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ADAM BEDE

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 where she met Herbert Spencer 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 changed the nature of fictional characterization.
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Introduction

(New readers should be aware that this introduction discusses details of the plot)

‘With this drop of ink at the end of my pen, I will show you …’


With a single drop of ink for a mirror, the Egyptian sorcerer undertakes to reveal to any chance comer far-reaching visions of the past. This is what I undertake to do for you, reader. With this drop of ink at the end of my pen, I will show you …



The opening lines of George Eliot’s Adam Bede are enticing and memorable. However, as the beginning of the first full-length novel by the nineteenth-century’s foremost practitioner of ‘realist fiction’, they are bizarre. To be sure, we pretty quickly get to the historical setting of Jonathan Burge’s workshop on 18 June 1799 in which we are required to believe. But Eliot’s narrator has literally ‘conjured’ this vision out of the air by using magic borrowed from an exotic ‘Egyptian sorcerer’, even if she then brings it down to the practical magic of writing – ‘with this drop of ink …’ Commentators and annotators of Adam Bede have paid little attention to Eliot’s strange image, but in fact her metaphoric ‘mirror’ reflects a story which she would have read in 1852 at a crucial stage in the development of her career as a novelist.

From 17 January to 27 March 1852 Wilkie Collins published a series of letters addressed to George Henry Lewes in the Leader, a radical weekly newspaper which Lewes had founded two years previously in 1850 with Thornton Leigh Hunt. Entitled ‘Magnetic Evenings at Home’, the letters related a ‘scientific’ enquiry into mesmerism and clairvoyance – as displayed by Count P— and his assistant Mademoiselle V—– that took place while Collins was staying with friends at Weston-super-Mare. In the Fifth Letter he tells of the use of the mirror or ‘wishing-stone’ which was ‘a piece of wood … shaped like a hand-mirror … [with] a highly-polished oval piece of coal attached to one side of the wood, instead of the ordinary looking-glass’. A ‘wishing-stone’, Collins explains, had once belonged to the Elizabethan gnostic John Dee, and Count P— had provided himself with a copy of this object:


Convinced that the old Doctor’s evil reputation among his contemporaries as a sorcerer had been solely derived from his knowledge and practice of animal magnetism, in days when new sciences of all kinds were fathered upon the devil, as a matter of course, our host [Count P—] conceived the idea of procuring as good an imitation of this ‘wishing-stone’ as could be obtained, and of rivalling the magic achievements of Dr Dee, by applying to it the magnetic process necessary to produce the phenomenon of clairvoyance.1



Here, then, are George Eliot’s ‘mirror’ that allows for ‘farreaching visions’, and her ‘sorcerer’. For the ‘ink’, that is equivalent to the dark surface of the ‘wishing-stone’ and the exotic source of the clairvoyant practice, an 1867 article on ‘Indo-Mohammedan Folk Lore’ in Notes and Queries explains: ‘… the Lubbis in the South of India used the unjun, or shining globule, placed in the hand of a boy, to discover hidden treasure or stolen property.’2 In Chapter 3 of his own novel The Moonstone (1868), Wilkie Collins describes the mysterious Indians using just such a method in order to find out the whereabouts of the diamond by pouring a splash of ink into a boy’s hand.3

In 1852, Lewes was not impressed, and replied to Collins’s account in ‘The Fallacy of Clairvoyance’, published on 27 March:


In conclusion, let me say that the fallacy of clairvoyance is, I take it, the interpretation of a dreaming power as a seeing power. The clairvoyante (when not a charlatan) sees the objects of her dreams, and describes them; what those objects are depend mainly upon the suggestion of external stimulus, in the shape of words, tones, hesitations, &c.4



Marian Evans also was likely to have been sceptical. Nonetheless, seven years later she used this image to describe her own ‘dreaming power’ as a novelist, adapting the clairvoyant’s more usual visions of present and future to her own purpose in giving us ‘far-reaching visions of the past’.5 In Adam Bede Eliot looked not only into the long past of the nation, but into the past of her elders – her father and her aunt by marriage Elizabeth, Mrs Samuel Evans (whom Eliot always called ‘Aunt Samuel’). More importantly still, she also looked into her own immediate past – the past that had made her into a writer.

Marian Evans into ‘George Eliot’

After the death of her father in 1849 the twenty-nine-year-old Mary Ann Evans had gone to live in Switzerland. In 1850 she returned to England, and the next year moved to London where she went to live in the household of the publisher John Chapman, and started working for him as managing editor of his Westminster Review. In 1852 Marian met Herbert Spencer, a social philosopher and journalist, and they soon became so close that there were rumours of an engagement. Whatever her feelings, they were not reciprocated. Spencer, however, introduced her to a man who certainly was interested – George Henry Lewes. But again, there were obstacles.

Lewes had been married to Agnes Jervis since 1841 and they had four sons. In 1850, when Agnes began a relationship with his business partner Thornton Hunt, Lewes had accepted the resulting child as his own. When a second child was born of the liaison, Lewes ceased to regard Agnes as his wife but, having condoned the affair, he was not in a position to sue, retrospectively, for divorce citing adultery.

Marian Evans was also a radical thinker, though one rather more hampered by the conventional strictures which bound respectable women’s behaviour. Even so, she did the only thing she could: she let her relationship with Lewes grow. With him, she shared her reading, her aspirations, her fears, her desires, her table and her bed. When and where this first began to happen we do not know, but it was probably sometime in the winter of 1853 when Marian moved out of Chapman’s house and into lodgings in Cambridge Street, off the Edgware Road. Then, in 1854, at the age of thirty-four, Marian Evans let this secret life become known when she left England for Germany in company with Lewes and – as it is politely put in all the biographies – she lived with him as his wife.

