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FELIX HOLT


MARY ANN (MARIAN) EVANS was born in 1819 in Warwickshire. She attended schools in Nuneaton and Coventry, coming under the influence of evangelical teachers and clergymen. In 1836 her mother died and Marian became her father’s housekeeper, educating herself in her spare time. In 1841 she moved to Coventry, and met Charles and Caroline Bray, local progressive intellectuals. Through them she was commissioned to translate Strauss’s Life of Jesus and met the radical publisher John Chapman, who, when he purchased the Westminster Review in 1851, made her his managing editor. Having lost her Christian faith and thereby alienated her family, she moved to London and met Herbert Spencer (whom she nearly married, only he found her too ‘morbidly intellectual’) and the versatile man-of-letters George Henry Lewes. Lewes was separated from his wife, but with no possibility of divorce. In 1854 he and Marian decided to live together, and did so until Lewes’s death in 1878. It was he who encouraged her to turn from philosophy and journalism to fiction, and she subsequently wrote, under the name of George Eliot, Scenes of Clerical Life, Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner, Romola, Felix Holt, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda, as well as numerous essays, articles and reviews. George Eliot died in 1880, only a few months after marrying J.W. Cross, an old friend and admirer, who became her first biographer. She was buried beside Lewes at Highgate. George Eliot combined a formidable intelligence with imaginative sympathy and acute powers of observation, and became one of the greatest and most influential of English novelists. Her choice of material widened the horizons of the novel and her psychological insights radically influenced the novelist’s approach to characterization.
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INTRODUCTION

‘The book is a perfect marvel. The time is 1832 just after the passing of the Reform Bill and surely such a picture or rather series of pictures of English Life, manners, and conversation never was drawn. You seem to see and hear the people speaking. Every individual character stands out a distinct figure.’ So wrote the publisher William Blackwood to Joseph Munt Langford in April 1866 after reading the first two volumes of Felix Holt. Begun in March 1865 and finally reaching completion on 31 May 1866, Eliot’s sixth novel had taken fourteen months to write. ‘Finished Felix Holt’ states Eliot’s Journal for this date, and her entries (and her letters) over the intervening time track the progress of her work, as well as the doubts and uncertainties which accompanied its writing.

‘I am going doggedly to work at my novel, seeing what determination can do in the face of despair,’ Eliot notes in her Journal in July 1865. References to the anxiety and illness which accompanied almost every stage of Felix Holt prove pervasive. ‘The last fortnight has been almost unproductive from bad health,’ she records in October; ‘headache’ and ‘debility’ hamper work in December; ‘I have no confidence the book will ever be worthily written,’ she comments to Frederick Harrison in January, and ‘sickness’ again holds back Eliot’s desired progress in March. As she wrote to Mme Eugène Bodichon on 10 April, ‘I am finishing a book, which has been growing slowly like a sickly child, because of my own ailments; but now I am in the later acts of it. I can’t move until it is done.’

Objectively, however, her progress was rapid, especially in 1866. Although only at the end of the first volume in January, she completed the second volume in April, and the third, begun on 16 April, was concluded on 31 May. The three volumes of the novel or 823 pages of manuscript were thus written in little over the space of a year. Alongside her writing, Eliot also read copiously, her habitual zeal, in the stated terms of her aesthetic, leading her to ‘strive after as full a vision of the medium in which a character moves as of the character itself’. She began the four volumes of Daniel Neal’s History of the Puritans (1837) in July 1865 and had finished them by November; Samuel Bamford’s Passages in the Life of a Radical (1840), and the 1835 Reports from Select Committee on Bribery at Elections, as well as The Times and the Annual Register for 1832–3, were all read systematically as Eliot sought to strengthen her grasp of the political and historical background of the First Reform Act. ‘I took a great deal of pains to get a true idea of the period,’ she wrote to Blackwood in April 1866. Certainly this appears no understatement; Henry Fawcett’s The Economic Position of the English Labourer(1865) and J. S. Mill’s On Liberty(1859) and his Principles of Political Economy (1848) were added to her reading in 1865 (as well as the Bible and much classical tragedy, both of which lend their own individual flavour to various sections of the text). Mill’s Considerations on Representative Government (1861) was read early in 1866.

Eliot’s well-known concern for accuracy was nevertheless perhaps most marked in her correspondence with the barrister Frederick Harrison, whom she contacted for advice on the mass of legal details involved in Felix Holt.1 First consulted in January 1866, he was to prove an enthusiastic and diligent recipient of Eliot’s queries about the niceties of law which figure in both the inheritance plot and the trial scene of the novel. He willingly sent her suggestions and information which might resolve her difficulties, his comments occasionally being incorporated verbatim in the text.2 The first time Eliot had shown a manuscript at this stage to anyone apart from her partner, G. H. Lewes, or the publishers, it was a correspondence which made a marked departure from her usual habits regarding her novels, though given the complexity of Felix Holt on this score, it was necessary. It was also successful, as Eliot recognized: ‘I have been consulting Mr Harrison about the law in my book with satisfactory result,’ states her Journal on 20 January 1866). Some of his suggestions, notably that which proposed that Esther should be found to be a descendant of the original Transomes, were rejected without hesitation (Eliot countered this on grounds of ‘artificiality of plot’) but all were gratefully received and were able on a number of occasions to allay Eliot’s fears. Harrison’s involvement continued through (and even after) the very last days of writing Felix Holt, and he returned the proofs of the trial scene to Eliot at the end of May with further reassurances: ‘How did you get the trial scene so accurate? It is a perfect labyrinth to find out the course of criminal procedure 34 years ago.’ He adds praise of another kind too: ‘As this drama culminates I feel acutely stirred by it. It is purely tragic. The effect of it is quite overwhelming. I can think of nothing else, and I long for the rest to follow.’

