth, it may
be observed, was an early favourite to whom she
remained faithful through life, and appealed to her
as, shortly before, he had appealed, though still more
strongly, to J. S. Mill. She was much impressd, too,
by Young's Night Thoughts, an edifying work which
in later years she criticised with the severity of a
revolted disciple. Her sudies naturally took a theo-
logical direction. She begins with Hannah More and
Wilberforce, and is presently interested by the oon-
troversies aroused by the Oxford movement. She
cannot make up her mind as to the solution. Shereads
an esay on " Schism" by Professor Hoppus of the
London University, and theEvangelical Milner'sChurch
History. She compares their views with those of The
Portrait of an English Churchmaen, by W. Gredey, an
early champion of " Tractarianism," and findsthat the
Tracts themsdves show a "confused appreciation of
thegreat doctrine of justification." They approach too
nearly to the Church marked by the " prophetical
epithets' of " the scarlet beast" and the " Mystery of
Iniquity." Theauthors, itistrue, are zealous, learned,
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and devoted, but " Satan is too crafty to commit his
cause into the hands of those who have nothing to
recommend them to approbation." She is pleased,
however, by the Lyra Apostolica and the "sweet
poetry" of the Christian Year, Sheispresently much
impressed by thework upon Ancient Christianity and
the Oxford Tracts, by Isaac Taylor, "oneof the mogt
eloquent, acute, and pious of writers” She has
"gulped it in a mogt reptile-like fashion,” but must
"chew it thoroughly to facilitate its assmilation
with her mental frame" She is attracted, too, by
the" stirring doquence” of The Great Teacher, written
by John Harris, a popular writer of the time, with
liberal tendencies, who was afterwards principal of
an Independent College. These sudies, it must be
remembered, represent her gtate of mind before the
completion of her twenty-first year. She was soon
to come under new influences. Meanwhile she was
already ambitious enough to propoe to make a
practical application of her reading, and planned a
" chart" of ecdesagical history, with columns show-
ing the dates of the principal personages events,
shisms and so forth, with perhaps one for the
fulfilment of the prophecies Happily a chart was
published by some one dse which extinguished hers,
and she turned to other sudies. A different result of
her meditations was a poem, which, though not her first
attempt at poetry, was thefirst published. Itisafare-
well to the world, of which thisis a specimen:

" Booksthat have bean to meas chets of gald,
Which, miserlike, | ssrely haretold,
And for them love, health, friendship, pesce have sold,
Farewdl 1
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Blest Volume! whose clear truth-writ page once known
Fades not before heaven's sunshine and hell's moan,
To thee | say not, of earth's gifts alone,

Farewell!

Then shall my new-born ssnsessfind new j oy,
New sounds, new sghts, my earsand eyes employ,

Nor fear that word that here brings sad alloy,
Farewell!"

The editor of the Christian Observer, in which the
lines appeared (January 1840), adds a note to the
effect that in heaven we shall be able to do without
the Bible. The verses, however, if suspected of this
trifling heresy, show religious feeling much more
distinctly than poetical power, in which they resemble
most sacred poetry.



CHAPTER IL
COVENTRY.

WHEN George Eliot was just twenty-one a change
took place in her life which was to produce most
important results. Her brother had married, and it
was arranged that he should take over his father's
busness at Griff. Mr. Robert Evans, now sSixty-six,
with his daughter migrated to Coventry. They took
a semi-detached house in the Foleshill Road, with a
"good bit of garden roundit," and commanding awide
reech of country, though the view was disfigured by
mills and chimneys in the foreground. The secluded
agricultural district was exchanged for an energetic
manufacturing town, and George Eliot was gaining
a new sat of experiences, to be turned to account in
good time. Hitherto her life had been one of intel-
lectual isolation, though she had been encouraged by
the sympathy of Miss Lewis. She had aspirations as
well as reflections, and complains to her Methodist
aunt that her " besetting sin was ambition—a desire
insatiable for the esteem of my fellow-creatures. This
seems the centre whence all my actions proceed.” But
the powers of which she was conscious were choked
in the confined atmosphere where men, as Johnson's
friend complained, talked of " runts," that is (according
to Boswell) young cows. Dr. Johnson, replied an
21
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admirer, would learn to talk of runts. George Eliot
certainly listened to the talk, and then or in memory
could perceiveits humorous aspect; but talk confined to
runts becomes tiresome in thelong run; and when her
loftiest hope was to compile a historical chart, shemust
have felt a painful need for some better end for her
energies.  Some one who would share her interests and
direct her aspirations was obvioudy desirableif shewas
to excapefrom thediffident” despair” intowhich shewas
tempted tosink. Coventry could hardly be described, |
imagine, asaWarwickshireAthens, or even Edinburgh;
but at Coventry, asit happened, there wer e some people
of much wider outlook than could have been expected.
Charles Bray (1811-1884) was a ribbon manufacturer
and a man of energy and philanthropic aims. Hewas
a disciple of George Combe the phrenologist, whose
Constitution of Man had a great influence at this time,
though not much recognissd by the authoritative
expounders of philosophy. Bray himsdf in 1841
published The Philosophy of Neossty, intended to apply
Combes sientific principles to the regeneration of
society. Like George and Andrew Combe, he sym-
pathised with Robert Owen the Socialigt, and took a
pecial interest in the attempt to found a community
at Queenwood. Upon its failure he took a part in
less ambitious sthemes for the improvement of the
working dases In 1836 Bray married Caraling,
sger of Charlesand Sara Hennell. TheHennells had
been brought up as Unitarians; and after his 9ger's
marriage to Bray, a thoroughgoing sceptic, Charles
Hennell undertook to examine the evidences of Chris
tianity with a view to meeting his brother-in-law's
objections. The result of the examination was that he
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became a sceptic himsdlf, and in 1838 published an
Enquiry concerningtheOrigin of Christianityin defence
of hiscondudons. The book is intended to show that
christianity is explicable by purely natural ceases
A criticism of the New Testament narrative leads to
the concuson that Jesus was a man of high moral
genius, who bdonged originally to the sect of the
Esmes and devdoped their teaching under the
influence of the time. Srauss, whose Life of Christ
had appeared in 1835, procured a trandation of
Henndl's book into German; and in a preface says
that Hennell, although ignorant of recent German
criticism, was " on the very track" which the Germans
had entered. He had, too, the practical insight of an
English man of busness and solved " at one spring"
problems over which the German "flutters with
many learned formulae" Hennell treated the subject
inthe " earnest and dignified toneof the truthseeker ";
and, unlike rancorous assailants of Christianity, d erived
religion, not from priestcraft, but from the essential
neds of human nature. George Eliot's admiration
for the book is shown by an analysis' which she wrote
on the occason of its republication in 1852. She
bought a copy soon after going to Coventry, and had
read it before she met the Brays. Kingsley mentions
it as one of the books which Alton Locke studied as
a representative of the "intelligent artisans of the
period." Henndl's dd¢ea Sara was interested in the
same questions, and expounded her doctrines at length
in Present Religion as a Faith owning Fellowship with
Thought. It appeared in three volumes in 1865, 1873,
and 1887, and is one of the many attempts to present
! Given in Life, i. 76-83.
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a philosophical thelsm in conssence with sdentific
thought by the help of a doctrine of evolution. | am
not qualified to speak of its philosophical merits on
the strength of a very superficial ingpection, but it is
plain that Miss Hennell had read and reflected auffi-
ciently to be accepted by George Eliot as a valuable
ally in the gphere of philosophical speculation. Her
decided theisn led her to criticise Comte with a
hostility which separated her opinions from those of
her friend. They continued, however, to correspond
with mutual respect and affection.