Though she was already an accomplished journalist and a successful translator of David Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu, from this time forward Lewes encouraged Marian Evans to fulfil her ambition and write fiction. She was soon at work on the first of the three long stories that were to make up Scenes of Clerical Life, and ‘The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton’ was published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in January and February 1857. Given Marian’s peculiar situation, it was Lewes who offered this story to the publisher John Blackwood, saying that he was acting on behalf of ‘a friend’.6 Soon Blackwood was corresponding with Marian herself, addressing his letters to ‘George Eliot Esq.’ ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’ followed in March to June 1857, and ‘Janet’s Repentance’ appeared from July to November.

Confident now in her own ability, and wanting a freer hand, on 5 September 1857 ‘George Eliot’ wrote to Blackwood: ‘I have a subject in my mind which will not come under the limitations of the title “Clerical Life,” and I am inclined to take a large canvas for it, and write a novel.’7

In a journal entry entitled ‘How I came to write Fiction’, Marian Evans recollected that ‘It had always been a vague dream of mine that some time or other I might write a novel … But I never went farther towards the actual writing of the novel than an introductory chapter describing a Staffordshire village and the life of the neighbouring farm houses.’ Evans had kept the paper, however, and carried it with her when she went abroad with Lewes in 1854 ‘and one evening at Berlin, something led me to read it to George’.8 Although this text does not survive, it may be that the sketch went on to become the opening to Adam Bede for Eliot was to retain that country setting in her first novel. Writing to Blackwood on 17 October 1857, she said, ‘My new story haunts me a good deal … It will be a country story – full of the breath of cows and the scent of hay …’9

But it wasn’t just the country setting that gave Eliot the impetus for her tale.

‘My Aunt’s Story’

In December 1856 Marian Evans had told Lewes the story about her aunt Elizabeth Evans and the young woman named Mary Voce who was found guilty of killing her child, and how her aunt had prayed with Mary the night before her execution and had gone with her in the cart to the gallows. In the next year, 1857 – so three years after she had begun living with Lewes – George Eliot told her family, including her beloved brother Isaac, the truth about her own relationship. Her family immediately broke off all communication. In October Eliot began to write Adam Bede.

We can trace this precise chronology for the composition of Adam Bede because Eliot wrote up what she called the ‘History of Adam Bede’ in her journal for 30 November 1858.10 What we can only speculate on are the questions of why her aunt’s story came back to her at just this time, and why it meant so much to her.

It is true that other women writers had tackled the subject of the ‘fallen’ woman and the unmarried mother. Elizabeth Gaskell had published Ruth in 1853; Elizabeth Barrett Browning had published Aurora Leigh – with its tale of Marian Erle’s rape and consequent pregnancy – at the end of 1856. Eliot had read both books, and when she reviewed Barrett Browning’s verse-novel, she remarked on ‘its far-stretching thoughts, its abundant treasure of well digested learning, its acute observation of life, its yearning sympathy with multiform human sorrow …’.11 It is tempting to wonder how far the story of Marian Erle spoke to Marian Evans.

Whatever the personal element in her need to retell her aunt’s tale, Eliot’s decision to publish the story of Hetty Sorel was brave. Elizabeth Gaskell and Elizabeth Barrett Browning were respectable married women.12 As ‘George Eliot’, Marian Evans retained – for the moment – her privacy, but she could have no idea how long that might last and, as it turned out, she was soon forced to acknowledge the fact that she was the author of Adam Bede. In tackling this subject, she was also taking the risk of exposing herself, and her precious relationship with Lewes, to the most prurient comment. But still she had to do it, and in some hidden way the fact of her taking on this particular subject, at this particularly difficult moment in her life, was deeply connected both to Marian Evans’s sense of self, and ‘George Eliot’ s self-construction as a writer. ‘I love it very much,’ Eliot wrote about Adam Bede in her journal, ‘and am deeply thankful to have written it, whatever the public may say of it’ (‘History’).

In Child Murder and British Culture 1720–1900, Josephine McDonagh points to an extraordinary fairy-tale account of her own young self that Marian Evans gave her friend Sara Hennell in 1848:


Now over a quarter of a century ago there was a very young sprite who forsooth having turned out some respectable toads and a few indifferent lemurs and marmosets must fain try his hand on a human article and one 22d of November he presented to Dame Nature at her evening levee a rough though unmistakeable sketch of a human baby. The Old Mother had been rollicking all the autumn in the vintage and wanted no less than a winter’s sleep to sober her. Being rather cross-grained in her cups she was in no humour to make the best of a bad business so she said, What have we here? in such a snappish tone, flourishing a bunch of nettles all the while, that the poor little Prometheus of a sprite began to look very snubbed. ‘A pretty piece of work I should have to patch up this thing into a human soul and body that would hang together! Here,’ she called to one of her Vishnu-sprites, ‘smother it at once to save further harm.’13



In the end, the child is saved by the intervention of her friends: ‘The poor sketch of a soul was found by the dark eyed maiden and those other bright and good mortals and they pitied and helped it, so that at last it grew to think and to love.’

McDonagh argues that the three key dates that are wrapped around George Eliot’s account of her ‘Aunt’s Story’ – 1802 when her Aunt Elizabeth prayed with Mary Voce, 1839 when her aunt told Marian about it, and 1856 when Marian told the story to Lewes – are all coincidentally significant dates in the legal and social history of infanticide.14 But they are also key dates in Eliot’s own memory of her self-making, taking her right back to her father’s life – from which she would draw some elements in Adam’s story – and her aunt’s, and on to her own momentous life-decisions made in the mid 1850s.

The editors of George Eliot’s Journals remark that during Lewes and Evans’s second trip to Germany – when she was writing Adam Bede – Eliot’s accounts of the art that they saw in various picture galleries suggest that ‘Babies and children seem[ed] particularly fascinating to [her] at this time’.15 The fascination – especially with children who are threatened or displaced – was to go into her fiction.