That more public and critical reception, following publication of Felix Holt on 15 June, was (for the most part) similarly favourable, as many reviewers heaved an almost perceptible sigh of relief that Eliot had, after the Italian excursion of Romola, returned to the English landscapes of her earlier novels. In their praise of the book as being ‘witty’ and ‘truthful’, endowed with ‘intellectual insight’ as well as ‘suppleness’ and ‘vigour’, the reviews which appeared in the immediate wake of publication in many ways amply justify Blackwood’s laudatory comments to Eliot in July: ‘I do not know that I ever saw a Novel received with a more universal acclaim than Felix – the verdict of the Press has amply confirmed all that you and I thought of it.’ Certain positive comments abound. Eliot’s handling of her minor characters and her equally characteristic command of discourse and its gradations are regularly praised (‘in each case the natural style of a distinct character … has been keenly observed and fully conceived’, as John Morley averred),3 while her deployment of the ‘unnumbered tints and shades’ of real life, and her habitual stress on sympathy and its own redemptive powers, realized in Felix Holt as in her previous works, receive similar acclaim: ‘the secret of her power is to be found in the depth and the range of her sympathies, wrote E. S. Dallas in The Times. ‘She gets to the heart of her characters, and makes us feel with them.’4 Issues of gender and ‘the curse which a man can be to a woman’, as one reviewer commented,5 rightly emerge as matters of some significance, as does an awareness of class and social divisiveness, and of that ‘pathos’ which may underlie events to be neglected by ‘incautious readers’ at their cost.6 Alongside the praise and perceptiveness of such responses, however, surface other concerns, largely connected with the plot which had cost Eliot so much effort, and, perhaps still more worryingly, with the person of the hero, Felix Holt himself.

Like modern critics of Felix Holt, these nineteenth-century reviewers often seem to have felt some unease at the complex legalities of inheritance and justice which inform much of the construction (and associated mechanisms) of the novel. The plot is ‘vulgar’, ‘essentially made up, and its development is forced’, censured Henry James. ‘It is a pity that the plot of the story, which runs upon the gradual disclosure of a claim to some property, happens to flow from utterly remote and far-off incidents, instead of flowing from the mental movement of the principal actors … the plot and the movement of character rather jar and clang together,’ stressed John Morley. Though countered by other critics as essentially insignificant within the larger schemes of the work (‘We could easily show that, according to the approved methods of handling a plot, George Eliot has made several mistakes … But it is to be hoped that true criticism will one day get beyond such cavilling, which reminds one rather vividly of the old paltry squabbles about the unities’),7 the legacies of such attitudes remain, often iterated in twentieth-century criticism. ‘The unpopularity of Felix Holt, the Radical has usually, and with some justice, been attributed to the intricate legal plot,’ as Fred Thomson, for one, has explained.8 Other perceived flaws also prove difficult to dismiss, and the person of Felix Holt rears large in adverse comment; ‘a grand stump of a character in an impressive but fixed attitude. His radicalism … has the baldness connected with the word “radicalism” hanging round it still,’ wrote R. S. Hutton. ‘Felix is a fragment,’ commented Henry James, and modern criticism has again tended to maintain a certain continuity in this respect, as Felix is isolated as a figure who serves rather as a figurehead, a symbol without substance: ‘a lifeless figure, except in local flashes’, as Barbara Hardy, for example, contends.9 ‘Felix, as a political figure in the novel, does not begin to exist,’ R. T. Jones likewise asserts.10 In this context, Felix Holt, in spite of Blackwood’s pleasure as he accepted the novel for publication, has thus often been counted among Eliot’s relative failures rather than her genuine successes. Just as Romola tends to be categorized as Eliot’s ‘Italian’ novel, Felix Holt has often been labelled her ‘political’ one, with a certain marginalization among critical comment as a result.
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Though it deals with the events immediately following the Reform Act of 1832, and was in fact written during the debates for the Second Reform Act of 1867, to categorize Felix Holt as Eliot’s ‘political’ novel is, however, hardly adequate. Nor, moreover, can its eponymous hero be described with justice simply as a ‘political’ hero. Indeed, as Simon Dentith has commented, Felix Holt might better be seen as Eliot’s ‘most insistently anti-political novel’,11 a view which certainly challenges a number of the clichés of criticism which surround this novel. It is a position supported both in early reviews and in Eliot’s own attitudes to politics. As E. S. Dallas pertinently stressed in 1866, ‘Felix Holt, the Radical is not, as its title would lead one to suppose, a political novel, though it necessarily touches on politics … the purpose of the author is not, as is usual in a political novel, to advocate and render palatable any constitutional doctrines – it is rather to exhibit the characters of men as they conduct themselves in a political struggle, here panting after some high ideal of what ought to be, there floundering contented in things as they are, some seeking honestly for the general good, others selfishly grasping at power and pelf.’ Dallas’s criticism cuts to the heart of Eliot’s concerns and her treatment of politics in the novel, the election in Treby Magna serving not as a vehicle for the exploration of political as much as moral concerns, and the radicalism of Felix Holt and Harold Transome offering versions of belief and of behaviour which have resonances far beyond the espousal or otherwise of political tenets. The issues of reform which concern Eliot are social rather than political, and individual as well as communal; in Eliot’s text the personal can be political in ways which transcend the narrow definitions of party and its associated patterns of allegiance.

‘[T]here is no private life which has not been determined by a wider public life,’ writes Eliot in Chapter III of Felix Holt, and this intersection of private and public can rarely be forgotten, whether in Eliot’s careful documentation of the ‘new conditions’ of Treby Magna as it shifted from its old status as a sleepy country town into ‘the more complex life brought by men and manufactures’, or in her detailed evocation of the dynamics which come to surround the first election after the Reform Bill in Treby Magna in December 1832. Refracted through Eliot’s own distrust of purely political measures to effect beneficial social change, the circumstances which came to attend political activity in Treby emerge as an exploration of a moral dialectic that extends outside the simple outcome of elections. As her attitudes to the revolution in France reveal, moral imperatives (or their absence) cannot be avoided in considerations of wider shifts of this order. Eliot’s comparisons of the French and the English divide precisely on this point. Whereas, for the French, ‘the mind of the people is highly electrified; they are full of ideas on social subjects; they really desire social reform – not merely an acting out of Sancho Panza’s favourite proverb, “Yesterday for you, to-day for me” ’, the converse remains true in England where Sancho Panza’s ethos rules supreme: ‘Here there is so much larger a proportion of selfish radicalism and unsatisfied brute sensuality (in the agricultural and mining districts especially) than of perception and desire of justice, that a revolutionary movement would be simply destructive.’12 The legacy of such ideas clearly informs representation of the mob in Felix Holt and its unreasoning impulses during the riot but, more importantly, it also informs the wider explorations of egoism and selflessness which surround the advent of ‘reform’ in all its senses. Eliot’s reservations on matters purely political should, however, be kept in mind. As she stressed in 1848, ‘There is nothing in our Constitution to obstruct the slow progress of political reform. That is all we are fit for at present.’13 These same reservations about political as opposed to a wider social (and moral) reform are equally apparent in the radicalism of Felix Holt himself.