The Evanses house in Coventry was next door to
that occupied by Mrs. Pears, a sser of Mr. Bray.
An acquaintance with her neighbour Mrs. Pears soon
ripened into friendship, and led in November 1841 to
an introduction to the Brays. A very warm friendship
sorang up. Cara and Sara (Mrs. Bray and Miss
Hennell) became as dgers to George Eliot, and Mr.
Bray her mog intimate male friend. The alliance
lasted through life, and produced an important corre-
sondence  The dfect upon George Eliot's mental
development was immediate and remarkable. The
little circle at Coventry introduced her to a new
world of thought. It became clear that there were
regions of speculation into which her respected gover-
nes Miss Lewis and her beoved aunt Mrs. Samuel
Evans had never entered. A letter to Miss Lewis of
13th November 1841 indicates the change which had
come over her, and apparently refers to a recent study
of Henndl's Enquiry, " My whole soul," she says," has
been engrossed in the mog interesting of all inquiries
for the last few days, and to what result my thoughts
will lead | know not—possibly to one that will startle
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you; but my only desire is to know the truth, my
only fear to cling to error." She hopes that their
"love will not discompose under the influence of
separation.”  "What a pity,” she says to the same
correspondent a few days later, "that while mathe-
matics are indubitable, immutable, and no one doubts
the properties-of a triangleoracircle, doctrines in-
finitely important to man are buried in a charnel heap
of bones, over which nothing is heard but the barks
and growls of contention." The change of belief thus
indicated appears to have been rapid, though there
are indications of previous doubts as to her childish
creed. By January 1842 it had led to arefusa to go
to church, and a consequent family difficulty. It is
not surprising that George Eliot should have followed
a path which was being taken by many contemporaries;
but something must be said of her special position,
which was in many ways characteristic. The chief
light upon her conversion—if | may use the phrase—
comes from another source. George Eliot had been
introduced to a family named Sibree by her old school-
mistress, Miss Franklin, and came to entertain ahigh
regard for several of its members. The Sibrees were
of the Evangelical persuasion. A son, Mr. John Sibree,
went to a German university in 1842, and afterwards
translated Hegel's Philosophy of History, afact apparently
implyingthat the Brayswerenot the only inhabitants of
Coventry with some taste for philosophical speculation.
George Eliot took afancy to a daughter, Miss Mary
Sibree, then ayoung girl, gave her German lessons, and
"talked freely on all subjects” without attempting
"directly to unsettle her Evangelical beliefs." Miss
Sibree (afterwards Mrs. John Cash) preserved some
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interesting records of the intercourse, which show that
the chango of opinions, if rapid, was not unprepared.
Till sheleft Griff, GeorgeEliot had still used the religious
language of her own circle. But the studies which
have already been mentioned had raised doubts.
Issac Taylor's book, which she proposed to "assimi-
late," was in substance an attempt to show that the
early Church, to which the Tractarians referred as the
embodiment of pure Christianity, wasin fact already
corrupt The obvious difficulty of such an argument
isto stop at the right point. If the early fathers, to
whom Pusey and his friends appealed, were already
unworthy of confidence, what is to be said of their
predecessors ?  That was just the line taken by
Hennell. He regects the supernatural explanation in
the cae of the first teachers as well as in the cae
of their followers. George Eliot's "chart" already
implied an interest in ecclesiastical history which
might lead to a criticism of the origins as well as of
the later development of the creed. It might be
noticed, too, that she was making excursions into
scientific reading—Mrs, Somerville's Connexion of the
Physical Sciences, for example—and would, of course, be
interested in the bearing of geology upon the book of
Geness. But the purely intellectual aspect of the
question was in a great degree subordinate to other
considerations. She told Mrs. Sibree that she had
been shocked by the union of low morality with strong
religious feeling among the poor, chiefly Methodists,
whom she had been in the habit of visiting. There
were, it ssems specimens there of the "Holy Willie"
type. They held to the Calvinism expressed in his
famous prayer—
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' 0 Thou, wha in the heavens dost dwell,

Wha, asit pleasssbest Thysdl',

Sends am to heaven and ten to hell,

A' for Thy glory,
And no' for onie guid or ill
They 'Vedone afore Thee!"

and apparently were capable of following his very
defective practice. "I do not feel," said a woman con-
victed of lying, "that | have grieved the Spirit much.”
" Calvinism," George Eliot is reported to have said at
the time, "is Christianity, and that granted, it is a
religion based on pure sdfishness” | need not ask
whether Christianity can beidentified with Calvinism,
or whether antinomianism or pure egoism be in reality
alogical deduction from Calvinism. Anyhow, it is
clear that she might be led to one conclusion. Since
Mrs. Samuel Evans and the lying old woman held
the same dogmatic creed, it followed that Mrs. Evans
lovely moral nature could not be the product of the
dogmas. Other reflections tendod to the same result
Robert Hall, she said, had been made unhappy for a
week by reading Miss Edgeworth's Tales. Inthem the
characters led good, useful, and pleasant lives without
reference to the cares and fears of religion. They
were, in fact, model Utilitarians. When George Eliot
was asked in later life what influence had unsettled her
orthodoxy, she replied, "Walter Scott's!" Scott has
generally been credited with a different influence.
His romantic tendency was one of the causes, according
to Newman, the highest authority on the point, which
led to the reaction towards the mediaeva Church.
George Eliot sympathised with another, and perhaps
a really deeper, characteristic of hiswritings. Scott
was a man of sympathies wide enough to do justice to
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many different types. He hated the fanaticism of the
Covenanters, and spesks of them in his letters as
scarcely human except in outward form. Yet he was
too good an artist to yield to his antipathies; and in
Old Mortality and the Heart of Midlothian has drawn
the most striking pictures of the iron heroism and
stern morality of the sect. George Eliot would have
taken a similar view of Balfour of Burley and Davie
Deans. But, in awider sense, it is obvious that while
Scott sincerely respects religious feelings and sym-
pathises with belief, he shows as little sectarian zed as
Shakespeare. The division between good and bad
does not correspond in his pages with the division
between any one Church and its antagonists. The
qualitieswhich he really admires—manliness, patriot-
ism, unflinching loyalty, and purity of life—arc to be
found equally among Protestants and Catholic,
Eoundheads and Cavaliers. The wide sympathy
which sees good and bad on all sides makes it difficult
to accept any version of the doctrine which supposes
salvation to be associated with the acceptance of a
dogma. That clearly was George Eliot's frame of
mind. She would not directly attack her young friend's
Evangelicism, but she smiled in the kindest way at
the doctrine that there could be no true morality
without it. "The great lesson of life," she said, "is
tolerance," and a width of sympathy was perhaps her
most characteristic quality. Her revolt from orthodox
views was therefore unaccompanied by the bitterness
which often accompanies the emancipation from the
Btrictness of a sectarian tyranny. She continued to
revere ,her aunt; only she had made up her mind that
the beauty of character was in no sense the product of
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the creed. Nor, on the other hand, had it produced
the immorality of coarse hypocrites. Taken literally
and seriously, the dogmas might tend to suppress and
trammel the emotional nature; but, in point of fact,
beautiful souls manage to turn even their creeds to
account by an unconscious logical artifice which leaves
the dark side out of sight and dwells upon the higher
and gentler aspirations embodied.

Her first recognition of a change of creed engen-
dered a passing aggressiveness. A Baptist minister
was induced by Miss Franklin to attempt a recovery
of the lost sheep. "That young lady,” he said,
"must have had the devil at her elbow to suggest
doubts, for there was not a book that | recom-
mended to her in support of Christian evidences that
she had not read." The phrase is a little ambiguous,
and may be taken to attribute the books on the
evidences to the devil's suggestion. " | have attended
the University sermon for forty years," said a well-
known Squire Bedell, "and | thank God that | am
still a Christian," An unconvincing refutation is apt
to be irritating, and for a time George Eliot was
stimulated to the combative mood. Her father
was a " churchman of the old school." His religious
notions partook of those ascribed in the Mill on
the Floss to Mr. Tulliver and the Dodsons. They,
we are told, had the strongest respect for what-
ever was customary, including an acceptance of
the rites of the Established Church; though their
"theory of life" had "the very slightest tincture of
theology." Mr. Evans was so much annoyed by
his daughter's abandonment of churchgoing, that he
resolved to give up the house at Coventry and to
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take up his abode with his married daughter. George
Eliot proposed to take lodgings at Leamington and
try to support herself by teaching. Friends on both
sides, however, effected a reconciliation. She agreed
to go to church again, and her father was glad to
receive her again upon those terms, and apparently
asked no questions about her opinions, and made no
difficulty as to the employment of her talents which
they were soon to suggest. Some months later she
wrote to Sara Hennell, giving the view to which she
had been brought by further reflection. " When the
soul,” she says, "is just liberated from the wretched
giant's bed of dogmas on which it has been racked and
stretched ever since it began to think, there is a
feeling of exultation and strong hope. In that state
of mind we wish to proselytise." We soon find that
we can ourselves "ilalfford to part even with the
crutch of superstition,” and that the errors which
we took to be a "mere incrustation" have grown into
theliving body, "and cannot be wrenched away without
destroying vitality." Intellectual agreement ssemsto
be unattainable, and " we turn to the truth of feeling as
the only universal bond of Union." It is quackery to
say to every one, " Swallow my opinions and you shall
be whole." When the proselytising impulse is aban-
doned, we ask, " Areweto remain aloof from our fellow-
creatures on occasions when we may fully sympathise
with the feelings exercised, although our own have
been melted into another mood ? Ought we not on
every opportunity to sk to have our fedlings in
harmony, though not in union, with those who are
often richer in the fruits of faith, though not in reason,
than ourselves ?* The position is characteristic of her
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attitude through life. She shrank with deep repug-
nance from attacking even what she regarded as
superstitions which, in the minds of believers, were
interwoven with the highest aspirations. She still
insists upon the necessity of free discussion and open
avowals of honest belief; but her own temperament
demanded the tenderest treatment of other creeds.
To her exquisitely sensitive nature, the pain of inflict-
ing pain on others would not have been compensated
by any share of the true controversialist's joy in battle.
In later years she did not hold that she had deserved
blame for the domestic difficulty, but she regretted a
collision which might have been avoided by judicious
management.