If, as McDonagh argues, Adam Bede functions around repressed memories and the return of things buried and forgotten, then no wonder ‘My Aunt’s Story’ about a lost child was the one that ‘haunted’ Marian Evans as she turned herself into the writer ‘George Eliot’. She had already imagined her adult self as a child escaping infanticide. Now, in the 1850s, Evans was remaking herself as an independent being and a writer – but the personal price was high. For in making that choice Evans had to sacrifice both the memory of the child that she had been – as she forfeited her childhood connection with her brother Isaac because of the irregular character of her union with Lewes – and – for the same reason – she felt that she had to relinquish the possibility of having children of her own. No wonder then that Hetty’s predicament appealed to her imagination.

Mary Voce into Hetty Sorrel

When you look at George Eliot’s own accounts of how she wrote Adam Bede, it is plain that it is the idea of Hetty that was the central point of her inspiration. The first piece of evidence is the ‘History of Adam Bede’ where she tells how she heard the story of Aunt Elizabeth Evans’s night with Mary Voce for the first time in 1839 and how she told it to Lewes in December 1856. At that time, she noted, he ‘remarked that the scene in the prison would make a fine element in a story’. Afterwards, came the idea of ‘blending this and some other recollections of my aunt’, and then, last of all, because she had to think of how ‘to make the unhappy girl one of the chief dramatis personae and connect her with the hero’, she invented the character of Adam based on ‘one or two incidents’ which were suggested by her father’s early life.

So the imaginative progression in Eliot’s mind goes Hetty, Dinah, Adam. Adam may have come to take on the title role, but Hetty was the wellspring. In detailing the process of composition Eliot happens to say that ‘The opening of the third volume – Hetty’s journeys – was, I think written more rapidly than the rest of the book, and was left without the slightest alteration of the first draught’ (‘History’). In fact, Carol A. Martin, the editor of the Clarendon Edition of Adam Bede, argues that the state of the manuscript does not bear this out for it includes many alterations and corrections.16 All the same, it is revealing that what Eliot (mis)remembered was the ease with which she wrote those sections.

The second piece of evidence is George Eliot’s note in the fair-copy manuscript, now in the British Library, written on 23 March 1859, after the manuscript had been returned from the printers. When she decided to dedicate the manuscript to Lewes, she added this account of the composition of the novel. Some parts of it, she says, were written ‘only once’, ‘among these the description of Dinah & a good deal of her sermon, the love-scene between her & Seth, “Hetty’s World”, most of the scene in the Two Bedchambers, the talk between Arthur & Adam, various parts in the second volume which I can recal less easily, & in the third, Hetty’s journeys, her confession and the cottage scenes’.17 This account of the readily rising parts of the composition also suggests Eliot’s absorption in certain elements of her tale: Hetty again, Dinah, Adam and Arthur.

In creating the character of Hetty, George Eliot relied only for the barest details on her Aunt Elizabeth’s story. The facts in the case of Mary Voce were entirely different from Hetty’s, for Mary was older, married, of rough character, had been deserted by her husband, had had other men, had borne several children, had committed a number of petty crimes, and seems to have purchased rat poison with the intention either of murdering her child – or of taking her own life. Even at the time of Mary Voce’s trial and execution there were discrepancies in the way her story was told: the three contemporary broadsheets give quite different versions of the tale.18 Add to that the fourth story told by Elizabeth Evans, and then the fifth, as it is retold by Eliot in Adam Bede, and Mary Voce is lost to our sight.

But Hetty is fully in our view. I am not at all on the side of the critics who object to Hetty: to her prettiness, to her self-indulgence, to her daydreams, to her passivity in her predicament, to her obduracy. On the contrary, I find that I sympathize with Hetty, not because I care about her in any old-fashioned way as I ‘make friends’ with this literary sign, but because she – or rather George Eliot through her – makes me imaginatively realize what it is, or what it might be, to be a woman in a society and a cultural context that values certain kinds of women, and condones certain kinds of behaviour and condemns others.

If readers now are sometimes surprised by the revelation of Hetty’s pregnancy, some readers then professed to be shocked by the novel’s forthrightness. Far from the facts of Hetty’s sexual life being secret, it seems to me that Eliot’s account of what happens and how and when is as explicit as it could possibly have been in 1859. Certainly, many of those revelations are signalled in a literary code of symbols, or displaced imagery or metaphoric language. You have to calculate the timing of months and seasons, for instance, or you have to think about Hetty’s red cloak, or note clues like Arthur’s deciding not to worry about ‘any bad consequence that was not demonstrably inevitable’, or the reference to Hetty’s ‘more luxuriant womanliness’ (Chapters XXIX, XXXIV). Or else you have to understand that drowning was so commonly a method of suicide for the unmarried and pregnant girl in the nineteenth century that ‘Found Drowned’ – as Hetty imagines herself (XXXIV) – meant much more than it said.

All these hints were obvious to contemporary readers of both sexes. Eliot’s publisher John Blackwood guessed early on in his reading that ‘The Captain’s unfortunate attachment to Hetty will I suppose form a main element in the Tragic part of the story. I am not quite sure how far I like the scenes in the wood and I hope things will not come to the usual sad catastrophe!’19 While the book was delayed in the press in December 1858, Eliot was worried about the ‘evil’ consequences that might attend on the possible disclosure of her identity because of the sexual element in the plot.20 When the book did appear on 1 February 1859, the Saturday Review deplored the novel as part of the ‘literature of pregnancy’, while the Examiner felt ‘bound to protest against the depiction in a novel of the stages of childbirth, related with almost obstetric accuracy of detail’.21 For the modern reader, however, the untangling of these hints is part of the perverse pleasure of the novel, in that the reader’s knowledge of what is happening and where it will lead, so soon overtakes the ignorance of the other characters.22

‘the great crime’

But the thing that makes Hetty so important for our time – for any time of course, but still relevant now – is the fact of her having murdered her child. The very crime has different definitions in different social and historical circumstances and might be called by many names: abandonment, neglect, diminished responsibility, failure of care, abuse, murder.