The two returning sons, Harold Transome and Felix Holt, in their different social spheres, form the two radicals of the novel, but whereas the former returns to his heritage of Transome Court, standing as a candidate in the forthcoming election, the latter returns to a legacy of quack medicine (which, with characteristic integrity, he rejects)14 and, being without the necessary property qualifications to grant him the franchise,15 is unable even to vote. The versions of radicalism which they offer, however, turn upon far more than disparities of social status. They act as concise indices of the tensions which may hold between private and public morality. Harold Transome, presented in the propaganda of his electioneering agent as ‘the working man’s friend, the collier’s friend, the friend of the honest navvy’, manifests in reality somewhat different attitudes in his relations with others. ‘Never forget places and people – how they look and what can be done with them’ is his motto, and the images he selects to describe the butler, Hickes, form a truer guide to his sensibilities in this respect: ‘He was a neat little machine of a butler; his words used to come like the clicks of an engine. He must be an old machine now, though.’ Harold’s espousal of radical principles is entirely pragmatic; he is, he asserts, a ‘practical’ man, making a ‘virtue of necessity’, though the nature of his practicality is itself radically different from that of Felix. Whereas the latter strives ‘to make life less bitter for a few within my reach’, Harold’s involves a far less active compromise: ‘A practical man must seek a good end by the only possible means; that is to say, if he is to get into Parliament he must not be too particular.’ Eliot’s prose carefully underlines the surface quality of his beliefs. He is ‘called a Radical’, and ‘declares himself a Radical’ (just as later, for Esther Lyon, he will ‘take on the aspect of a lover’), but the images of radicalism he deploys are unfortunate, and their resonances more disturbing than he knows; ‘a Radical only in rooting out abuses’, and in replacing ‘rotten timbers’ by ‘fresh oak’, Harold’s words provide echoes of other forests where, as in Eliot’s introduction, roots may bleed and cut trees cry out.16

Compromise, in Eliot’s moral world, is always dangerous; ‘where compromise broadens, intellect and conscience are thrust into narrower room,’ states Rufus Lyon, and the implications of this are clear in Harold’s attitudes to the ‘treating’ of the miners at Sproxton, as in his justification of ‘an active industrious selfishness’ above merely ‘idle selfishness’ in political action. Neither is tenable from Felix’s point of view. ‘If the mob can’t be turned back, a man of family must try and head the mob, and save a few homes and hearths, and keep the country up on its last legs as long as he can,’ says Jack Lingon, summing up Harold’s adoption of radical principles early in the novel. But it is of course through Harold’s own agency that the far from metaphorical mob will need turning back, and it will be Felix, and not Harold, who will in reality venture to do so.

If Harold takes it upon himself to justify ‘active selfishness’, Felix is used to explore active selflessness, and not only in his actions in attempting to head off the riot at Treby. Closely aligned with Eliot’s own political sympathies, he serves as an unlikely radical, countering demands for universal male franchise and the secret ballot (‘No! – something else before all that’) with his own emphasis on education and understanding so that the vote, when given, may be used wisely:


… the great question was how to give every man a man’s share in life. But I think [the trades-union speaker] expects voting to do more towards it than I do. I want the working men to have power … But there are two sorts of power. There’s a power to do mischief – to undo what has been done with great expense and labour, to waste and destroy, to be cruel to the weak, to lie and quarrel, and to talk poisonous nonsense. That’s the sort of power that ignorant numbers have … Ignorant power comes in the end to the same thing as wicked power; it makes misery. (Ch. XXX, p. 292)


Felix’s radicalism is of a different kind, based in truth, ‘honest labour’, and (extending the metaphor used by Harold himself) the determination ‘to go to some roots a good deal lower down than the franchise’. His, as E. S. Dallas recognized in an early review, is ‘the Radicalism that rages against the meanness, the misery, and the ignorance of those who, being of the lower classes, are lower than they need be. The hero of the tale, therefore, is rather a moral and a social than a political reformer.’ Morality and politics bear an uneasy relationship, however, as Harold is to find; Felix, characteristically, prioritizes the former, seeing through the dissimulations of propaganda and those (such as Jermyn’s agent, Johnson) who deliberately trade in miscommunication to achieve their ends.17 He acts instead as a self-proclaimed ‘demagogue’, secure in his own integrity. ‘His life is like his words,’ realizes Esther at the end of the novel, and the implications of this conjunction are important. ‘Teach any truth you can’ is Felix’s adopted creed and his own adherence to truth is manifest in both individual and social terms, as in his refusal to ‘turn the best hopes of men into by-words for cant and dishonesty’. The same correlations between life and words are evident, though less advantageously, in others. Johnson warns the miners against those radicals who are ‘all words and no substance’, but the same words can rebound upon those whose cause he seeks to advocate. That ‘unsympathetic good nature’ which permeates Harold Transome’s speech is inseparable from his life, and indeed his politics, as Esther is also to perceive: ‘His very good-nature was unsympathetic: it never came from any thorough understanding or deep respect for what was in the mind of the person he obliged or indulged; it was like his kindness to his mother – an arrangement of his for the happiness of others, which, if they were sensible, ought to succeed. And an inevitable comparison which haunted her, showed her the same quality in his political views.’

It is in this sense that Felix assumes the political and moral ascendancy, and in the same way both succeeds and fails as the hero of the novel. As one reviewer of Eliot’s Scenes of Clerical Life had noted, ‘A hero is easier to make (so all historians have found) than a man’, and something of the same undoubtedly holds true for Felix Holt whose ‘large-eyed, strong-limbed person’ and ‘energetically sympathetic’ nature are regularly held up for our commendation. Resolute in his rejection of self-advancement and the superficial trappings of the ‘gentleman’, and equally firm in his adherence to the ordinary life of mankind (‘I would never choose to withdraw myself from the labour and common burthen of the world; but I do choose to withdraw myself from the push and the scramble for money and position’), Felix offers a version of heroism which, although rooted in common life rather than the drawing-room heroes of the popular novel, veers perhaps rather too close to idealization, jarring at times with Eliot’s statements of her artistic beliefs. ‘My artistic bent is directed not at all to the presentation of eminently irreproachable characters, but to the presentation of mixed human beings in such a way as to call forth tolerant judgement, pity, and sympathy,’ she wrote to John Blackwood in 1857. Evident in her depiction of Mrs Transome and Esther Lyon, and of Harold Transome in the temptations and truths with which he too is faced,18 Eliot’s treatment of Felix himself nevertheless remains problematic, even where she attempts to draw attention to his faults:


The weak point to which Felix referred was his liability to be carried completely out of his own mastery by indignant anger. His strong health, his renunciation of selfish claims, his habitual preoccupation with large thoughts and with purposes independent of everyday casualties, secured him a fine and even temper, free from moodiness or irritability … his energies served to make him gentle; and now, in this twenty-sixth year of his life, they had ceased to make him angry, except in the presence of something that roused his deep indignation. When once exasperated, the passionateness of his nature threw off the yoke of a long-trained consciousness in which thought and emotion had been more and more completely mingled, and concentrated itself in a rage as ungovernable as that of boyhood. (Ch. XXX, pp. 284–5)


Criticism takes on the nature of justification, and Felix tends to remain at one remove from the common mass of humanity. Eminently humane, vigorous in word and deed, and endowed with a clear sense of right and wrong (as well as of the dangers of compromise in ways which Harold is not), his failings tend to be not so much within himself as within his presentation, as he signally fails to become one of the ‘mixed human beings’ which Eliot strove to bring to life in the pages of her fiction.
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In spite of such recurrent interventions of the ideal, Felix does nevertheless provide a clear exposition of the entirely realistic principle that heroes are to be found in unlikely places, and not necessarily (as Esther Lyon must learn) in Byron. Versions of heroism, just as much as versions of radicalism, prove particularly illuminating in the novel, and not least in Esther’s education into realism from romance. Forming another index of contrasted values, recurrent references to heroism appear throughout Felix Holt: Felix comes into unlikely juxtaposition with ‘Byronic-bilious’ heroes of Esther’s chosen reading, while Esther herself comes to appreciate, and to understand, the heroism of the humble Rufus Lyon (‘that little man’s heart was heroic’), as well as gaining a new and clearer understanding of the fallibilities of the ‘gentleman’ heroes who once inhabited her dreams. Esther’s initial preferences are, however, located firmly in the romantic, her copy of Byron appropriately concealed beneath the blue satin of her work-basket and, still more appropriately, knocked flying by Felix as he pushes back his chair. In this context, Felix is to prove a textual demagogue too and, just as Esther prides herself upon being ‘a critic of words’, so does Felix offer forthright criticisms of the merits of Byron and Chateaubriand: ‘ “Byron’s Poems!” he said, in a tone of disgust … “ ‘The Dream’ – he’d better have been asleep and snoring” ’; ‘ “His corsairs and renegades, his Alps and Manfreds, are the most paltry puppets that were ever pulled by the strings of lust and pride.” ’19

Criticism of this order is motivated by considerations apart from the purely literary. As Felix stresses, the values such heroes espouse, with their melancholy introspection and contemplation of the infinite above the actual, are fundamentally antithetical to his own. ‘More given to idle suffering than to beneficent activity’, he points out, and as such, they form an appropriate foil to his own heroic ideal: ‘the finest fellow of all would be the one who could be glad to have lived because the world was chiefly miserable, and his life had come to help some one who needed it’. Altruism and egoism are again contrasted, their conflict informing Esther’s shifting viewpoints on the texts she once preferred but which, in the light of the ‘inward revolution’ she undergoes, come to seem ‘like last night’s decorations seen in the sober dawn’. Reassessment and re-evaluation, of literature as of life, form another sphere of reform, while references to texts and narrative types work meaningfully in the novel, for heroines as much as for heroes.

Whereas Felix presents himself as a ‘roughly-written page’, Esther Lyon comes at one point to see her life as a text: ‘Esther found it impossible to read in these days; her life was a book which she seemed herself to be constructing’. A range of literary paradigms repeatedly intervene, whether in terms of Esther’s early dreams of ‘gentlemen’ and ‘ladies’ (which in outline bear remarkable parallels to the tales ironically summarized by Eliot in her essay on ‘Silly Novels by Lady Novelists’),20 or in the references to ballads, fairytales and novelettes which elsewhere appear, offering alternative readings (and endings) for the story of her life. The formula of the ‘silly novel’ is foregrounded in particular, the plot of this ‘mind-and-millinery’ species of literature (as Eliot terms it) often dealing with a certain type of heroine who, endowed with ‘superior instincts’ and refined sensibilities, is unfortunately deprived of advantage in other respects: ‘it may be that the heroine is not an heiress – that rank and wealth are the only things in which she is deficient; but she infallibly gets into high society, she has the triumph of refusing many matches and securing the best, and she wears the family jewels or other as a sort of crown of righteousness at the end’.21

It is on this pattern that Esther’s early ideals of wish-fulfilment run as she constructs herself as a lady manquée in Malthouse Yard with atta-of-roses and a satin work-basket, assiduously cultivating the ‘refined’ sensibilities which might indicate ‘superiority’. ‘My daughter … is so delicately framed that the smell of tallow is loathsome to her,’ as Rufus Lyon feels obliged to explain to Felix in justification of the wax candle he employs. Liberally endowed with social consciousness if not a social conscience, Esther is well versed in the literary conventions of this genre: ‘her mind had fixed itself habitually on the signs and luxuries of ladyhood, for which she had the keenest perception. She had seen the very mat in her carriage, had scented the dried rose-leaves in her corridors, had felt the soft carpets under her pretty feet … and she had had several accomplished cavaliers all at once suing for her hand – one of whom, uniting very high birth with long dark eyelashes and the most distinguished talents, she secretly preferred.’ Eliot, however, prefers its subversion, for though Esther is indeed discovered to be a ‘born lady’ with ‘good blood in her veins’, as well as an heiress of far more than dreams had ever suggested, it is realism which ultimately triumphs over the Utopia her inheritance seems to bring. As Eliot points out, Utopias are ‘filled with delightful results, independent of processes’, but it is nevertheless in these often neglected ‘processes’, and their associated implications, that true interest lies.

Esther’s daydreams prove as inadequate as the Byronic heroes of her early reading, and realism and romance take up an unlikely conjunction: ‘now that fancy was becoming real, and the impossible appeared possible, Esther found the balance of her attention reversed: now that her ladyhood was not simply in Utopia, she found herself arrested and painfully grasped by the means through which the ladyhood was to be obtained’. Other processes thus disrupt the simplistic formulae of the ‘silly novel’, as does the emergent sense of a ‘superiority’ which does not merely depend upon the superficial orderings and hierarchies of society, or upon conventional assumptions about one’s ‘betters’. In the education Esther undergoes, once accepted social signifiers are questioned and found wanting, and notions of ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’, ‘lady’ and ‘gentleman’ all shift the values which they had once held for her. ‘Securing the best’, as in Eliot’s account of narrative closure for the conventional heroine of the ‘silly novel’, begins to take on an air of greater complexity than Esther had previously envisaged.

