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GEORGE EL10OT (1819-80). One of the most influential of
all English novelists, she is admired as much for her acute
powers of observation and in-depth characterization as for
her novels.

George Eliot, the pen name of Mary Ann (Marian)
Evans, was born in 1819 near Nuneaton in Warwickshire,
the youngest surviving daughter of Robert Evans, a re-
spected land agent. During her childhood she was
particularly close to her elder brother Isaac, and their
relationship is echoed in that of Maggie Tulliver and her
beloved brother Tom in The Mill on the Floss. Much of
her childhood was spent cut off from cultural activity but
she became heavily influenced by a pious and evangelical
preacher, Rev. John Edmund Jones, from an early age. It
was not until later, when she met the progressive intellec-
tuals Charles and Caroline Bray, that she questioned her
orthodox beliefs, a development which upset and dis-
tanced her father for a time. After the death of her mother
in 1836 Marian became her father’s housekeeper but still
found time to continue her education, reading widely and
learning German and Italian. Her friendship with the
Brays, after moving to Coventry in 1841, resulted in her
being offered a commission to translate Strauss’s Life of
Jesus, the only publication to bear her real name. This in
turn led to her meeting the publisher John Chapman who,
when he purchased the Westminster Review in 1851, made
her his managing editor. After her father’s death in 1849
she moved to London, lodging for a while at Chapman’s
house. Here she met many of London’s intelligentsia,
among them the philosopher Herbert Spencer and the
versatile man of letters G. H. Lewes. She developed
strong feelings for Spencer, whom she might have
married save for the fact that he found her too ‘morbidly
intellectual’. Growing closer to G. H. Lewes, she made
the difficult decision to set up home with him in 1854
(marriage being out of the question as he already had an
estranged wife). It proved to be a strong and loving



union which lasted until Lewes’s death in 1878. A strong
influence on Marian, he persuaded her to abandon
philosophy in favour of fiction, resulting in her first
stories in 1858. Collected as Scenes of Clerical Life, they
were published under her adopted pen name of George
Eliot, a pseudonym which caused great speculation at
the time. She was immediately recognized as a writer of
some significant talent and followed this success with
Adam Bede (1859), The Mill on the Floss (1860), Silas
Marner (1861), Romola (1863), in which she strays from
her usual Midlands setting, Felix Holt: The Radical
(1867), Middlemarch (1872) and Daniel Deronda (1876).
She was also the author of a great many essays, reviews
and articles. Seven months before her death in 1880 she
married John W. Dross, an old friend and admirer, who
was to become her first biographer. She is buried in
Highgate cemetery next to Lewes. George Eliot has been
highly praised by Virginia Woolf and also by F. R. Leavis,
who thought her ‘not as transcendently great as Tolstoy,
but [she is] great, and great in the same way’.

Middlemarch was first published in eight parts from
December 1871 to December 1872. Generally considered
her masterpiece, Virginia Woolf declared it ‘. . . one of the
few English novels written for grown-up people’.

Readers may also find the following books of interest:
Gillian Beer, Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in
Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction
(1893), and George Eliot (1986); David Carroll, George
Eliot: The Critical Heritage (1971); Gordon Haight, A
Century of George Eliot Criticism (1965), and George Eliot :
A Biography (1968); Barbara Hardy, Parricularities:
Readings in George Eliot (1983), and The Novels of George
Eliot (1959); Barbara Hardy (ed.), Critical Essays on
George Eliot (1970); W. J. Harvey, The Art of George Eliot
(1961); F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (1948); and
Jane Purkiss, A Preface to George Eliot (1985).
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PRELUDE

HO that cares much to know the history of man, and how the

mysterious mixture behaves under the varying experiments of
Time, has not dwelt, at least briefly, on the life of Saint Theresa, has not
smiled with some gentleness at the thought of the little girl walking
forth one morning hand-in-hand with her still smaller brother, to go
and seek martyrdom in the country of the Moors? Out they toddled
from rugged Avila, wide-eyed and helpless-looking as two fawns, but
with human hearts, already beating to a national idea; until domestic
reality met them in the shape of uncles, and turned them back from their
great resolve. That child-pilgrimage was a fit beginning. Theresa’s
passionate, ideal nature demanded an epic life: what were many-
volumed romances of chivalry and the social conquests of a brilliant
girl to her? Her flame quickly burned up that light fuel; and, fed from
within, soared after some illimitable satisfaction, some object which
would never justify weariness, which would reconcile self-despair
with the rapturous consciousness of life beyond self. She found her
epos in the reform of a religious order.