The reconciliation was made in the spring of 1842,
and for the next seven years George Eliot lived at
Coventry with her father. The friendship with the
Brays provided her with congenial society and intel-
lectual sympathy. She made summer expeditions
with them to Wales, the Lakes (where she made
acquaintance with Miss Martineau), and Scotland. She
met Robert Owen at their house, and thought that if his
systemflourished, it would be in spite of the founder;
and some time later Emerson came to see them, and
she went with him and the Brays to Stratford-on-
Avon. "Heis" she says "thefirst man | have ever
seen"; but does not expound the statement, and it
does not appear that Emerson had any specific influ-
ence upon her mind. Meanwhile, she had been led
to her first important piece of literary work. An
excursion with the Brays and Hennells was shared by
Miss Brabant, daughter of Dr. Brabant of Devizes, and
followed by the engagement of Miss Brabant to
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Charles Hennell. Dr. Brabant was a persona friend
of Strauss, and his daughter had undertaken a trans-
lation of Strausss Life of Jesus, for which funds were
provided by Joseph Parkes (well known as a Radical
politician) and others. Before her marriage she gave
up the task, which was transferred to George Eliot in
January 1844. For the next two years George Eliot's
energies were absorbed in this task. Translating in
generd is not very exhilarating work, nor Strauss's book
specially exhilarating to translate. Before the book
was finished she was often depressed, and towards the
end thoroughly bored. She was encouraged by Sara
Hennell when she had ceased to " sit down to Strauss
withany relish," and waslonging for proof sheetsto con-
vince her that her " soul-stupefying labour " would not
be thrown away. She worked, however, in the most
conscientious way, and finally achieved an admirable
and workmanlike translation. Dull as the labour was,
the continual effort at accurate reproduction was pro-
bably of some use to her English style. Whether her
father knew of her employment, or thought that her
churchgoing made amends, for her share in propagat-
ing scepticism, is not recorded. She seams from her
letters to have accepted Strausss general position,
though now and then she had qualms. She says,
writes Mrs. Bray in 1846, that "she is Strauss-sick;
it makes her ill dissecting the beautiful story of the
Crucifixion, and only the sight of the Christ image" (a
statuette after Thorwaldsen in her study) "and
picture made her endure it." To others the image
might' perhaps have suggested rather remonstrance
than encouragement. The book appeared, without
the translator's name, in June 1846.
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Her father's health was now beginning to break,
and her time was much occupied for the next three
years by her devoted care of him. She did all
the nursing herself, and is reported to have done it
admirably. In the later part of the time she found
some distraction in beginning atranslation of Spinoza's
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. Her letters give a few
indications of her thoughts upon the outward events
of anexciting time. She sympathised warmly with the
French Revolution of 1848, and admired Lamartineand
LouisBlanc. She shows, however, somemisgiving, and
is depressed by the contrast between French enthusiasts
and their English sympathisers. Englishmen have a
much larger proportion of " selfish radicalism and un-
satisfied brute sensuality than of perception or desire
of justice"; and a revolution here would be simply
destructive. A little later she is made melancholy
by the tone of the newspapers about Louis Blanc:
"The day will come when there will be a temple of
white marble, where sweet incense and anthems shall
rise to the memory of every man and woman who has
had ... aclear vision of the time when this miserable
reign of Mammon shall end." She has, she says, been
wrought into fury "by the loathsome fawning, the
transparent hypocrisy, the systematic giving aslittleas
possible for as much as possible, that one meetswith here
at every turn. | feel that society is training menend
womenfor hell." Inthishigh-wrought and pessimistic
frame of mind she pesks with remarkable enthusiasm
of Rousseau and George Sand.  Spite of all that may
be said against him, Rousseau's genius has " sent that
electricthrill through my intellectual and moral frame
which has wakened me to new perceptions, which has

0
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made man and nature a fresh world of thought and
feeling to me; and this not by teaching me any new
belief." The "rushing mighty wind of hisinspiration
has so quickened myfaculties that | have been able to
shape more definitely for myself ideas which had
previously dwelt as dim Ahnungenin my soul." George
Sand has a similar power. "It is sufficient for me as
areason for bowing before her in eternal gratitude to
that * great power of God manifested in her' that |
cannot read six pages of hers without feeling that it is
given to her to delineate human passion and its results,
and (I must say, in spite of your judgment) some of
the moral instincts and their tendencies, with such
truthfulness, such nicety of discrimination, such tragic
power, and withal such loving gentle humour, that
one might live a century with nothing but ones own
dull faculties and not know so much as those six pages
will suggest.” She adds that she has just acquired a
"most delightful” De Imitatione Christi, with quaint
woodcuts—a book which affected Maggie Tulliver in
the same way. " It makes one long to be a saint for a
few months. Verily, its piety has its foundations in
the depth of the dumb human soul." One may note,
too, in passing, her delight in Sr Charles Grandison.
"The morality," she says, "is perfect—there is nothing
for the new lights to correct.” During this period she
must have been accumulating the experience to be
turned to account in Middlemarch It is curious to
contrast the tone of that book with, the passionate
enthusiasm for such prophets of sentimentalism as
Richardson, Rousseau, or George Sand. But of this
I must speak hereafter.

She was meanwhile soothing her father's last hours
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of consciousness by reading the Waverley novels. He
died on the 31st May 1849. "What shall | be with-
out him?' she asks. "It will ssemasif apart of my
moral nature were gone." Soon afterwards she joined
the Brays in a visit to the continent. They went
through France to the North of Italy, and returned by
Switzerland, where she remained at Geneva. There
she stayed from July till March 1850, recovering
strength and spirits after the long strain caused by
her father'siliness.  For the greater part of the time
e was living with M. and Mme. D'Albert, to both
of whom she became strongly attached. M. D'Albert
was a man of artistic tastes, and became Conservateur of
the Athenee—the National Gallery of Geneva. He
afterwards translated several of George Eliot's novels;
and the friendship lasted till the end of her life. A
fortnight after coming to stay with them, George Eliot
says that Mme. D'Albert makes a spoilt child of her,
and that she already loves M. D'Albertas" i f he were
father and brother both. It is so delightful to get
among people who exhibit no meannesses, no worldli-
neses that one may well bo enthusiastic." In fact,
she had fortunately fallen into athoroughly congenial
circle; and her characteristic craving for affection had
teen satisfied by worthy objects. She admired the
beauties of Geneva, had a little quiet and refined
society, and left Spinozas Tractatus on the shelf. She
attended certain lectures of Professor De la Rive on
"Experimental Physics," which we will hope were
cheering, but otherwise resigned herself to judicious
relaxation. She found, in fact, that Geneva was in
itself superior to Coventry, though there were some
people at Coventry "better than lake, trees, and
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mountains." But for them, she would think with a
shudder of returning to England. "1t looks to me
likealand of gloom, of ennui, of platitude, butin the
midst of all this it is the land of duty and affection;
and the only ardent hope | have for my future life is
to have given to me some woman's duty, some possi-
bility of devoting myself where | may sse adaily result
of pure cam blessedness in the life of another.”

The phrase is significant. She was now thirty years
old, and her outlook was sufficiently vague. She had
grown to her full intellectual stature. She had read
widely and intelligently; and if she had not devoted
herself to any specia line of inquiry, she was becoming
familiar with the world of ideas which were ignored
in the early domestic circle. So far, however, there
is no gppearance of any intention to take up original
work. "We fancy," says Mrs. Bray in 1846, that
" she must be writing her novel"—apparently, because
she "is looking very brilliant just now." But the
"novel" agppears to be merely conjectural, and her
labours upon Strauss had not suggested a possibility
of her taking up an independent part in such in-
quiries. Her diffidence would suggest rightly or
wrongly that she was not qualified to contribute to
philosophical or critical literature. She was therefore
at a loss to find any channel for the store of in-
tellectual energy already enriched by much experience
and reflection. A poem, written some years later,
suggests a state of mind which may illustrate her
position at this period. She describes a "Minor
Prophet,” a gentleman of Puritan descent who has
taken up new ideas with the old dogmatic confidence.
He is a phrenologist and a vegetarian, interested in
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"psychical research," and fully expecting a regenera-
tion of the world by the adoption of scientific in-
ventions and the elimination of " faulty human types."
She smiles sadly at the prospect, and feels "short-
sighted pity " for the coming man who

" Will not know half the dear imperfect things
That move my smiles and tears—will never know
Thefineold incongruities that raise
My friendly laugh ; the innocent conceits
That, like a nefedless eyeglass or black patch,
Give those who wear them harmless happiness ;
The twists and cracks in our poor earthenware
That touch me to more conscious fellowship
(I am not myself thefinest Parian)

With my coevas."