Esther’s indices of superiority originally seem firm, vested in her concern for ‘social differences’ which rest purely in notions of status, and a ‘consciousness’ which delights in the outward markers of refinement.22 Upon the irruption of the brusquely-spoken Felix into her social world (‘I thank Heaven I am not a mouse to have a nose that takes note of wax or tallow’), such certainties begin to be disturbed. In his rejection of conformity with social expectation, for both dress and occupation, Felix signally fails to comply with the neat categorizations of Esther’s preconceived social ordering: ‘… he speaks better English than most of our visitors. What is his occupation?’ she asks her father after Felix’s first visit. Her reaction is one of disappointment upon being told the truth: ‘Dear me,’ says Esther, ‘I thought he was something higher than that.’

Longer acquaintance nevertheless brings not consolidation of this point of view but instead a fundamental reorientation within Esther’s evaluative schema. Felix’s education and mental refinement ‘certainly are very high’, she is forced to admit, as a new ‘consciousness’ emerges which is not dependent upon externals or the presence of cambric handkerchiefs. As Esther begins to realize, there are other standards in the world and although she longs at first for the security of those she had previously held as true, her notions of superiority and inferiority are nevertheless to change. ‘I don’t know – if I saw him by the side of a finished gentleman,’ she muses in Chapter X, wishing ‘that finished gentleman were among her acquaintances: he would certainly admire her, and make her aware of Felix’s inferiority’. By Chapter XXII, her original assumptions are reversed: ‘It seemed to her as if her inferiority to Felix made a great gulf between them.’ As in the dreams of luxury and of ease granted in the shape of Transome Court, wish-fulfilment in this context too brings surprising results; Esther does indeed see Felix Holt and Harold Transome side by side in the trial scene but, contrary to her earlier assumptions, it is the ‘finished gentleman’ who comes off the worse in her newer, and truer, vision.

‘Gentlemen’ to be truly such must be constructed of more than ‘finish’, and Eliot’s careful phrasing points the difference between veneer and veracity, outer and inner refinement. Though the distinction is one which escapes much of Treby (‘She has despised his betters before now,’ comments Mrs Muscat, watching Esther and Felix together), Esther is clear on this matter: Felix possesses ‘the highest gentlemanliness, only it seems in him to be something deeper’. Conversely, while Harold Transome is endowed with the conventional outward markers of the ‘gentleman’, there is nevertheless ‘a light in which he was vulgar compared with Felix’. As Esther realizes to her own surprise, falling in love with a ‘gentleman’ can and does take on an entirely different nature from her original and simplistic conceptions. It is this which, ultimately, leads to the inversion of the ‘silly novels’ formula as the inheritance is rejected, along with its ‘silken bondage’, and Esther returns to Malthouse Yard.

Esther as a result takes up another literary role, that of the ‘ballad heroine’ which Harold Transome had refused to believe she would become (‘Esther was too clever and tasteful a woman to make a ballad heroine of herself, by bestowing her beauty and her lands on this lowly lover’). Redolent of the popular and the people, the ballad provides an apt metaphor for Esther’s return into that ‘larger world’ outside Transome Court in which Harold no longer appears as a candidate for the gentleman hero of her one-time dreams. ‘You are quite in another genre,’ she tells him, more suitable for ‘genteel comedy … where the most thrilling event is the drawing of a handsome cheque’. In a similar way, though the family stories which Mrs Transome tells initially have their interest, they too are to be reassessed, and recognized as ‘like so many novelettes’, full of insubstantial incident but no enduring worth. Images of fairy-tale too are dispelled, and Esther’s early construction as a ‘Cinderella’ by the fireside who, unknown to her at that point in time, will indeed be carried away to the abode of her dreams, is to shift accordingly. The ‘enchantment’ ends, the ‘Giaour’ is rejected, and Esther refuses to be the ‘fairy’ which Harold playfully calls her, fleeing instead back to the fireside which is, appropriately, where Felix encounters her again after his release from prison.
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As the first reviewers of Felix Holt pointed out, Esther’s ‘inward revolution’ is among one of the greatest strengths of the novel, Eliot’s depiction skilfully conveying the difficulties and temptations which can beset the emerging ‘moral taste’. ‘We are so pitiably in subjection to all sorts of vanity – even the very vanities we are practically renouncing,’ stresses Eliot, and Esther’s ‘vanity’, in spite of her diminishing egoism, ‘winced at the idea that Harold should discern what, from his point of view, would seem like a degradation of her taste and refinement’. Felix offers difficulty where Harold and Transome Court offer ease; the temptation is plain. As Rufus Lyon rightly warns, Esther’s inheritance is ‘a call … to walk along a path which is indeed easy to the flesh, but dangerous to the spirit’.

‘Falsehood is so easy, truth so difficult,’ wrote Eliot in Adam Bede,23 and certainly images of temptation surround the easy life which uncritical love might offer as opposed to the ‘difficult blessedness’ of life with Felix. Though notions of right and wrong may be clear, this does not, as in the Garden of Eden, necessarily diminish the temptation proffered, and though Felix may find such rejection easy (‘there are not many easy lots to be drawn in the world at present; and such as they are I am not envious of them’), the resistance of others may be somewhat lower. Esther’s temptation, in the form of Transome Court and a ‘gentleman’ suitor vying for her hand, is entirely apposite for those ‘native tendencies towards luxury’ marked in our first encounter with her. Even late in the novel their allure can remain, and against ‘the knowledge that there is something sweetest and noblest of which we despair’, lies also ‘the sense of something present that solicits us with an immediate and easy indulgence. And there is a pernicious falsity in the pretence that a woman’s love lies above the range of such temptations.’

Succumbing to temptation, however, may bring serious consequences, and Felix Holt is also inhabited by ‘an Eve gone grey with bitter memories of an Adam who had complained, “The woman … she gave me of the tree, and I did eat.” ’ Mrs Transome’s silent suffering, the repressed voice of her past, provide potent warnings of the dangers of the wrong choice, the parallels between her own and Esther’s reading making these implications still clearer.24 Whereas Esther’s education is, however, made to progress, Mrs Transome never moves beyond the reading of her youth, and the limitations of that ‘stock of ideas’ instilled by her ‘superior governess’. Her early predilections, given no firmer foundation, hint at the tragedy which lies in wait: ‘She always thought that the dangerous French writers were wicked, and that her reading of them was a sin; but many sinful things were highly agreeable to her, and many things which she did not doubt to be good and true were dull and meaningless.’ Her interest lies in ‘stories of illicit passion’ but, as Eliot makes plain, ‘the notion that what is true and, in general, good for mankind, is stupid and drug-like, is not a safe theoretic basis in circumstances of temptation and difficulty’, and so it is to prove. As for Esther, the construction of herself in the discourse of romance, with its attendant susceptibilities to ‘homage’ (especially from a graceful young man who ‘kneeled to her and kissed those hands fervently’ so that it seemed that ‘there was a poetry in such passion beyond any to be found in everyday domesticity’), brings its own dangers.25 Arabella Transome (her very name further connoting a heroine of romance) finds no safeguard against indulgence when opportunity presents itself. As Jermyn recollects, ‘he and another bright-eyed person had seen no reason why they should not indulge their passion and their vanity, and determine for themselves how their lives should be made delightful in spite of unalterable external conditions’.