Because most societies have a vested interest in sustaining the ideal of the sanctity of motherhood, child murder is often a taboo, and there are comparatively few infanticides in literature. There are many child-killers who are men – from the myth of Cronus devouring his own children in Greek legend, to Agamemnon surrendering Iphigenia to the altar, or Abraham preparing to sacrifice Isaac. But mothers who murder are rarer and more monstrous. In legend, Medea kills the offspring of her marriage to Jason, but she is also a witch who has sex outside marriage, betrays her country and her father, cuts her brother into pieces, has the rival to her lover’s throne boiled in a pot, and sends a poisoned garment to her husband’s new bride.

Josephine McDonagh describes the two specific literary infanticides that form a background to George Eliot’s Adam Bede.23 The first is that by Martha Ray in William Wordsworth’s poem ‘The Thorn’ published in the Lyrical Ballads in 1798. This is of course the year preceding the opening date of Adam Bede, and, in Chapter V, Arthur Donnithorne receives a copy of the Lyrical Ballads, which he describes as ‘queer, wizard-like stories’, commenting that they ‘seem to be twaddling stuff’. The remark is a clue for the reader, and suggests Arthur’s shallow understanding, for Wordsworth was a favourite poet of Eliot’s and many of her epigraphs – including that for Adam Bede – were drawn from his work.24

The second (supposed) infanticide is by Effie Deans in Walter Scott’s novel The Heart of Midlothian (1818). During the last four years of her ailing father’s life, Marian Evans had been accustomed to read aloud to him for long hours every evening, and their favourite author was Scott. Though of course, as it turns out, Effie was innocent and her child survives.

Another literary infanticide that George Eliot would have known is by the speaker in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 1846 poem ‘The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’. Here the child definitely does die, strangled by his mother. But even while the poem makes clear that the despairing mother’s motives are political – the child is the result of rape, he is too white, he is one of those who will possess the ‘master-right’ – the horror of the act itself is mitigated by the slave’s residual instinct to love her ‘own, own’ child.25

As far as the legal story of infanticide goes, the statute which Hetty contravened and which condemned her, was the Stuart Bastardy Act of 1624 which decreed the death penalty for any woman who should ‘either by drowning or secret burying thereof’ kill her newborn child. If the child had been born dead, the onus was on the mother to ‘make proof by one Witness at least, that the Child … was born dead’.26 This act was passed at a time when there was much public anxiety about the rising rate of illegitimate births and about infant mortality and child abandonment. By the eighteenth century urbanization and more efficient modes of transport meant that the problem was much worse as women travelled to some place other than their home town to abandon their (live or dead) baby.27 As it turned out, comparatively few women were tried, let alone executed, for this crime, in spite of the fact that the legal burden of proof required to show that the child was born dead was firmly placed with the mother.

In 1784 William Hunter, a surgeon and midwife, who was sympathetic to the plight of the unmarried woman, published an address to the Medical Society, where he pointed out that many women, giving birth under these extreme conditions, were likely to be deprived of ‘all judgement and rational conduct’.28 Lawyers argued that the assumptions of the law as it stood were unworkable and inappropriate. It was eventually repealed in 1803 – just a year after Mary Voce’s death. At this stage, the reason given for the change was specifically that judges were so often disposed to be lenient, finding increasingly ingenious ways of accepting the slightest evidence that the child was stillborn, thus bringing the law into disrepute. All the same, cases still continued to be brought under the Act, and the last execution of a woman for newborn child murder took place in 1849 – ten years after Elizabeth Evans told Marian her story, and just ten years before the publication of Adam Bede.29

‘you don’t get extra points for killing a baby …’

One hundred and fifty years on, and women who are accused of killing their baby may not be executed, but they are often condemned to a living death. In recent years in Britain much publicity has surrounded the conviction and jailing of women such as Angela Cannings and the late Sally Clark – both found guilty of murdering their infant children, and later released when some of the prosecution’s evidence (and, in particular, the reliability of one of their key medical witnesses) was discovered to be unsound.

In September 1994 Caroline Beale was arrested at John F. Kennedy airport in New York where she was found to be carrying a bag bound to her stomach containing the body of her baby, a little girl, to whom she had given birth the night before in an hotel room. Her boyfriend had been out drinking. She delivered the baby, by herself, in the bath. She tried to wash out some of the towels she had used to mop up the mess. In the end she wrapped the bloodiest inside the other towels, and left them on the floor. She picked the dead floating baby out of the bath and put it in a bag. No one had known that Caroline was pregnant.

She was arraigned for second-degree murder and spent eight months in prison in New York’s Rikers Island. Eventually she was released on bail but was only allowed to return home to England after she was persuaded to plead guilty to manslaughter. ‘In the United States,’ said the District Attorney who prosecuted her, ‘you don’t get extra points for killing a baby.’30

When my students read George Eliot’s Adam Bede they often complain that it is just not possible. It is too unbelievable, they say, that no one noticed that Hetty was pregnant. But the fact is that it happens all the time. And, just like Hetty, all the time, frightened women – young, old, married, not married, clever or foolish, well-off or poor – try to get rid of that secret baby.

In Britain today, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, babies are abandoned every week. In Germany and Japan, local authorities are trying out a scheme, based on an idea used by medieval churches, where a designated hole in the wall allows mothers to give up their babies anonymously.31 Not all of these women are trying to kill their baby. Quite often they are trying to save that tiny life. In March 2001 an elderly couple living in Sawtry found a newborn baby boy on their doorstep. A few days later, after the police had asked the mother to come forward, the couple found a note on the same doorstep which said: ‘Please forgive me. I had the baby on Saturday night while my parents were out. I am not bad.’