She goes on to explain that she is anything but
indifferent to hopes for another future—

" The earth yields nothing more divine
Than high prophetic vision—than the seer
Who, fasting from man's meaner joy, beholds
The paths of beauteous order and constructs
A fairer type, to shame our low content.
But prophecy islike potential sound
Which turned to music seemsa voice sublime
From out the soul of light, but turns to noise
In scrannel pipes and makes all ears averse."

Sheis, shewould seemtointimate, distracted between
the past and the present; between the old-fashioned
Griff and the society of the squires and farmers,
narrow and stupid, but somehow picturesque, cordial,
and humorous; and the pragmatical tiresome preacher
of scientific or quasi-scientific "fads,” who is as un-
deniably right in his aspirations as he is intolerably
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prosaic and harsh in his judgment of his predecessors.
Now Mr. Bray clearly did not stand for the minor
prophet. George Eliot was far too loyal to her
friends not to be a little blind to their defects; and
Bray was a man of real sense and ability. Yet the
"minor prophet" was a kind of inferior Bray, and
among his disciples and colleagues there were plenty
of people who showed the ugly side of scientific
arrogance and the readiness to substitute a tune upon
"scrannel pipes' for the pathetic if imperfect music
of the older creeds. George Eliot desired to sym-
pathise with these leaders of progress, but contempt for
the past jarred most painfully upon her feelings, and
seemed treasonable to the best human affections.  The
intensely tender and sensitive nature which prompted
her longing for some "woman's mission" made her
shrink from too close an aliance with the iconoclasts
who would indiscriminately condemn things sacred to
her memory.



CHAPTER II1.

THE WESTMINSTER REVIEW.

UPON her return from Geneva, George Eliot had gone
to the Brays, with whom she stayed for some months.
Aturning-point in her life was now to occur. The
Westminster Review, started originally by the Ben-
thamites in their most hopeful days, was in its normal
state of insufficient circulation. J. S. Mill had given
it up when the decline of the "philosophical radicals"
made the management of their organ a thankless task.
Since his day it had been in the hands of Mr. Hickson.
It was now to be transferred to Mr. Chapman, who
hoped to make it an adequate organ for the best
liberal thought of the day. He paid a visit to the
Braysin October 1850 with Robert William Mackay,
an amiable and accomplished man whose chief work,
The Progress of the Intellect, had just appeared. George
Eliot wrote a sympathetic review of this book for the
Westminster Review. Her article was in the number
for January 1851, and was the first writing in which
she attempted anything more ambitious than trans-
lation. Mackay's aim, as she defines it, was to show
that "divine revelation" is not to be found ex-
clusively in the records of any one nation, "but is
coextensive with the history of human development.”

A phrase about the "inexorable law of consequences'
sa
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shows that she was still a disciple of Bray, who praises
her for illustrating that "law" in her novels. She
seems, too, to have accepted the phrenology of Combe
and Bray, asis shown by occasiona references to the
"anterior lobes" of such great men as Dickens and
Professor Owen, whom she was presently to see
Chapman finally bought the Westminster, and arranged
that George Eliot should become assistant-editor. She
took up her duties in September 1851, and boarded
with the Chapmans at their house in the Strand.
Her wide knowledge of foreign and English literature,
her industry and willingness to perform any kind of
drudgery, were admirable qualifications for the post.
It might be doubted whether a young lady who had
hitherto lived only in the provinces, and had had no
concern in periodical literature, would posess an in-
stinct for the qualities which secure popular success
That, however, would be mainly a question for the
Editor-in-chief, and the Westminster endeavoured to
make its way by enlisting contributors already dis-
tinguished or soon to win distinction. The list of
persons who were more or less interested in the under-
taking is remarkable, and in one way or other George
Eliot saw something of most of the writers who Joaxe
left their mark upon the time. Some of the lights
have paled. Sheis introduced to the daughter of the
Religion of the Universe, and perhaps few readers will
be able to say offhand that the phrase means the
religion of Mr. Robert Fellowes. But in many casss
we regret that her letters, written hastily in the
intervals of continuous labour, give us only tan-
talising- glimpses. The philosophical radicals had
ceased to be efficient contributors. J. S. Mill, whose
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position had been established by the Logic and the
Political Economy, was at this time much of a recluse.
He was, however, "propitiated" by Grote, who was
"very friendly," and he contributed one article (upon
Whewell's Moral Philosophy) of which the sub-editor
did not think highly. Mill's early friend, William
Ellis, of whose "apostolical labour" in trying to get
Political Economy taught in primary schools he spoke
enthusiastically, was personaly kind, but does not
appear to have contributed. Carlyle, who had just
published The Life of Sterling, and beginning to plunge
into Frederick, was invited to denounce the peerage.
“Insinuating letters,” offering “three other most
glorious subjects,” failed to bring him down, but he
called and strongly, though fruitlessly, recommended
"Browning the poet." With Froude, then just be-
coming a disciple of the prophet, she was more for-
tunate. She had greatly admired the Nemesis of Faith,
and written a notice of it for the Coventry Herald. A
personal acquaintance had followed; and but for his
marriage at the time, Froude would have joined the
Brays in their trip with her to Geneva He now
contributed a striking article upon the Book of Job,
and afterwards wrote upon Spinoza, The number in
which the "Job " appeared included contributions from
Theodore Parker and Harriet Martineau.  Miss
Martineau attracted her by kindness and cordiality,
and was an effective contributor. To James Martineau
there are admiring references, though he generaly
wrote in other organs. Francis Newman, whom she
had aready caled "our blessed St Francis’;
W. R. Greg, whose Creed of Christendomhad produced
a marked effect; W. J. Fox, the veteran radical
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author and orator; and W. E. Forster, who wrote
an article greatly approved by her upon American
Slavery, are other names incidentally mentioned.
Mazzini wrote an article, pronounced by Greg to be
"sad stuff." The most important contributor, how-
ever, appears to have been Mr. Herbert Spencer. His
article upon the " Universal Postulate” made a specid
impression. He had just brought out his Social Satics,
pronounced, as she had heard, by G. H. Lewes to be
the "best book on the subject.” They rapidly became
friends, and she declares him to be " a good, delightful
creature.” She "always feds better for being with
him." By Mr. Herbert Spencer she was introduced
towards the end of 1851 to George Henry Lewes, of
whom more must be said directly.