‘We are saved by making the future present to ourselves,’ writes Eliot, and though no such salvation is conferred upon Mrs Transome for whom ‘the passions of the past’ live on in her dread, Esther’s own perceptions are sharpened on this score. As she gradually realizes, ‘in accepting Harold Transome she left the high mountain air, the passionate serenity of perfect love … and must adjust her wishes to a life of middling delights … where poetry was only literature, and the fine ideas had to be taken down from the shelves of the library when her husband’s back was turned’. It is Felix who instead opens up the world of ideas, with his refusal to let Esther remain in the narrow ‘littleness’ of many women. As this further contrast reveals, notions of (and attitudes to) gender are implicated in the choice which she must make, and while both Felix and Harold are familiar with the gender stereotypes of women in nineteenth-century society, Felix strives to force Esther to confront the limitations which popular ideologies of femininity hold whereas Harold is content to endorse them. ‘You’ve had to worry yourself about things that don’t properly belong to a woman,’ Harold tells his mother. ‘Women, very properly, don’t change their views, but keep to the notions in which they have been brought up. It doesn’t signify what they think – they are not called upon to judge or to act.’
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Eliot’s treatment of gender in her novels has often been seen as problematic, her heroines inevitably ending in domesticity and in private rather than public spheres. Cultures of difference are well embedded in the structures of her texts, and supported in her writing elsewhere, while in Felix Holt Esther differentiates between her feelings for Harold and Felix on grounds which appear somewhat shaky, at least from a strictly feminist point of view. ‘She herself had no sense of inferiority and just subjection when she was with Harold’, we are told in his disfavour, while ‘a sense of dependence and possible illumination’ surround meetings with Felix. As with Eliot’s reservations on the import of political change for the wider meaning of men’s lives, similar reservations attend the ‘woman question’ of the nineteenth century. ‘ “Enfranchisement of women” only makes creeping progress; and that is best, for woman does not yet deserve a much better lot than man gives her,’ Eliot wrote to Mrs Peter Taylor in 1853, though her essay on ‘Margaret Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft’ reveals another side to her position: ‘We want freedom and culture for woman, because subjection and ignorance have debased her, and with her, Man.’26

Eliot’s irony on the score of ‘female ignorance’ is certainly marked in Felix Holt, whether relating the Misses Debarrys’ fallible grasp of history or Mrs Transome’s received ‘store of correct opinions’. Though Harold accepts, and indeed expects, ignorance as part of the female condition, Felix, in his role as ‘demagogue’, is notably critical of Esther’s initial adherence to sensibility above sense: ‘You have enough understanding to make it wicked that you should add one more to the women who hinder men’s lives from having any nobleness in them.’ He adds, ‘If a woman really believes herself to be a lower kind of being … she should be ruled by the thoughts of her father or husband. If not, let her show her power of choosing something better.’ This equation, and the notion of the choice that women must make, runs through the novel, informing a range of constructions of gender identity from the thwarted potential of ‘the foolish women who spoil men’s lives’ (‘Men can’t help loving them and so they make themselves slaves to the petty desires of petty creatures’)27 to ‘the force there would be in one beautiful woman whose mind was as noble as her face was beautiful – who made a man’s passion for her rush in one current with all the great aims of his life’.

Though Esther’s choice between Felix and Harold may, as Alison Booth has contended,28 thus initially appear to be between one misogynist and another, the treatment of gender in the novel is in fact refracted in more complex ways. ‘Men pay a heavy price for their reluctance to encourage self-help and independent resources in women,’ writes Eliot,29 and while the discourse of power in which both Harold Transome and his mother construct notions of love is ultimately revealed as flawed, other versions in which mutuality and partnership dominate emerge as Eliot’s (and Esther’s) ideal. ‘Harold had a padded yoke ready for the neck of every man, woman, and child that depended on him,’ Esther realizes, providing a concise image of the imbalance involved in his relations with others, a perception further reinforced by the revelation that his first wife was ‘a slave – was bought, in fact’. Harold’s conception of the domain of female choice is narrow, arrogating to its ‘proper’ (and male) use the power Mrs Transome had wielded before his return, leaving her the power of choosing in restricted (and stereotypically female) spheres: ‘[he] let her choose what she liked for the house and garden, asked her whether she would have bays or greys for her new carriage, and was bent on seeing her make as good a figure in the neighbourhood as any other woman of her rank’. Even in deciding to marry Esther, ‘it had never entered into his mind that the choice did not rest entirely with his inclination’. This disregard for the significance of woman’s choice is aligned with other preferences which work to limit and negate the possibilities of female identity: ‘Western women were not to his taste: they showed a transition from the feebly animal to the thinking being, which was simply troublesome. Harold preferred a slow-witted, large-eyed woman, silent and affectionate, with a load of black hair weighing much more heavily than her brains.’

Such assumptions are antithetical to Felix’s own, and, whereas he does indeed engage upon a critique of common constructions of female identity in the nineteenth century (albeit construed in dominantly male terms), he also engages upon potential ‘reform’ in this sphere too, berating Esther for her attention to the superficial: ‘Now I want you to see what shallow stuff that is.’ He pressures her to change in a way which, to Harold’s mind, would be entirely incompatible with the nature of woman per se: ‘I ought to say you are perfect. Another man would, perhaps. But I say, I want you to change.’ If Harold willingly adopts the discourse of romance with Esther, praising her appearance even if neglecting her mind, then Felix does the converse, refusing to resort to the conventional iteration of compliments to such an extent that when compelled to acknowledge Esther’s beauty, ‘she started and looked round at him, to see whether his face would give some help to the interpretation of this novel speech’. It is a shift in consciousness at which he aims, and a move from self-preoccupation to a sense of the wider things of the world where ‘moral taste’ holds greater sway than niceties of manner and dress. His teaching, as in his political philosophy, is directed towards the eradication of superficial and selfish desires, and the efficacy of his lessons is readily perceptible in the diminishing language of self which Esther employs. ‘Self-contentment’, ‘self-respect’, and ‘self-satisfaction’ are all disturbed by a new compound, ‘self-criticism’, as Esther is ‘stung into a new consciousness’ for the first time. Though Harold Transome is dismissive of the potential of women (‘[he] regarded women as slight things, but he was fond of slight things in the intervals of business’), Felix is insistent on the real capacities of Esther, refusing to believe in her ‘littleness’: ‘No, you are not an insect. That is what exasperates me at your making a boast of littleness.’ He urges her instead into a less egotistical relationship with the world: ‘You are discontented with the world because you can’t get just the small things that suit your pleasure, not because it’s a world where myriads of men and women are ground by wrong and misery, and tainted with pollution.’ Ultimately, of course, it is he, and not Harold, who is proved right, and Felix (in the language of religion which is so often associated with him in the novel),30 secures Esther’s redemption so that, unlike Mrs Transome, she can and will make the right choice as to her future, rejecting the temptations with which she is faced.