A Stage Adaptation, 1862

While it will always be an important issue, the topic of unwanted babies and child murder was a particularly fraught question when Adam Bede was published. The book was widely and respectfully reviewed, in spite of various papers exclaiming over the close attention to Hetty’s pregnancy and delivery. All the same, the general reaction to the novel was so favourable that an adaptation was made for the stage and it was performed at the Royal Surrey Theatre in February 1862.32

As ever with such adaptations, it is not the faithfulness to the original text that is revealing, but the departures therefrom. In true melodramatic fashion the play hints at the catastrophe which will result from Arthur and Hetty’s relationship early in the first scene. Parson Irwine reminds his mother that Arthur’s uncle (not his grandfather) has made a will which disinherits him if he marries without his uncle’s consent. The reason for this stricture is that ‘the Colonel in his youth married below his position – misery was the consequence. His wife eloped with a scoundrel. The Colonel shot him and he has been a hard man ever since.’ The scene ends, however, with Arthur and Irwine setting off for Hall Farm, and, as Arthur swears that he has no interest in the ‘two pretty girls’ there – ‘Don’t fear. I’m a stoic, a very St Anthony. They shan’t tempt me’ – Mrs Irwine brings the curtain down with the exclamation ‘Oh these boys’.

Shortly afterward follows a scene where Hetty first meets Arthur in the wood, and then, on the evening of the dance, he takes her to the Hermitage where they are seen by Adam and the fight takes place. The curtain comes down on Act II as Adam cries ‘Good heaven! He has struck his head against a stone’, and ends with the stage direction ‘Picture’.

Act III begins with Mrs Poyser remarking specifically that it is now two years since the unhappy events of the dance when Adam fought with Arthur. Arthur, we are told, did not die, but left to join the army and has not been seen since. If you know the book – though, of course, many people in the audience in 1862 would not have read it – this seems very strange. Is this ‘two years’ just a mistake then? Or some peculiar foil set up for the sake of Victorian decency?

As Act III continues, Hetty is found to have disappeared, and then the plot more or less follows the book, except for Seth attempting to reassure Adam that there is ‘a gleam of hope’:


‘There was found near the body of Hetty’s child,’ he says, ‘a pack of old playing cards and a fortune telling Book. Of these Hetty disclaims all knowledge tho’ it is suspected she must have got her living by fortune telling. I have ascertained that there was a gang of gipsies in the neighbourhood and to them doubtless these articles belonged.’



Scene 3 of Act III takes place in a prison ward-room and replays the scene between Dinah and Hetty which is so central to George Eliot’s story. But here Hetty protests her innocence and tells Dinah that she simply put the baby down for a moment to go and beg some milk and that when she returned ‘it was not crying – and there was a child – it was dead – not my child – no Dinah – not my child’. Dinah assumes that Hetty’s reaction was one of extreme anguish – ‘it was enough to deprive you of reason’ – but when Hetty tells how she buried the dead baby and left it, Dinah says, ‘If this is known it will go terribly against you’, before she asks, ‘Hetty, tell me were you married to him?’ and Hetty faints without replying.

In the following scenes, which return the action to Hall Farm, Dinah and Adam come to an understanding rather earlier than they do in the novel. Then we go back to the scene of the trial where Hetty protests her innocence: ‘I didn’t desert it. I couldn’t. I went to beg for it a cup of milk – and then when I came back it was gone – they had stolen it – give me my child.’ In another curious departure from the original, Rachel Poyser is called to give evidence for Hetty’s character, and she manages a little homily: ‘The sin lies at the door o’ them as tempted her and of your laws that are only to punish the weaker sex. The sooner they’re altered the better.’

The play reaches a climax as Adam prepares to name the absent Arthur as the father of Hetty’s child. At this point Arthur himself appears to announce … that he and Hetty are married. The judge insists that this is irrelevant, sends the jury out to consider whether or not Hetty is guilty of child murder, and they return with a verdict of ‘Guilty’. Then, just as the judge prepares to pronounce the death sentence, Seth rushes in with a band of gipsies and … sure enough, Hetty’s child … alive and well. ‘She is acquitted,’ says the judge: ‘Tableaux. Curtain falls.’

And a Radio Adaptation, 2001

If Hetty’s story needed some revision and a different ending (notably a marriage and a live baby) in 1862, the new set of historical and cultural forces at work in the early twenty-first century make George Eliot’s novel similarly subject to revision and change.

In July 2001 the BBC broadcast a dramatization, adapted by Robert Forest and directed by Patrick Rayner, in a prime daily slot on BBC Radio 4. In one sense, this adaptation was true to George Eliot, for great attention was paid to the episode between Hetty and Dinah in the prison cell, and four whole episodes played out their conversation. In another sense, this was very much a production for a modern audience: Hetty came across as feisty, difficult, wanting more of life. She was allowed to be pretty explicit about what went on between her and Arthur in the Hermitage, and a heart-rending cry was put into her mouth as she complained that during those months of her hidden pregnancy, no one cared enough to notice: ‘no one could see me’.33 Her claim to a modern notion of the value of the individual life was also emphasized by the fact that, in the prison cell, it is Hetty who also forces Dinah to a ‘confession’, and that confession (using the scenes that actually come later in the book after Hetty’s conviction) turns out to be that Dinah has fallen in love with Adam Bede.

However, as usual, it is the ending that tells. As in the original novel, Hetty’s sentence is commuted and Dinah, we hear, goes to see Hetty on board the ship that will carry her to Australia. She reports that Hetty appeared eager to be away. Adam grudgingly meets with Arthur. Then he begs Dinah to marry him, pleading that it is her call to take him because he will ‘be her cross’ in life, given that he still cannot come to terms with his vengeful desire to kill Arthur.

But that wasn’t quite the end of the story. In the last scene we heard waves and seagulls and the voice of Hetty singing one of Wesley’s hymns. Someone – a sailor or another convict – asks her what she is, if she’s ‘No dissenter, and no churchgoer’. He goes on, ‘What are you then? … Jew or Hindu?’ And we hear her reply, ‘Hetty Sorrel’, to which he says, ‘Hetty Sorrel, eh? And that’s all?’, and she says, ‘Enough to be going on with – Hetty Sorrel.’