Meanwhile it may be remarked that she was thus
becoming more or less familiar with nearly all the
eminent writers who, in one sense or other, were on
the side of intellectual advance. They differed widely
enough from each other, and there could hardly be a
more fundamental contrast than that between Carlyle
and Mr. Herbert Spencer. It was as well that she
should learn that the Brays and Hennells, however
excellent in their way, did not represent the only line
of thought. She had, indeed, read too widely to be
kept within the prison house of a single sect. One
point may be noticed in passing, as it had a marked
influence upon her later views. The philosophy of
Comte was at this time attracting notice in England.
Mill had been for a time a warm persona disciple, and
had spoken of him with great respect in the Logic; Miss
Martineau was compiling an abridgment of hiswork;
and G. H. Lewes had written as an adherent of his
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doctrine. George Eliot was interested; and in later
life drew nearer to the Positivist than to any other
school. Her editorial work seems to have been ab-
sorbing and often dispiriting. It was too much like
flogging a dead horse. The public declined to care
for the admirable articles addressed to them, and
showed no very keen hankering for sound philosophy.
She had to plod through much ponderous manuscript
on arid topics. Her hands, she complains, are " hot
and tremulous,” while there is a "great dreary article"
by her side asking for reading and abridgment. One
day she has to read a review article upon taxation,
to collate it with newspaper articles, and consider all
that J. S. Mill says on the subject. Then Mr. Chap-
man produces a thick German volume, of which she is
to read enough to form an opinion. Mr. Lewes cals,
and " of course sits talking till the second bell rings,"
and at 11 PM. sheisstill puzzling over taxation. Letters
and callers and meetings of Associations distract her,
and she is glad to fly for occasiond relief to her friends
at Coventry. In addition to her regular work sheis
translating Ludwig Feuerbach's Essence of Christianity,
which appeared as by " Marian Evans" (the only time
her real name was used) in July 1854. Feuerbach
had developed Hegelianism into naturalism, and the
translation apparently implies an extension of George
Eliot's anti-theological tendencies. Another book by
her on the Idea of a Future Life was advertised, but
never appeared. She complains of headaches and
rheumatism j and one is not surprised that by the end
of 1853 sheis becoming tired of it, andisgiving notice
of resignation to Mr. Chapman. She was living aone
in lodgings, snatching brief holidays to be spent with
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the Brays, and, we may guess, feeling the want of the
domestic circle, which, even when not intellectually
sympathetic, had satisfied her craving for affection.
George Henry Lewes, born in 1817, if not the pro-
foundest reasoner, was certainly one of the most
brilliant of the literary celebrities of the time. He
was the grandson of a second-rate actor, and had had a
very desultory education. The dates and facts seem
to be rather confused. He had, it is said, passed
through severa schools, had then been a clerk in a
merchant's office, and for some time a medical student;
he had spent some years in France and Germany, and
almost forgotten the use of his mother tongue. On
returning to England he had for a time gone upon the
stage; at the age of twenty he had given lectures upon
philosophy at the chapel of W. J. Fox; and he had
finally settled down to write books and articles on the
most various topics. He had written a play and a
couple of novels, one of which, Bose, Blanche, and Violet,
made something of a mark. He had written articles
upon French and German philosophy and literature;
discoursed upon the Greek, Spanish, and Italian drama;
and criticised Browning, Tennyson, and Macaulay.
His Biographical History of Philosophy, which appeared
in 1845 and 1846, showed that in spite of all distracting
interests he thought himself qualified to expound
ultimate truths. Learned professors who, like Sir
William Hamilton, had spent lives upon abstruse
metaphysical treatises, might despise the audacity
of the young man who entered the arena with so
dender an apparatus of learning. The brightness and
vivacity of the book, however, and the happy intro-
duction of the biographical element, roused theinterest
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of ordinary readers, and perhaps persuaded some of
them that much of the mystery in which the more
ponderous philosophers wrapped themselves could be
dispelled by a little common sense.  The preface,
indeed, announced that "philosophy™ had had its day,
and was to be superseded by Comtés Positivism.
Lewes dfterwards wrote the Life of Goethe, which
though ardent Goethe worshippers may pronounce
it to show a want of sympathy for some aspects of the
hero, is singularly interesting and well written, and
deserved the success which has made it a standard
work in biography. He afterwards took to physiology,
and after producing some popular books, approved, it
issaid, by "scientific bigwigs," proceeded to show the
philosophical bearing of his studiesin his Problems of
Lifeand Mind. Thiswas left as a fragment a his death.
| need only say here that whatever their value, his
later writings show the old aertness and keenness of
intellect and his continued interest in the philosophical
disquisitions to which, spite of all distractions, he was
constantly recurring.

At this time Lewes wes literary editor of the
Leader, a weekly paper representing the same ten-
dencies as the Westminster. He was publishing a
series of articles upon Comte, to whom he had been
personally introduced by J. S. Mill. He was what
is generally called a Bohemian, though always with
a serious ambition. He could converse ably upon all
such matters as interested literary and journalistic
circles in London, and his wide knowledge of con-
tinental writers gave him an authority in some matters
not shared by many English contemporaries. He was
abrilliant talker, fully able to turn his knowledge to
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account.  His conversation abounded in lively
anecdotes, told with infinite zest; he was thoroughly
genial, and ready at good-humoured repartee; and he
was not hampered by any excessive reverence for con-
ventional proprieties. He was of slight figure, and,
according to Douglas Jerrold, the "ugliest man in
London." It would be presumptuous to express any
opinion upon the justice of so sweeping an observation.
But if not beautiful, he was a man to forget, and to
induce companions to forget, any such defects. He
had bright eyes and a fine brow, and the whole face
and bearing was full of intelligence. A socia gather-
ing must have consisted of very ponderous interests
if it could not be stirred into animation by a man with
so much more quicksilver in his composition than falls
to the lot of the average Briton. Nobody, one might
guess, was more likely to dazzle the grave young
lady, profoundly interested in philosophy, and anxious
to get the newest lights in speculation, than this
daring and brilliant writer, who knew all that was
being done in France and Germany, and could talk
with equal confidence upon Comte and Hegel, or upon
the last new play or oratorio in London. She was
apparently rather repelled by his levity at first; but
after a time says that he has "quite won her liking
in spite of herself.* He has had a good deal of her
"vituperation " ; but, " like afew other people in the
world, he is much better than he seems—a man of
heart and conscience, wearing a mask of flippancy.”

Lewes had married in 1840; and for some time later
lived in the same house with Thornton Hunt, who
had edited the Leader in co-operation with him. Mrs.
Lewes had already borne children to her husband.
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Circumstances arose which, though Lewess view of
the marriage tie were anything but strict, had led
ome two years previously to a break-up of the
family. A legal divorcewas impossible; but George
Eliot held that the circumstances justified her in
forming a union with Lewes, which she considered
as equivalent to a legitimate marriage. | have not,
and | suppose that no one now has, the knowledge
which would be necessary for giving an opinion
as to the proper distribution of praise and blame
among the various parties concerned, nor shall |
argue the ethical question raised by George Eliot's
conduct. It may be a pretty problem for casuists
whether the breach of an assumed moral law is aggra-
vated or extenuated by the offender's honest conviction
that the law is not moral at all. George Eliot at any
rate emphatically took that position. She had long
protested against the absolute indissolubility of
marriage. She thought, we are told, that the system
worked badly, because wives were less anxious to please
their husbands when their position was "invulnerable.”
She held, with Milton, that so close a tie between
persons not united in soul wasintolerable. " All sdf-
sacrifice is good," she had said upon reading Jane Eyre
in 1848, "but one would like it to be in a somewhat
nobler cause than that of a diabolical law which chains
a man body and soul to a putrefying carcase” Mrs.
Lewes was not so bad as Mrs. Rochester, but the
hardship was sufficient to justify an exception to the
ordinary rule. Writing afew months after the union,
she says that she cannot understand how any un-
worldly unsuperstitious person, who is sufficiently
"acquainted with the realities of life," can pronounce
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her relation to Lewes "immoral." Nothing in her
life, she declares, has been more " profoundly serious,"
which means, it seems that she does not approve
"light and easily broken ties" In her writings,
indeed, her tendency is to insist upon the sanctity of
the traditional bonds, which, whatever their origin,
are essentia to social welfare, and so far she agrees on
this, as on many points, with her friends the Positivists.
Comte, though he admired the Catholic doctrine of
the indissolubility of marriage, discovered the necessity
for making an exception which happened to cover his
own case. George Eliot, it ssems who had never
accepted the strictest doctrine, was more consistent.
No one can deny that the relation to Lewes was
" serious’ enough in her sense It lasted through
their common lives, and their devotion to each other
was unlimited, and appears only to have strengthened
with time. She never missess an opportunity of ex-
pressing her affection for her "husband,” or her
gratitude for the blessings due to his devotion. Lewes
expressed his feeling with equal emphasis. In a
journal of 1859 he spesks of a walk with Mr. Herbert
Spencer.  Mr. Spencer's friendship had been the
brightest ray in a very dreary " wasted period of my
life"; it had roused him from indifference to fresh
intellectual interest; but, he adds, "| owe Spencer
another and a deeper debt. It was through him
that | learned to know Marian—to know her was to
love her—and since then my life has been a new
birth. To her | owe all my prosperity and all my
happiness, God bless her!" Lewes, like other men
of his buoyant temperament, was well enough satisfied
with himself; but his vanity was made inoffensive by
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his generosity. He recognised all talent gladly; and
the recognition in the cae of George Eliot rose to
enthusiastic devotion. He looked up to her asin her
own field an entirely superior being, in the front rank
of contemporary genius. Their house became a temple
of a domestic worship, in which he was content to be
the high priest of the presiding deity. He stood as
much as possible between her and all the worries of
the outside world. He transacted her business, wrote
her letters, kept her from the knowledge of unpleasant
criticism, read all her books with her as they were
composed, made suggestions and occasional criticisms;
but, above all, encouraged her by hearty and sincere
praise during the fits of depression to which she was
constitutionally liable. She gave him the manuscripts
of her books with inscriptions recording her gratitude,
and the inscription in Bomola may sum up her per-
manent sentiment: "To the Husband, whose perfect
love has been the best source of her insight and
strength, this manuscript is given by his devoted wife,
the writer."