‘A woman can hardly ever choose in that way,’ says Esther early in the novel of Felix’s stated vocation in life; ‘she is dependent on what happens to her. She must take meaner things, because only meaner things are within her reach.’ Her words are recalled at Transome Court, though the language of choice replaces that of taking: ‘A woman must choose meaner things, because only meaner things are offered to her.’ The difference is important, ‘meaner’ itself taking on new resonances as Esther realizes that the ‘meaner’ life is actually that of Transome Court: ‘this life at Transome Court was not the life of her day-dreams; there was dulness already in its ease, and in the absence of high demand; and … the vague consciousness that the love of this not unfascinating man who hovered about her gave an air of moral mediocrity to all her prospects’. She chooses instead the ‘harder’ life which appears as the ‘better lot’. Though difficult – ‘on each side there is renunciation’ – as she tells Felix, ‘Since I have been at Transome Court I have seen many things very seriously. If I had not, I should not have left what I did leave. I made a deliberate choice.’ In this important sense Esther fulfils the terms of Felix’s original demand, showing (and deploying) the ‘power of choosing something better’.

Mrs Transome’s own choices in the past bring instead a long-lasting ‘entail of suffering’ as an inheritance which she cannot cast off, and in Felix Holt it is she who utters the bitterest pronouncements on ‘women’s lot’. Rendered ‘as useless as a chimney ornament’, ‘part of the old furniture with new drapery’, she is displaced by her son’s return, her activity without a purpose (‘that soothing occupation of taking stitches to produce what neither she nor any one else wanted’), and her voice silenced by the fear which dominates her life. ‘God was cruel when he made women,’ she declares, though she later retracts her words: ‘I would not lose the misery of being a woman, now I see what can be the baseness of a man. One must be a man – first to tell a woman that her love has made her your debtor, and then ask her to pay you by breaking the last poor threads between her and her son.’ She and Jermyn return to the garden, an Eve still reproached and an Adam who continues to blame; there is no peaceful resolution for the temptation taken so many years ago, and its ‘hereditary, entailed Nemesis’ will continue to work out its own calamitous resolution. For Esther, ‘the dimly-suggested tragedy of this woman’s life, the dreary waste of years empty of sweet trust and affection, afflicted her even to horror. It seemed to have come as a last vision to urge her towards the life where the draughts of joy sprang from the unchanging fountains of reverence and devout love.’

Esther’s ‘inward revolution’ involves a shift in the range of signifiers by which she had previously ordered her life; constructions of ‘gentleman’ and ‘lady’, ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’, ‘meaner’ and ‘better’ have all changed by the novel’s end, and in her decision to leave Transome Court she also escapes the constraints of ‘fine-ladyism’ and feminine ideology which had so curtailed her vision at the beginning of the tale. The cushions and candles of her early dreams of luxury are dispelled and the superficial ease of Transome Court proves to be ‘well-cushioned despair’ where Mrs Transome buries her head ‘in the deafening down of the cushions’. ‘I never went in for fine company and cushions,’ says Felix in contrast, and this is of course to be Esther’s choice too, in her realization of a different type of ‘goodness’ from that experienced by Mrs Transome (‘good as men are disposed to be to women, giving them cushions and carriages … and then expecting them to be contented under contempt and neglect’). Such has been Mrs Transome’s lot. Esther’s, however, will be different, fulfilling more closely Eliot’s own ideal of the partnership which can exist in that ‘human love, the mutual subjection of soul between a man and a woman – which is also a growth and a revelation beginning before all history’,31 or, as it appears in Felix Holt, the ‘supreme love, a motive that gives a sublime rhythm to a woman’s life, and exalts habit into partnership with the soul’s highest needs’. Esther’s awakened moral sense and ‘higher consciousness’ (like that of Fred Vincy in Middlemarch as a prelude to his marriage to Mary Garth) provide a sounder basis for the future, and Felix too changes, his determination not to marry confounded, and his habitually forthright tones betraying a new awareness of his own sensibilities in his growing converse with Esther.32

‘Anything is more endurable than to change our established formulae about women,’ wrote Eliot in 1855, ‘or to run the risk of looking up to our wives instead of looking down on them.’33 Her irony is marked, though in Felix Holt it is Harold who, unironically, adheres to these conventional assumptions about woman’s role, and Felix who, at least for Esther, is determined upon this change, and succeeds. Though the culture of difference is not negated (‘ “I am weak – my husband must be greater and nobler than I am” ’), Felix Holt does nevertheless provide some reassessment of woman’s role for, as Gillian Beer stresses, ‘what was needed to be claimed by women when George Eliot began to write was not difference, which was taken for granted and used to circumscribe women, but likeness: likeness of capacity, of emotional force and endurance, above all, likeness of access before real difference could be discovered’.34 It is this potential which Felix strives to realize in Esther, and which Esther in turn fulfils, assuming her own ‘heroism’ in the trial scene, and discarding the ‘littleness’ of which she herself was once accused. ‘Likeness’ in this context is proved without doubt.
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Upon the midlands now the industrious muse doth fall,

The shires which we the heart of England well may call.



My native country thou, which so brave spirits hast bred,

If there be virtues yet remaining in thy earth,

Or any good of thine thou bred’st into my birth,

Accept it as thine own, whilst now I sing of thee,

Of all thy later brood the unworthiest though I be.


DRAYTON: Polyolbion





 


Felix Holt, The Radical

INTRODUCTION1

Five-and-thirty years ago2 the glory had not yet departed from the old coach-roads: the great roadside inns were still brilliant with well-polished tankards, the smiling glances of pretty barmaids, and the repartees of jocose ostlers; the mail still announced itself3 by the merry notes of the horn; the hedge-cutter or the rick-thatcher might still know the exact hour by the unfailing yet otherwise meteoric apparition of the pea-green Tally-ho or the yellow Independent; and elderly gentlemen in pony-chaises, quartering nervously to make way for the rolling swinging swiftness, had not ceased to remark that times were finely changed since they used to see the pack-horses and hear the tinkling of their bells on this very highway.