In 1862 it was Hetty’s character that needed cleaning up for public presentation, so she had to be married and innocent of the crime. In 2001 it still has to be Hetty’s character that is transformed as she becomes an independent woman, with a strong sense of self that will see her through, whatever her destiny. In both cases, interestingly, she survives.

George Eliot does not let Hetty live. It has often been remarked that Hetty’s abrupt dismissal from the story, dying – as we are told in the Epilogue – just when her sentence of transportation has come to an end, is something of a letdown. Maybe it does seem so to a latterday audience. But Eliot’s contemporary audience would have understood rather better. They would have known that the fate of a pretty young convict, subject both to the attentions and the cruelties of officers and other convicts, was hardly going to be a happy one. They would also have known that rehabilitation was impossible. A quiet life of penitence and reproach – away from her family – would have been the only one open to Hetty on return to England.

So Hetty disappears out of the story and Dinah’s words end the novel, as they have dominated the story. For this is the other half of Eliot’s inspiration for Adam Bede.

‘George Eliot’ into Dinah Morris

Before the novel was named, Eliot and Lewes referred to it between themselves as her ‘Aunt’s Story’. Her story, in that it was something that happened to Elizabeth Evans; her story, in that it was a tale she told to the young Mary Ann.34 And it is words and storytelling, and the art of persuasion and rhetoric that become important here. ‘Preaching’ by another name. That is the essence of Aunt Elizabeth’s story, and it is the essence of George Eliot’s art.

Eliot is said to be a realist writer. It looks like an easy term. There are, in fact, only two ways in which fiction can be ‘real’. The first is an emotional reality: for readers can indeed be made to feel by words, and that feeling – when it happens – is true. The second is a literary reality. For fiction is made with words, with structure and with form, and that certainly is real … ‘With this drop of ink at the end my pen, I will show you …’

The way that Dinah speaks in the novel was closely connected in Eliot’s own mind with the way that she herself wrote – and the way in which she genuinely felt as she wrote. In a revealing letter to Sara Hennell, Eliot said, ‘How curious it seems to me that people should think Dinah’s sermon, prayers, and speeches were copied – when they were written with hot tears, as they surged up in my own mind!’35

Dinah’s two major speeches frame the action. The first takes place on the village green at Hayslope, the evening sun making a picturesque setting as the rays illuminate her face and light up her impassioned features. Here Dinah’s audience is a whole community. But she makes only one convert, Bess Cranage. Her second ‘sermon’ takes place in the darkness of the night, enclosed, in the condemned cell, and alone with Hetty. And again, Dinah makes one convert – Hetty herself.

The method of each of these two speeches is the same; and that too is the same as the technique Dinah uses in the smaller virtuoso outbursts that punctuate the novel, whether her appeal to Hetty (Chapter XV), or her self-justification to Adam (Chapter LII).

The range of quotations in the two major framing speeches is also the same. Dinah’s text for her sermon in Chapter II, ‘The Preaching’, is Luke 4:18 where Jesus says, ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me … to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised’ (Authorized Version). It is a manifesto entirely in accord with George Eliot’s own assessment of the moral role she adopted for her fiction. In addition, she draws on many other biblical references so that Dinah’s sermon starts with a story from the Bible, then a quotation, then there is a story about herself which parallels the present situation, then she implicates her audience – ‘you and me, dear friends, are poor’ – and explains how God is already in their lives in everyday clichés, then she builds on that by describing how they might allow him a larger, more active place in their lives, and she goes on to refer – effectively for the fourth time – to a preaching situation (Jesus, John Wesley, her own present, Jesus again), and she introduces another biblical quotation.

The technique sets out a theme, reverses it, writes variations on it, then introduces a second and third, returning always to all the different themes even where they are worked through in a number of different keys, major and minor, until the whole climaxes in a virtuoso crescendo which blends quotation, reference to ‘you and me’ and the preaching scene:


‘See!’ she exclaimed, turning to the left, with her eyes fixed on a point above the heads of the people – ‘see where our blessed Lord stands and weeps, and stretches out his arms towards you. Hear what he says … See the print of the nails on his dear hands …’



George Eliot read widely in preparing her research for Adam Bede, and the works of John Wesley and, especially, Henry Moore’s Life of Mrs Mary Fletcher (Birmingham, 1817) were her sources. In March 1839 Eliot borrowed a copy of the latter from her aunt, and ‘Miss Bosanquet’ – as Mary Fletcher was before her marriage – is mentioned in Chapter VIII of Adam Bede. The early Methodist preachers, but the women in particular, employed a rhetoric of preaching which became a familiar pattern, mixing public and private reference, including biblical allusion, personal testimony, direct appeal, surrender and submission and a call to active entry into a spiritual life.36

Dinah’s preaching also carries a musical analogy that is built into the narrative, offered to us through the medium of ‘the stranger’ who witnesses this first scene of Dinah’s preaching in Chapter II. He provides a discriminating focus on Dinah’s performance. He is the one who gives us eyes and ears. He is connected also with Dinah’s second large framing ‘sermon’, and that is the one that takes place in Chapter XLV, which is also introduced by a curious encounter with an ‘elderly gentleman’. In the case of the first encounter in Chapter II, we don’t know who that stranger is. He is simply a rider who happens across the pretty scene on the village green and who stays to be impressed by Dinah’s performance. The stranger takes on the role of informal witness. Or maybe he is even a formal witness, the representative of the reader, who does not move among the village people described, but who discerns their various relations, who can impartially criticize and assess, not only the village, but the impression Dinah makes on the village.

In the second case the stranger – who turns out to be the same man – is known and named. He is the governing Magistrate, Colonel Townley, the one and only person who has the authority to decree that Dinah may indeed be allowed to spend the night with Hetty in her cell. On this occasion, he does not witness Dinah’s speech, but we do, because the imaginative intervention of the novelist has allowed us into that cell to hear Dinah’s words. On the first occasion of his two brief appearances the stranger-Magistrate represents the reader. And Eliot herself does not know who that reader – those readers – might be, so it is appropriate that he has no name. But on the second occasion of his appearance the Magistrate represents the writer – and so it becomes relevant that he plays an authoritative role. Only through the imaginative licence of the writer can the reader be permitted access to the dark and seclusion of Hetty’s cell, and to the secret scene of Dinah’s persuasion and Hetty’s repentance.