The Leweses |eft England together in July 1854 and
went to Weimar, where he worked upon the Life of
Goethe. In November they went to Berlin, and re-
turned to England in March 1855. They saw agood
many distinguished Germans, only one of whom
"seemed conscious of his countrymen's deficiencies.”
They were, however, kindly received, and George
Eliot's intellectual horizon was no doubt widened
by intercourse with Rauch the sculptor, Liszt the
musician, Liebig the chemist, Varnhagen von Ense
and others well known in various departments. She
worked at atranslation of Spinozas Ethics, which was

0
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never published, though much of it seems to have
been completed. On reaching England they settled
for atime at Richmond, and had to take seriously to
writing. Lewes had to support his wife's children,
and both had to depend upon their pens. Lewes was
bringing out his Life of Goethe. George Eliot con-
tinued her labours upon Spinoza, and contributed articles
to the Westminster and other periodicals. She wrote
upon Heine, Young of the Night Thoughts, Margaret
Fuller, and Mary Wollstonecraft, and upon Dr.
Cumming, who in those days was interpreting the
Apocaypse and thrilling simple readers by a prospect of
the approaching battle of Armageddon. Her remarks
upon Cumming—rather small game, it must bo ad-
mitted, for such an adversary—had one result. They
convinced Lewes that she possessed not only great
talent, but true genius. In 1856 the Leweses made
ome stay at |lfracombe and Tenby, where Lewes was
seeking materials for his Seaside Sudies. Upon their
return to Richmond in September, George Eliot at last
took up the work by which she was to become famous.



CHAPTER IV,

SCENES OF CLERICAL LIFE.

HITHERTO George Eliot, who was now thirty-six, had
confined herself to comparatively humble work. She
was at home in the upper sphere of philosophy and
the historical criticism of religion; but she was content
to be an expositor of the views of independent thinkers.
She had spent years of toil upon translating Strauss,
Feuerbach, and Spinoza; and was fully competent to
be in intellectual communion with her friends Charles
Bray and Mr. Herbert Spencer. It does not appesr,
however, that she ever aspired to make origina
contributions to speculative thought. The effect of
her philosophical studies upon her imaginative work
was very marked; but she was not to be the first
example of a female metaphysician of high rank. * She
was only to be the first female novelist whose inspira-
tion came in a great degree from a philosophical creed.
| have aready spoken of the apparently slow develop-
ment of the purely artistic impulse. Most women at
the present day begin, | believe, to write novels in
their teens. Miss Burney made herself famous at the
age of twenty-five by Evelina, written some years
previously. Miss Bronte had already finished her
brilliant career before George Eliot had begun to
write. The most famous of her predecessors, Miss
61
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Austen, had written stories in her childhood, though
her first novel, Sense and Sensibility, did not appear till
she was thirty-five. Miss Edgeworth published her
first novel, Castle Rackrent, at the age of thirty-three;
and Miss Ferrier her Marriage ab the age of thirty-
five. Mrs. Gaskell's (George Eliot's senior by ten
years) first novel, Mary Barton, appeared when the
author was thirty-eight. These precedents may per-
haps suggest that women who have the gift have
been often kept back by the feminine virtue of
diffidence. Of that virtue, if it be a virtue, George
Eliot undoubtedly possessed a large share, and the
circumstances of her youth fostered the tendency.
Her reverence for her intellectual guides, who were
not much given to novel-reading and writing, would
act in the same direction. Mr. Herbert Spencer's
philosophy may be admirable in its own sphere, but
is not of itself likely to stimulate an interest in
purely imaginative work. It amost seems as if
George Eliot would never have written a novel at
all had it not been for the quick perception of Lewes.
In their circumstances, too, there were sound utilitarian
reasons for trying an experiment in the direction of
the most profitable variety of literature.

George Eliot indeed had always cherished a "vague
dream” that some time or other she might write a
novel. She had as yet got no further than an " intro-
ductory chapter " descriptive of life in a Staffordshire
village and the neighbouring farmhouses. The dream
had died away. She became despondent of Success in
that, as in other undertakings. She thought that,
though she could describe, she had no dramatic or
constructive power. She happened, however, to have
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the old fragment with her in Germany, and read it to
Lewes one evening at Berlin. He shared her doubts
as to the dramatic power; but the ability shown in
her other articles led him to think the experiment of
novel-writing worth trying. One day, in a dreamy
mood, she fancied herself writing a story to be called
"The Sad Fortunes of the Ee v. Amos Barton." Lewes
was struck by the title, and encouraged her to make
astart. "'You have wit, description, and philosophy,"
he would say; "those go a good way towards the
production of a novel." On 22nd Septomber she at
last began to write. She showed the first part to
Lewes, suggesting that it might open a series of
sketches drawn from her observations of the clergy.
The scene at Cross Farm convinced him that she could
write good dialogue. It was still to be seen whether
she had a command of pathos. This was settled by a
chapter describing the last illness of Mrs. Barton.
They both "cried over it," and Lewes kissed her,
saying, "I think your pathos is better than your
fun." Thus encouraged, she finished the story on the
5th of November, and next day Lewes sent the MS
with a note to John Blackwood. Lewes stated that
the story, intended for the first of a series, had been
written by a friend whose powers he had doubted.
The doubts had been changed by the reading into "very
high admiration." "Such humour, pathos, vivid pre-
sentation, and nice observation,” he thought, "had
not been exhibited in this style since the Ficar of
Wakefield" BJackwood answered, saying that the story
"would do," though making some criticisms, and
adding that till he had seen more of the proposed
series he could not make "any decided proposition for
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the publication of the Tales" in the Magazine. The
rather guarded approval called forth a stronger eulogy
from Lewes, declaring that the story showed the
rarest of all faculties—"dramatic ventriloquism.”" A
publisher can hardly be expected to praise too enthu-
siastically the wares for which he is bargaining. As
Blackwood put it undeniably, " criticism would assume
amuch soberer tone were critics compelled seriously
to act whenever they expressed an opinion." He
showed his genuine opinion by accepting the story
at once, and waiving his objection to taking it without
seeing its successors.  The confidence of Lewess friend,
which had been shaken, was greatly restored by this
letter. "He" was afraid, said Lewes, of failure, and
"by failure would understand that which | suspect
most writers would be apt to consider as success—s0
high is his ambition. | tell you this,” added Lewes,
"that you may understand the sort of shy, shrinking,
ambitious nature you have to deal with." The first
part of the story accordingly appeared in Blackwood's
Magazine in January 1857; and Blackwood sent fifty
guineas and some very cordial praisesin return. "Mr.
GilfiPsLove Story" and "Janet's Eepentance " appeared
in the Magazine in the following months; and these
appeared together as Scenes of Clerical Life at the
beginning of 1858. The name "George Eliot," under
which these and all her later works appeared, was
assumed, it appears, because Lewes's namewas George,
and " Eliot" was " a good mouth-filling, easily pro-
nounced word." She Tiad intended to continue the
series; but Blackwood's "want of sympathy with the
first part” of "Janet's Eepentance” had annoyed her,
though he came round to admiration of the third
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part. She wound up the book, therefore, and in
October began a more elaborate work.