In those days there were pocket boroughs,4 a Birmingham unrepresented in Parliament and compelled to make strong representations5 out of it, unrepealed corn-laws,6 three-and-sixpenny letters,7 a brawny and many-breeding pauperism,8 and other departed evils; but there were some pleasant things too, which have also departed. Non omnia grandior ætas quæ fugiamus habet, says the wise goddess:9 you have not the best of it in all things, O youngsters! the elderly man has his enviable memories, and not the least of them is the memory of a long journey in mid-spring or autumn on the outside of a stage-coach. Posterity may be shot,10 like a bullet through a tube, by atmospheric pressure from Winchester to Newcastle: that is a fine result to have among our hopes; but the slow old-fashioned way of getting from one end of our country to the other is the better thing to have in the memory. The tube-journey can never lend much to picture and narrative; it is as barren as an exclamatory O! Whereas the happy outside passenger seated on the box from the dawn to the gloaming gathered enough stories of English life, enough of English labours in town and country, enough aspects of earth and sky, to make episodes for a modern Odyssey. Suppose only that his journey took him through that central plain, watered at one extremity by the Avon, at the other by the Trent. As the morning silvered the meadows with their long lines of bushy willows marking the watercourses, or burnished the golden corn-ricks clustered near the long roofs of some midland homestead, he saw the full-uddered cows driven from their pasture to the early milking. Perhaps it was the shepherd, head-servant of the farm, who drove them, his sheep-dog following with a heedless unofficial air as of a beadle in undress. The shepherd with a slow and slouching walk, timed by the walk of grazing beasts, moved aside, as if unwillingly, throwing out a monosyllabic hint to his cattle; his glance, accustomed to rest on things very near the earth, seemed to lift itself with difficulty to the coachman. Mail or stage coach for him belonged to that mysterious distant system of things called ‘Gover’ment’, which, whatever it might be, was no business of his, any more than the most out-lying nebula or the coal-sacks of the southern hemisphere: his solar system was the parish; the master’s temper and the casualties of lambing-time were his region of storms. He cut his bread and bacon with his pocketknife, and felt no bitterness except in the matter of pauper labourers and the bad-luck that sent contrarious seasons and the sheep-rot. He and his cows were soon left behind, and the homestead too, with its pond overhung by elder-trees, its untidy kitchen-garden and cone-shaped yew-tree arbour. But everywhere the bushy hedgerows wasted the land with their straggling beauty, shrouded the grassy borders of the pastures with cat-kined hazels, and tossed their long blackberry branches on the corn-fields. Perhaps they were white with May, or starred with pale pink dogroses; perhaps the urchins were already nutting amongst them, or gathering the plenteous crabs. It was worth the journey only to see those hedgerows, the liberal homes of unmarketable beauty – of the purple-blossomed ruby-berried nightshade, of the wild convolvulus climbing and spreading in tendrilled strength till it made a great curtain of pale-green hearts and white trumpets, of the many-tubed honeysuckle which, in its most delicate fragrance, hid a charm more subtle and penetrating than beauty. Even if it were winter the hedgerows showed their coral, the scarlet haws, the deep-crimson hips, with lingering brown leaves to make a resting-place for the jewels of the hoar-frost. Such hedgerows were often as tall as the labourers’ cottages dotted along the lanes, or clustered into a small hamlet, their little dingy windows telling, like thick-filmed eyes, of nothing but the darkness within. The passenger on the coach-box, bowled along above such a hamlet, saw chiefly the roofs of it: probably it turned its back on the road, and seemed to lie away from everything but its own patch of earth and sky, away from the parish church by long fields and green lanes, away from all intercourse except that of tramps. If its face could be seen, it was most likely dirty; but the dirt was Protestant dirt, and the big, bold, gin-breathing tramps were Protestant tramps. There was no sign of superstition near, no crucifix or image to indicate a misguided reverence: the inhabitants were probably so free from superstition that they were in much less awe of the parson than of the overseer. Yet they were saved from the excesses of Protestantism by not knowing how to read, and by the absence of handlooms and mines to be the pioneers of Dissent: they were kept safely in the via media of indifference, and could have registered themselves in the census by a big black mark as members of the Church of England.

But there were trim cheerful villages too, with a neat or handsome parsonage and grey church set in the midst; there was the pleasant tinkle of the blacksmith’s anvil, the patient cart-horses waiting at his door; the basket-maker peeling his willow wands in the sunshine; the wheelwright putting the last touch to a blue cart with red wheels; here and there a cottage with bright transparent windows showing pots full of blooming balsams or geraniums, and little gardens in front all double daisies or dark wallflowers; at the well, clean and comely women carrying yoked buckets, and towards the free school small Britons dawdling on, and handling their marbles in the pockets of unpatched corduroys adorned with brass buttons. The land around was rich and marly, great corn-stacks stood in the rick-yards – for the rick-burners had not found their way hither;11 the homesteads were those of rich farmers who paid no rent, or had the rare advantage of a lease, and could afford to keep their corn till prices had risen. The coach would be sure to overtake some of them on their way to their outlying fields or to the market-town, sitting heavily on their well-groomed horses, or weighing down one side of an olive-green gig. They probably thought of the coach with some contempt, as an accommodation for people who had not their own gigs, or who, wanting to travel to London and such distant places, belonged to the trading and less solid part of the nation. The passenger on the box could see that this was the district of protuberant optimists, sure that old England was the best of all possible countries, and that if there were any facts which had not fallen under their own observation, they were facts not worth observing: the district of clean little market-towns without manufactures, of fat livings, an aristocratic clergy, and low poor-rates. But as the day wore on the scene would change: the land would begin to be blackened with coal-pits, the rattle of handlooms to be heard in hamlets and villages. Here were powerful men walking queerly with knees bent outward from squatting in the mine, going home to throw themselves down in their blackened flannel and sleep through the daylight, then rise and spend much of their high wages at the ale-house with their fellows of the Benefit Club; here the pale eager faces of handloom-weavers, men and women, haggard from sitting up late at night to finish the week’s work, hardly begun till the Wednesday. Everywhere the cottages and the small children were dirty, for the languid mothers gave their strength to the loom; pious Dissenting women, perhaps, who took life patiently, and thought that salvation depended chiefly on predestination, and not at all on cleanliness
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