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Early life

Marian Evans fpseud ®George Eliot]
(1819—1880), novelist, was known under several
names during her life: Mary Anne Lvans (at
birth), Mary Ann Evans (from 18z7), Marian
Evans (from 1851), Marian Evans Lewes (from

1854.), and Mary Ann Cross (1880).

She was born Mary Anne Evans on 22 November
181g at South Farm on the Arbury estate in the
parish@ of Chilvers Coton, Warwickshire, the third
child of the second marriage of Robert Evans
(1773-1849), manager of the large estates of the
Newdigate family of Arbury Hall. Robert Evans’s
work on the estate was wide-ranging. He not only

surveyed land and buildings, managed relations
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with the tenant farmers on the estate, collected
rents, oversaw repairs, and arranged the buying
and selling of land, but was also involved in
negotiations with road builders and coalmining
businesses in the area. His journals and correspon-
dence with Francis Newdigate show Evans to have
been an inventive and inconsistent speller, but a
man of integrity and determination, and one in
whom his employer invested a great deal of trust
and authority. The eponymous hero® of George
Eliot’s first full-length novel, .4dam Bede ®(185g),
is based in some respects—particularly in regard
to his pride in his work and his determination of

character—on Robert Evans.

Robert Evans’s first wife, Harriet Poynton, with
whom he had a son, Robert (1802—1864), and a
daughter, Fanny (18051882}, died in 180g. In
1813 he married Christiana Pearson (1788?—1836),
the daughter of a local farmer. The children of
this marriage were Christiana, known as Chrissey
(18141859), Isaac (1816—189o), and Mary Anne,
the youngest, born in 181g. Twin sons were born

in March 1821, but survived only a few days.
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In the spring of 1820, when Mary Anne was
only a few months old, the family moved from
South Farm to a house known as Griff, situ-
ated just off the main road between Nuneaton
and Coventry. This was her home until she was
twenty-one. It was a large house with stables
and outbuildings, a dairy and farmyard, and
an orchard. In her semi-autobiographical sketch,
‘Looking backward’, found in her last published
work, Impressions of Theophrastus Such® (1879),
George Eliot describes her native country as ‘fat
central England’ with its elms®, buttercups® and
tree-studded hedgerows®, but she remembers also
the coalmining, the building of roads and rail-
ways, the cutting of canals to carry the coal from
the mines. It was not all lush, rural, idyllic; many
of the local villagers worked in the pits and lived
in poor cottages on the Newdigate estate, and
some of the tenant farmers experienced condi-
tions of poverty rather than plenty. It was this
varied nature of the rural life of her childhood
that she later drew on for her novels, having as
a child noticed the contrast between the lives of

the tenants and that of the landed family at the
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magnificent Arbury Hall, where she was allowed,
as a clever and serious schoolgirl, to browse 1n the

family library.

The young ev.amgelicalCD

At five Mary Anne boarded with Chrissey at
Miss Lathom’s school in nearby Attleborough; in
1828, when she was nine, she became a boarder
at Mrs Wallington’s school in Nuneaton. Here she
came under the strong religious influence of an
evangelical teacher, Maria Lewis, to whom most
of her earliest extant letters—earnest, pious, and
rather self-righteous—are addressed. From thir-
teen to sixteen she attended a school in Coventry
run by Mary and Rebecca Franklin, the daugh-
ters of a Baptist minister®. Religious dissent was
strong In the midlands at this time; there were
chapels of all denominations: Baptist, Wesleyan,
Unitarian, Quaker, Congregationalist. Though her
own family belonged to the middle-of-the-road®
Anglicar®® community, Mary Anne herself was
strongly evangelical. As a teenager she alarmed

her brother Isaac by taking her piety® 1o extremes,
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frowning on theatregoing and neglecting her
appearance—going about ‘like an owl’, as she said,

‘to the great disgust of my brother’ (Cross, 1.157).

At the Franklins’ school Mary Anne won prizes
in French and in English composition, and was
known for her fine piano playing. Her school-
fellows later remembered her as a serious, clever
girl, but a shy and sensitive one, who hated per-
forming in public, and who often ran out of the
room in tears. At Christmas 1835, when she was
just sixteen, Mary Anne came home to a domestic
crisis. Her mother, who had been in poor health
since the death of the twins, was dying painfully

of breast cancer.

After her mother’s death in February 1836, Mary
Anne stayed at home to help her sister Chrissey
keep house. Her brother Isaac was now helping
his father with the estate business, and would
eventually take over from him, working for the
next generation of the Newdigate family. In May
1837 Chrissey married Edward Clarke, a doctor

in nearby Meriden. Mary Anne was bridesmaid,
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and when signing the register after the wed-
ding, she dropped the ‘e’ from her forename.
She now became housekeeper for her father and
her brother Isaac. Although her schooling had
ended with her mother’s death and the assump-
tion of domestic duties, she had continued to
read widely and had lessons at home in Italian
and German from a visiting tutor, Joseph Brezzi.
She also read, under Maria Lewis's guidance,
improving works such as the life of William

Wilberforce.

Isaac married in 1841, and it was decided that
he and his wife, Sarah, should live at Griff.
Robert Evans retired as agent to the Newdigates,
and he and Mary Ann found another house. In
March 1841 they moved to a comfortable house
in Foleshill, on the outskirts of Coventry. Perhaps
Robert Evans hoped that his youngest daughter
would find a suitable husband in Coventry
despite her plain looks and serious demeanourl,
Instead, she made a new set of friends who were

to have an important influence on her future
life.
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Mary Ann Evans’s piety at the age of twenty
was remarkable even 1n an age of pious evangel-
icalism among the provincial middle and lower
classes. The correspondence between her and
Maria Lewis was serious, preoccupied with reli-
gious matters, and somewhat sentimental. Mary
Ann christened Miss Lewis Veronica, signifying
‘fidelity in friendship’, and was in turn given
the name Clematis, which meant, appropriately
enough, ‘mental beauty’. In their correspondence
they discussed their reading, mostly of religious
and morally edifying® works. One such letter,
written by Mary Ann in March 1841, ends with

a paragraph full of earnest spiritual aspirations®:

May we both in our diverse but 1 trust con-
verging paths be upheld and guided by the staff
of Divine® consolation and the light of Divine
Wisdom. How beautiful is the 6zd Psalm®.
‘Because Thy® loving kindness is better than life
my lips shall praise thee. Thus will I bless thee
while I live, I will lift up my hands in thy name,
my soul shall be satisfied as with marrow and

fatness, and my mouth shall praise thee® with
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joyful lips’ etc. I feel strongly reproved? by this
picture of entire satisfaction i God as a portion.

(Letters, 1.82)

Like her semi-autobiographical fictional char-
acter Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the
Floss'2, Mary Ann eventually reacted against such
extreme piety and saintliness. Her intellectual
curiosity led her to read widely in non-religious
literature: Shakespeare, Scott@, Cervantes@, Schiﬂer@,
Thomas Carlyle@. After the move in 1841 to
Foleshill she also came under the influence of the

attractive Bray family of Coventry.

Freethinking turn

Charles Bray (1811—1884) was a wealthy ribbon
manufacturer, a progressive in politics, and a

=Y

philanthropist¥ who used his wealth to set up
schools and to support hospitals, all with a view
to improving the social conditions of the poor.
He was a freethinker in religion, a robust and

original man, who did not care what his neigh-

bours thought of him. In his autobiography,
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