The Scenes of Clerical Life soon attracted notice,
though the quiet tone was hardly calculated to pro-
duce an instantaneous success of the startling kind.
Copies of the collective edition were sent to Froude,
Dickens, Thackeray, Tennyson, Ruskin, Faraday,
Helps, Albert Smith, and Mrs. Carlyle. Mrs. Carlyle
wrote warmly, and declared in Carlylean phrase that
" it was a human book, written out of the heart of a
man, not merely out of the brain of an author, full
of tenderness and pathos, without a scrap of senti-
mentality, of snse without dogmatism, of earnestness
without twaddle—a book that makes one feel friends
at once and for aways with the man or woman who
wroteit." Carlyle, she added, had promised for once
to break his rule of never reading novels when he
should emerge from Frederick. Froude was aso
cordial, but the most enthusiastic praise came from
Dickens. He had never, he declared, seen the like of
the "exquisite truth and delicacy both of the humour
and pathos of these stories.” Upon another point
Dickens showed a keener insight than other writers.
In spite of the assumed name, he thought that the
author must be a woman. If not, "no man ever
before had the art of making himself so like a woman
since the world began." Mrscarlyle suggested a
more complex hypothesis, suchas often put forward
in the regions of the "higher criticism.”" The author
might be first cousinto a clergymanwith awife from
whom he had got the beautifulfeminine touches."
Thackeray, it wasreported. though he'spokehighly"
of the book thought that'th
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which, if true, gives a superfluous proof that even
the finest critics are fallible. Meanwhile, it ssems
that certain touches in the book had convinced George
Eliot's old neighbours that the author came from their
district. The Scenes, as she admitted soon afterwards,
contained "portraits,” a mistake which should not
occur again, and was due to the fact that her " hand
was not well in." The plots, too, were more or less
reproductionsof remembered incidents. Milly Barton,
we are told, is the wife of a Mr. Gwyther, curate
of Chilvers-Coton. He died when George Eliot was
sixteen, and was a friend of Mrs. Eobert Evans, who
appears in the story as Mrs. Hacket. A persecution of
a clergyman, like that upon which Janets Repentance
turns, really took place, though she filled in details
from imagination. Mr. Gilfil's Love Story was a more
interesting application of the same method. Sir
Christopher and Lady Cheverel represent Sir Soger
and Lady Newdigate. The Newdigates had taken
charge of a girl caled Sally Shilton, daughter of a
collier on the property, who had given promise of
musical talent. They had her trained as a singer; and
when ill-health forced her to give up the attempt, they
continued their protection. She married a Mr. Ebdell,
vicar of Chilvers-Coton (the "Shepperton" of the
story), in 1801, and died twenty-two years later. Sir
Soger's heir, Charles Parker, died suddenly, when
Sally was alittle over twenty, in 1795. George Eliot,
who must have learned the facts from family tradition,
converted Sally Shilton into Caterina Sarti, by way of
explaining her musical talent as a cae of " heredity,"
and then invented the love affar with Captain
Wybrow, who takes the place of Charles Parker.
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Thus a very touching and consistent love story is
based upon a true history, though Charles Parker in
his new character has to be guilty of a thoughtless
flirtation in which he never indulged, and Sally Shilton
is sentenced to a shorter life than she really enjoyed.
The representatives of the Newdigate family ssem to
have regarded this adaptation of their family history
as rather impertinent; and though Sir Christopher is
admitted to be an admirable portrait of Sir Koger, we
are assured that other persons concerned were better
than their representatives. As George Eliot must
have learned the story from common talk, and given a
more distinct colouring to it from her familiarity with
Arbury House and the family portraits, and then
modified the characters so as to make them work out
the story effectively, the deviation from literal truth
will not scandalise those who have not the honour to
be Newdigates. To them theinterest lies in the skill
with which these childish recollections have been con-
verted into one of the most charming of stories. The
critic of this first book might perhaps be content with
saying ditto to Lewes, Mrs. Carlyle, and Dickens. At
most he might be inclined to make a few deductions
from the superlatives which are natural, or, one would
rather say, commendable in an enthusiastic recognition
of anew writer of genius. Some defects perhaps show
that the writer had not yet acquired a full command
of her art. In writing to Blackwood, she says that
her "scientific illustrations [in Amos Barton] must be
a fault, since they seem to have obtruded themselves
disagreeably on one of my readers.” She declares her
innocence of any but asuperficial knowledge of science.
The one reader showed some acuteness, for the
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scientific alusions are not yet so prominent as they
cane to be in her later style. In the society of
Lewes and his friends a scientific allusion, which might
alarm the average reader of a magazine, would no
doubt pass for commonplace. George Eliot's environ-
ment was always so scientific and philosophical that it
would have been difficult to be quite free from the
taint. The weakness does not imply affectation, and
should be taken as an implied, if undeserved, compli-
ment to the reader's intelligence, Blackwood seams
to have been vexed by a different indication of defective
skill in this story. Hedid not likethe " wind up," and
thought that there was " too minute a specification " of
the children who gather round Milly Barton's deathbed,
and of other persons not previously introduced. | con-
fess that, as the story now stands, | see no force in this
criticism; but it may, | think, be said that it marks
a slight awkwardness.  George Eliot, it would seem,
wanted to draw a portrait of the rustic society, and
she wanders a little from the main situation in search
of characteristic touches. The description of the
clerical dinner party ssems to be dragged in merely
for the purpose of describing different types of clergy-
men; and here, and in the rather irrelevant Mr.
Farquhar, we probably have some of the undesirable
portraits from life. If this be true, and | only pre-
tend to spesk for myself, the weakness entirely dis-
appears in Mr. Gilfil's Love Sory. That appears to
be almost faultless, and as admirable a specimen of the
literary genus to which it belongs as was ever written.
Janet's Repentance is to me less pleasing for a differ-
ent reason. The coarse attorney, Dempster, to whom
Janet is made a victim, is undoubtedly drawn with
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great vigour, and is perhaps one of the characters which
convinced readers that his creator must be of his own
sx. Lady novelists are not generally familiar with
such blackguards. Janot, however, is so charming as
to make her subjection to the snuffy, brandy-smelling,
wife-beating bully a little too repulsive; and, more-
over, | fancy that a really sharp lawyer would have
found some less clumsy methods of insulting the
evangelical clergyman.  With all her keenness of
observation, George Eliot seams to be getting a little
beyond her tether when she enters the bar of the "Red
Lion."

Itis, however, needless to insist upon trifling short-
comings, except as they may indicate limitations to be
displayed hereafter. The stories have a very definite,
and, in spite of certain prejudices suggested by the
word, a very legitimate moral. Amos Barton, she
admits, is an extremely commonplace person—so
commonplace, indeed, as Blackwood put it, that the
" asinine stupidity of his conduct about the Countess"
disposes one "to kick him." Commonplace people, she
observes, have consciences and "sublime promptings to
do the painful right"; they have their unspoken
sorrows and their sacred joys; their hearts have per-
haps " gone out towards their firstborn, and they have
mourned over the irreclaimable dead. . . . Depend
upon it, you would gain unspeakably if you would
learn with me to see some of the poetry and the
pathos, the tragedy and comedy, lying in the ex-
perience of a human soul that looks out through dull
grey eyes and that spesks in a voice of quite ordinary
tones” In a letter written after her next book, she
gives her theory: "If art does not enlarge men's
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sympathies, it does nothing morally. . . . The only
effect | ardently long to produce by my writings is
that those who read them should be better able to
imagine and to feel the pains and the joys of those who
differ from themselves in everything but the broad fact
of being struggling, erring human creatures.” Thisis
apparently meant to meet some remonstrance against
her recognition of good qualities in characters regarded
by her freethinking friends as embodiments of super-
stitious bigotry. The desire to rouse sympathy for
figures who at first sight repel the more cultivated and
intelligent is the motive of these stories. Amos
Barton, who represents sheer crass stupidity, and Mr.
Gilfil, who, to outward appearance, is the old high-
and-dry parson, respected by his " bucolic parishioners™
for his general shrewdness and speciad knowledge of
shorthorns, and by the squires for his youthful per-
formances in the hunting field, and Mr. Tryan, to
whom the evangelicism of Wilberforce and Newton
represents the most exalted form of religion, have all
had their romances, indicative of true and tender
natures beneath the superficial crust of old-fashioned
oddities. It is the especid function of the genuine
humorist to make such revelations.  Sir Koger
de Coverley and Parson Adams and Uncle Toby and
Dominie Sampson and Colonel Newcome have this
much in common that the lovable in them is brought
into relief by the superficial oddities; and George
Eliot is only following with more consciousness the
path which had been indicated by many predecessors
of genius. One of whom she aways spoke with
marked affection was Goldsmith. | remember (it
is one of my few reminiscences) to have heard her
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speaking with enthusiasm of the Vicar of Wakefield,
and, if my memory be correct, contrasting it with
Paul et Virginie, much to the advantage of the British
author.  The vicar, she held, represented the most
wholesome vein in the sentimentalism of the period.
| dislike attempts to class literary masterpieces "in
order of merit," and | need not here ak what are the
qualities to which Goldsmith's inimitable work owes
its lasting charm. | think in any cae that there is
something characteristic in George Eliot's admiration
of abook in which the pathos is made effective by a
combination of the tenderest feeling with the most
exquisite literary tact; and in which we can indulge
"great dispositions to cry " without the sense that the
crying would have an absurd side. The vicar, how-
ever, differs from George Eliot's clergy in this respect
(@ in many others) that he lives in an idyllic world.
Wakefield hes, | believe, been identified with some
actual locality; but | fancy that it is really in some
Arcadia, not to be approached by any boat or railway;
and Shepperton, on the contrary, is clearly Chilvers-
Coton in Warwickshire, and the inhabitants were but
modifications of real people. Miss Mitford's Village,
which made her reputation in the year of George
Eliot's birth, is a description of Three Mile Cross in
Berkshire; and Mrs. Gaskell's Cranford, which was
contributed in 1851 to Dickens's Household JVords,
describes the little town of Knutsford. Both of them
are very charming in widely different ways; and in
them, as, of course, in Miss Austen, George Eliot had
precedents for her choice of a subject. What is
characteristic is the tone of feeling and the power of
the execution. Dickenss appreciation is the more
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creditable to him because the work is conspicuous by
its freedom from his besetting faults. The humour
is perfectly unforced, and shows the comic side of
prosaic commonplace without a touch of grotesque
extravagance, and the pathos is made to tell by
scrupulous self-restraint.  Milly Barton dies in the
presence of her husband and children, and we are
never crossed by the thought which disturbs so many
deathbeds in fiction, that she is somehow conscious
of an audience applauding her excellence in the part.
The situations are simple, and the effect is produced
by what we can recognise as the natural development
of the characters involved. And thisisthe indication
of aprofoundly reflectiveintellect, which contemplates
the little dramas performed by commonplace people
as parts of the wider tragi-comedy of human life; and
the village communities, their thoughts and customs,
as subordinate elementsin the great " socia organism."
The reflections suggested by Caterinas troubles may
illustrate the remark: " When this poor little heart
was being bruised with a weight too heavy for it,
Nature was holding on her cam inexorable way, in
unmoved and terrible beauty. The stars were rush-
ing in their eternal courses; the tides swelled to the
level of the last expectant weed; the sun was making
brilliant day to the busy nations on the other side of
the swift earth. The stream of human thought was
hurrying and broadening onward. The astronomer
was at his telescope; the great ships were labouring
over the waves; the toiling eagerness of commerce,
the fierce spirit of revolution, were only ebbing in
brief rest; and despless statesmen were dreading the
possible crisis of the morrow. What were our little
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Tina and her trouble in this mighty torrent, rushing
from one awful unknown to another ? Lighter than
the smallest centre of quivering life in the water-drop,
hidden and uncared for as the pulse of anguish in the
breast of the tiniest bird that has fluttered down to
its nest with the long-sought food, and has found the
nest empty and torn."