That Spanish woman who lived three hundred years ago was cer-
tainly not the last of her kind. Many Theresas have been born who
found for themselves no epic life wherein there was a constant un-
folding of far-resonant action; perhaps only a life of mistakes, the
offspring of a certain spiritual grandeur ill-matched with the meanness
of opportunity; perhaps a tragic failure which found no sacred poet and
sank unwept into oblivion. With dim lights and tangled circumstance
they tried to shape their thought and deed in noble agreement; but after
all, to common eyes their struggles seemed mere inconsistency and
formlessness; for these later-born Theresas were helped by no coherent
social faith and order which could perform the function of knowledge
for the ardently willing soul. Their ardour alternated between a vague
ideal and the common yearning of womanhood; so that the one was
disapproved as extravagance, and the other condemned as a lapse.

Some have felt that these blundering lives are due to the incon-
venient indefiniteness with which the Supreme Power has fashioned
the natures of women: if there were one level of feminine incompetence
as strict as the ability to count three and no more, the social lot of
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women might be treated with scientific certitude. Meanwhile the
indefiniteness remains, and the limits of variation are really much wider
than any one would imagine from the sameness of women’s coiffure
and the favourite love-stories in prose and verse. Here and there a
cygnet is reared uneasily among the ducklings in the brown pond, and
never finds the living stream in fellowship with its own oary-footed
kind. Here and there is born a Saint Theresa, foundress of nothing,
whose loving heart-beats and sobs after an unattained goodness tremble
off and are dispersed among hindrances, instead of centering in some
long-recognisable deed.



BOOK ONE

MISS BROOKE

Chapter 1

“Since I can do no good because a woman,
Reach constantly at something that is near it.”
THE MAID’S TRAGEDY: Beaumont and Fletcher

1SS BROOKE had that kind of beauty which seems to be thrown

into relief by poor dress. Her hand and wrist were so finely
formed that she could wear sleeves not less bare of style than those in
which the Blessed Virgin appeared to Italian painters; and her profile as
well as her stature and bearing seemed to gain the more dignity from
her plain garments, which by the side of provincial fashion gave her the
impressiveness of a fine quotation from the Bible,—or from one of our
elder poets,—in a paragraph of to-day’s newspaper. She was usually
spoken of as being remarkably clever, but with the addition that
her sister Celia had more common-sense. Nevertheless, Celia wore
scarcely more trimmings; and it was only to close observers that her
dress differed from her sister’s, and had a shade of coquetry in its
arrangements; for Miss Brooke’s plain dressing was due to mixed
conditions, in most of which her sister shared. The pride of being ladies
had something to do with it: the Brooke connections, though not
exactly aristocratic, were unquestionably “good”: if you inquired
backward for a generation or two, you would not find any yard-
measuring or parcel-tying forefathers—anything lower than an admiral
or a clergyman; and there was even an ancestor discernible as a
Puritan gentleman who served under Cromwell, but afterwards
conformed, and managed to come out of all political troubles as the
proprietor of a respectable family estate. Young women of such birth,
living in a quiet country-house, and attending a village church hardly
larger than a parlour, naturally regarded frippery as the ambition of a
huckster’s daughter. Then there was well-bred economy, which in
those days made show in dress the first item to be deducted from, when
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any margin was required for expenses more distinctive of rank. Such
reasons would have been enough to account for plain dress, quite apart
from religious feeling; but in Miss Brooke’s case, religion alone would
have determined it; and Celia mildly acquiesced in all her sister’s
sentiments, only infusing them with that common-sense which is able
to accept momentous doctrines without any eccentric agitation.
Dorothea knew many passages of Pascal’s Pensées and of Jeremy
Taylor by heart; and to her the destinies of mankind, seen by the light
of Christianity, made the solicitudes of feminine fashion appear an
occupation for Bedlam. She could not reconcile the anxieties of a
spiritual life involving eternal consequences, with a keen interest in
guimp and artificial protrusions of drapery. Her mind was theoretic,
and yearned by its nature after some lofty conception of the world
which might frankly include the parish of Tipton and her own rule of
conduct there; she was enamoured of intensity and greatness, and rash
in embracing whatever seemed to her to have those aspects; likely to
seek martyrdom, to make retractions, and then to incur martyrdom
after all in a quarter where she had not squght it. Certainly such
elements in the character of a marriageable girl tended to interfere with
her lot, and hinder it from being decided according to custom, by good
looks, vanity, and merely canine affection. With all this, she, the elder
of the sisters, was not yet twenty, and they had both been educated,
since they were about twelve years old and had lost their parents, on
plans at once narrow and promiscuous, first in an English family and
afterwards in a Swiss family at Lausanne, their bachelor uncle and
guardian trying in this way to remedy the disadvantages of their
orphaned condition.