In one of her best-known essays George Eliot includes a statement of realist intent:


The greatest benefit we owe to the artist, whether painter, poet, or novelist, is the extension of our sympathies … Art is the nearest thing to life; it is a mode of amplifying experience and extending our contact with our fellow-men beyond the bounds of our personal lot. All the more sacred is the task of the artist when he undertakes to paint the life of the People. Falsification here is far more pernicious than in the more artificial aspects of life. It is not so very serious that we should have false ideas about evanescent fashions … but it is serious that our sympathy with the perennial joys and struggles, the toil, the tragedy, and the humour in the life of our more heavily-laden fellow-men, should be perverted, and turned toward a false object instead of the true one …37



For all that this presents itself as a plea for realism, it takes the form of a marked pattern of religious vocation in its vocabulary, and especially in the use of the word ‘sacred’. If George Eliot’s project is similar to Dinah’s – the one by saving souls, the other by extending sympathies – then so is her form.

Dinah’s spoken method – paralleling Eliot’s literary method – is one characterized by collage and improvisation. Fragments and scraps of images, of pictures, of quotations, of allusions, asides and qualifications make up the weave of Dinah’s sermons just as they make up the substance of Eliot’s novel. Dinah’s textual fragments are stories and allusions. In a similar way George Eliot herself kept notebooks of stray facts and ideas when she was preparing to write a novel.

And Eliot expects her reader to follow the complex web of her references. On the surface of Chapter XII we see Arthur beginning to succumb to the temptation presented by Hetty. But in Eliot’s buried allusions we can foresee the whole sorry story: a tapestry depicts Moses the foundling; Arthur sings a song from the Beggar’s Opera, ‘Would you have a young virgin of fifteen years?’; the narrator comments on his ‘soft-heartedness’ to ‘the whole sex’, a favourite phrase with the rakish likes of Lovelace in Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1747–9), and refers to the Centaurs, famed in legend for their lusts; Arthur is reading Zeluco, the history of a seducer; and his Hermitage retreat is furnished with an ‘ottoman’ with all its suggestion of decadent luxury and enticing harems. The reader does not need to have it spelt out. The supporting themes woven into the allusive background of the text tell us that Hetty has not got a chance.

In the same essay Eliot points out that it is not reason that makes up the power of language, but the accretions of history:


It must be admitted that the language of cultivated nations is in anything but a rational state; … one word stands for many things, and many words for one thing; the subtle shades of meaning, and still subtler echoes of association, make language an instrument which scarcely anything short of genius can wield with definiteness and certainty …



She goes on to imagine a ‘clean’ scientific language, but then rejects that possibility:


With the anomalies and inconveniences of historical language, you will have parted with its music and its passion, with its vital qualities as an expression of individual character, with its subtle capabilities of wit, with everything that gives it power over the imagination … Language must be left to grow in precision, completeness, and unity, as minds grow in clearness, comprehensiveness, and sympathy.38



Her reader, then, must work to hear the ‘music’ that is in the layering of her text. Music in language is something that George Eliot believed in, partly because she knew that the musical form was one closely related to her own method in writing.

In an intriguing essay ‘Notes on Form in Art’ (1868) – not published in her lifetime – Eliot analysed a mode of artistic creation which is clearly related to her own. This method


must begin with the perception of separateness, derived principally from touch of which the other senses are modifications; and … things must be recognized as separate wholes before they can be recognized as wholes composed of parts, or before these wholes again can be regarded as relatively parts of a larger whole.



She goes on to explain that it is this sustained discrimination between likenesses and differences that makes ‘form’ in art:


as knowledge continues to grow by its alternating processes of distinction and combination, seeing smaller and smaller un-likenesses and grouping or associating these under a common likeness, it arrives at the conception of wholes composed of parts more and more multiplied and highly differenced, yet more absolutely bound together by various conditions of common likeness or mutual dependence.



Emotions – hers and ours – are what govern the shapes and patterns of Adam Bede. Which is why the layering of reference, with its musical analogy of tune and accompaniment, aria and chorus, is so important. It is, Eliot argues, an ‘organic’ process:


Poetic Form was not begotten by thinking it out or framing it as a shell which should hold emotional expression, any more than the shell of an animal arises before the living creature; but emotion, by its tendency to repetition, i.e. rhythmic persistence in proportion as diversifying thought is absent, creates a form by the recurrence of its elements in adjustment with certain given conditions of sound, language, action, or environment. Just as the beautiful expanding curves of a bivalve shell are not first made for the reception of the unstable inhabitant, but grow and are limited by the simple rhythmic conditions of its growing life.39



‘The Two …’

George Eliot may be a moral realist and an exponent of literary Realism, but she is also a stylist, even if she would describe her method as one of ‘emotional’ style. One of the most interesting things about Adam Bede is its elaborate structure in terms of repetitions and doublenesses – a pattern which directly reflects the philosophy of ‘Poetic Form’ that Eliot describes in her 1868 essay.

Many things in Adam Bede happen twice. Hetty makes two journeys; Adam and Arthur meet in the wood on two occasions; Arthur and Adam both make visits to Irwine with Hetty on their mind. In Chapter XV there are the two bed-chambers where a set of contrasts is explicitly worked out. Hetty peers into an old tarnished mirror to see only the surface of herself, while Dinah looks out of the window at the moonlit scene, then closes her eyes ‘that she might feel more intensely the presence of a Love and Sympathy deeper and more tender than was breathed from the earth and sky’. Hetty exerts her ‘narrow bit of an imagination’ to luxuriate in a future where she wears silks, where Arthur Donnithorne has his arm around her, while Dinah’s imagination creates ‘a thorny thicket of sin and sorrow, in which she saw the poor thing struggling torn and bleeding’.