This may recall the famous passage in Carlyle's
French Revolution, speaking of the fall of the Bastille.
It may be that a too frequent and explicit suggestion
of such reflections would become tiresome.. That
criticism cannot, | think, be applied to anything in
the Scenes of Clerical Life. It is the constant, though
not obtrusive, suggestion of the depths below the
surface of trivial life which givesanimpressive dignity
to the work; and, in any case, marks one most dis-
tinctive characteristic of George Eliot's genius.



CHAPTER V.

ADAM BEDE.

THE diffidence from which George Eliot suffered
happily* took the form of prompting to conscientious
workmanship. As Lewes said, she was "ambitious”
aswell as "shy." That she aimed at so high a mark
showed a consciousness of great powers, but not an
equal confidence that they could be brought to bear
upon the task. A genuine success could only be
reeched by a strenuous application on a well-
consdered scheme.  The little discouragement of
Blackwood's inadequate appreciation of Janet's
Repentance only induced her to take a larger canvas,
which would give room for a fuller manifestation of
her genius. She finished Janet's Repentance on 9th
October 1857, and began Adam Bede on 22nd October.
She completed the first volume by thefollowing March;
wrote the second during a following tour in Germany;
and after returning to England at the beginning of
September, completed the third volume on 16th
November. It was published in the beginning of
1858.  When recording these dates in her journal
she gives dso an interesting account of the geness
of the book. It was suggested by an anecdote which
she had heard from an aunt, the Methodist preacher,
Mrs. Samuel Evans. Mrs. Evans, she says wes a
64
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"very small, black-eyed woman, who in the days of
her strength could not rest without exhorting and
remonstrating in season and out of season.”  She had
become much gentler when, at the age of about sixty, she
visited Griff and made the acquaintance of her niece.
She was very "loving and kind"; and the niece, then
under twenty, given to strict reticence about her
"inward life," was encouraged to confide in her aunt.
This, as aready quoted, shows the affectionate relation-
ship which sprang up. They only met twice afterwards,
and Mrs. Evans died in 1849. The anecdote which
Mrs. Evans had told was of a girl who was hanged
for child-murder. Mrs. Evans had passed a night in
prayer with her and induced her to make a confession.
She afterwards accompanied the criminal in the cart
to the place of execution. George Eliot had been
deeply affected by this account, and while writing
her first story spoke of it to Lewes. He observed,
with his keen eye to busness, that the prison scene
would make an effective incident in a story. The
novel was accordingly worked out with a view to this
climax. Mrs. Evans was transformed into Dinah
Morris, though materially altered in the process. The
child-murder implies the seducer, Arthur Donnithorne,
and the true lover, Adam Bede. For Adam Bode,
she took her father as in some degree the model,
though again carefully avoiding direct portraiture.
These points established, the general situation is
defined, and the development follows simply and
naturally. Lewes was responsible for two important
points. He was convinced by the first three chapters
that Dinah Morris would be the centre of interest for
readers.  She had there been introduced as preaching

E
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and receiving an offer of marriage from Seth Bede.
He inferred that she should be the "principal figure
at the last"; and the remainder of the story was
written with this end "constantly in view." Lewess
other remark was that Adam Bede was becoming too
passive. He ought to be brought into more direct
collision with Arthur Donnithorne.  George Eliot was
impressed by this suggestion; and one night, while
listening to " William Tell" at the Munich Opera, the
fight between the two lovers came upon her as a
" necessity."  An account of the way in which awork
of genius has been created is always interesting; and
in this casg | think that it helps to explain some
important characteristics of the story.

Adam Bede, whatever ese may be said of it, placed
the author in the first rank of the "Victorian®
novelists. Some of us can still look back with fond-
ness to the middle of the last century, and recall the
period which seems—to our old-fashioned tastes at
least—to have been a flowering time of genius. Within
a few years on either sde of 1850 many great lights
of literature arose or culminated. By David Copper-
field, which appeared in 1850, Dickens' popular empire,
one may say, was finaly established; and if his best
work was done, his admirers steadily increased in
number. Thackeray's Vanity Fair, Pendennis, Esmond,
and The Newcomes came out between 1847 and 1855.
MissBronte's short and most brilliant apparition lasted
from 1847 to 1853. The versatile Bulwer was open-
ing a new and popular vein by The Caxtons and My
Novel in 1850 and 1853, preaching sound domestic
morality and- omitting the True and the Beautiful.
All CharlesKingsley'sreally powerful worksof fiction—
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Alton Locke, Yeast, Hypatia, and Westward Ho!l—ap-
peared between 1850 and 1855. Mrs. Gaskell had first
made a mark by Mary Barton in 1848, which was
followed by Cranford and North and South, the last in
1855. Trollope, after some failures, was beginning to
set forth the humours of Barsetshire by the Warden in
1855; and Charles Eeade became a popular novelist
by Christie Johnstone in 1853, and Never too late to Mend
in 1856. In 1855, | may add, Mr. George Meredith's
Shaving of Shagpat was praised and reviewed by, George
Eliot; but the author had long to wait for a genera
recognition of his genius. Anyhow, an ample and
attractive feast was provided for those who had the
good fortune to be at the novel-reading age in the
fifties. The future historian of literature may settle
to his own satisfaction what was the permanent value
of the different stars in this constellation, and what
was the relation which George Eliot was to bear to
her competitors. He will no doubt analyse the spirit
of the age and explain how the novelists, more or less
unconscioudly, reflected the dominant ideas which were
agitating the social organism. | am content to say
that a retrospect, coloured perhaps by some persond
illusion, seams to suggest a very comfortable state of
things. People, we are told, were absurdly optimistic
in those days; they had not learned that the universe
was out of joint, and were too respectable to look into
the dark and nasty sides of human life. The genera-
tion which had been in its ardent youth during the
Eeform of 1832 believed in progress and expected the
millennium rather too confidently. It liked plain
common-sense.  Scott's  romanticism and  Byron's
eentimentalism represented obsolete phases of feeling,



68 GEORGE ELIOT. [CHAP;

and suggested only burlesque or ridicule. The
novelists were occupied in constructing a most eabo-
rate panorama of the manners and customs of their
own times with a minuteness and psychological
analysis not known to their predecessors. Their work
is, of course, an implicit " criticism of life." Thackeray's
special bugbear, snobbism, represents the effete aristo-
cratic prejudices out of which the world was slowly
struggling. Dickens applied fiction to assal the
abuses, which were a legacy from the old order—
debtors' prisons, and workh