It was hardly a year since they had come to live at Tipton Grange
with their uncle, a man nearly sixty, of acquiescent temper, miscel-
laneous opinions, and uncertain vote. He had travelled in his younger
years, and was held in this part of the country to have contracted a too
rambling habit of mind. Mr. Brooke’s conclusions were as difficult to
predict as the weather: it was only safe to say that he would act with
benevolent intentions, and that he would spend as little money as
possible in carrying them out. For the most glutinously indefinite
minds enclose some hard grains of habit; and a man has been seen lax
about all his own interests except the retention of his snuff-box,
concerning which he was watchful, suspicious, and greedy of clutch.
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In Mr. Brooke the hereditary strain of Puritan energy was clearly in
abeyance; but in his niece Dorothea it glowed alike through faults and
virtues, turning sometimes into impatience of her uncle’s talk or his
way of “letting things be”” on his estate, and making her long all the
more for the time when she would be of age and have some command
of money for generous schemes. She was regarded as an heiress, for not
only had the sisters seven hundred a-year each from their parents, but
if Dorothea married and had a son, that son would inherit Mr. Brooke’s
estate, presumably worth about three thousand a-year—a rental which
seemed wealth to provincial families, still discussing Mr. Peel’s late
conduct on the Catholic Question, innocent of future gold-fields, and
of that gorgeous plutocracy which has so nobly exalted the necessities
of genteel life.

And how should Dorothea not marry?—a girl so handsome and
with such prospects? Nothing could hinder it but her love of extremes,
and her insistence on regulating life according to notions which might
cause a wary man to hesitate before he made her an offer, or even
might lead her at last to refuse all offers. A young lady of some birth
and fortune, who knelt suddenly down on a brick floor by the
side of a sick labourer and prayed fervidly as if she thought herself
living in the time of the Apostles—who had strange whims of fasting
like a Papist, and of sitting up at night to read old theological books!
Such a wife might awaken you some fine morning with a new scheme
for the application of her income which would interfere with political
economy and the keeping of saddle-horses: a man would naturally
think twice before he risked himself in such fellowship. Women were
expected to have weak opinions; but the great safeguard of society and
of domestic life was, that opinions were not acted on. Sane people did
what their neighbours did, so that if any lunatics were at large, one
might know and avoid them.

The rural opinion about the new young ladies, even among the
cottagers, was generally in favour of Celia, as being so amiable and
innocent-looking, while Miss Brooke’s large eyes seemed, like her
religion, too unusual and striking. Poor Dorothea! compared with her,
the innocent-looking Celia was knowing and worldly-wise; so much
subtler is a human mind than the outside tissues which make a sort of
blazonry or clock-face for it.

Yet those who approached Dorothea, though prejudiced against her

11