Much later in the novel, in Chapter XLV, the essentials of this scene will be repeated and revised when Dinah and Hetty meet again, and weep together again in the darkness of the prison. As the narrator says, ‘What strange contrast the two figures made!’ (Chapter XV). But this method of comparing and measuring is one that informs the shape of the whole novel and one that the reader is, for the most part, expected to make, without explicit pointers from the narrative.

Even the key fact of the melodramatic strand in the novel is based on a doubleness – on a return. For, crucially, Hetty ‘returns’ to the site of the story of herself that she had tried to ‘forget’ when she buried her baby. And that return uncovers what would otherwise have remained hidden. If Hetty had never gone back to the wood and the hole under the nut-tree, there would have been no story.

In one sense this technique employs both stylized and realistic techniques. It is a contrived artifice, but it draws the reader in, so that we acquire a memory of events and significances that make a pattern of reference points. In this way it is a method that insists on a series of engaged responses from the reader. This begins with an emotional response, grows to one which is contemplative, and finally on to one which includes the promotion of a moral perspective where the reader must evaluate and assess the actions of the characters in the light of his or her own opinions and conduct in life.

Even without her own two accounts of the process, it is easy to see how George Eliot’s own fit range of ‘emotions’ grew into the story that was to become Adam Bede and her first full-length novel. Her ‘Aunt’s Story’ was linked in her mind with her own personal situation from 1854 – and so Hetty Sorrel was born. And yet that very period, so personally fraught, anxious and painful in many ways, was also the time when Eliot was becoming a writer, finding a voice, speaking out to the world – and so Dinah Morris was born, becoming, at Lewes’s suggestion, ‘the principal figure at the last’ (‘History’).

Adam and Arthur

That leaves Adam – and Arthur. We know, because Eliot says so in her account of the composition of Adam Bede, that ‘The character of Adam and one or two incidents connected with him, were suggested by my Father’s early life’. But it was George Henry Lewes who perceived that Adam’s part was ‘too passive’, and that he needed to be ‘brought into more direct collision with Arthur’. She went on, ‘This doubt haunted me’ (my italics), ‘and out of it grew the scene in the Wood between Adam and Arthur’ (‘History’). It was, unsurprisingly, music that gave Eliot the clue.

In the summer of 1858 while she and Lewes were in Munich, she happened to see a production of Gioacchino Rossini’s 1829 opera William Tell. As the opera opens Leuthold the shepherd rushes on stage. Switzerland is under the yoke of Gessler, the Austrian tyrant, and Leuthold is being pursued by soldiers because he has just killed one of their number as the soldier attempted to rape Leuthold’s daughter. William Tell rescues him. This is the first of several confrontation scenes, most notably that in Act III, where a maypole is erected in the market-place of Altdorf to celebrate one hundred years of Austrian domination of Switzerland. Gessler has his hat placed on top of the pole and demands that the people bow down to it … which Tell, a Swiss patriot, refuses to do. As in Adam Bede the mix is one of sexual domination – effectively an invoking of droit de seigneur – and class conflict.

But I would suggest that it was the playing out of these oppositions in the music of Rossini’s opera that spoke most potently to Eliot’s creating mind. In the famous overture – the only part of the opera that figures regularly in the repertoire today – but also throughout the opera as a whole, there is a dramatic pattern of musical contrasts beginning with the evocation of the peaceful pastoral scene by the lake but then going on to the violence of armed conflict, then moving to the terror and pity of William Tell’s defiance and the tender duets between the lovers, the patriot Arnold and the aristocratic Mathilde. Out of her encounter with this opera Eliot made the conflicted relation between Adam and Arthur. The doubt sown by Lewes about the need for a ‘direct collision’ between them led to ‘the scene in the Wood between Arthur and Adam’, said Eliot, and so ‘the fight came to me as a necessity one night at the Munich opera when I was listening to William Tell’ (‘History’).

So Eliot wrote the scene of the fight in Chapter XXVII and she offered a revised and reworked version of that episode in Chapter XLVIII. We are supposed to understand the parallels:


The next day, at evening, two men were walking from opposite points towards the same scene, drawn thither by a common memory. The scene was the Grove by Donnithorne Chase: you know who the men are.



It is easy enough to read Adam and Arthur’s relation as one ‘between men’ where the primary connection is to each other, and the woman over whom they compete is wiped out of the picture. But from the beginning it was ‘their mutual relation to Hetty’ (‘History’) that motivated Eliot’s imagination, and Hetty is very much here in this second scene between the two men. And so the process comes full circle. Eliot’s initial inspiration was the story of Hetty, and even when she makes the detour suggested by Lewes and brings Arthur and Adam into ‘direct collision’, Hetty is still her inspiration.

As ever, in a work of fiction that relies so heavily on the creative understanding and sympathetic response of the reader, Hetty’s presence in signalled by a symbol that we recognize. In Chapter XXVIII, as Adam fetches water and brandy for Arthur, who is stricken by Adam’s blow, Arthur rouses himself to find a light and search the Hermitage:


At last he found a slight thing, which he put first in his pocket, and then, on a second thought, took it out again and thrust deep down into a waste-paper basket. It was a woman’s little pink silk handkerchief …



It is the whole story of Arthur and Hetty’s relation in miniature. But it is not the end of the story. In Chapter XLVIII Arthur is conscious of the whereabouts of the handkerchief as he re-enters the Hermitage with Adam: ‘… there was the waste-paper basket full of scraps, and deep down in it, Arthur felt in an instant, there was the little pink silk handkerchief’. And at the end of the scene – a scene in which Arthur says to Adam, ‘Haven’t I loved her too? Didn’t I see her yesterday? Shan’t I carry the thought of her about with me as much as you will?’ – Arthur retrieves the handkerchief.

I think that we are meant to believe him. Just as Hetty had once buried her baby and yet returned to the site of forgetting and to the fate that she can never escape, so Arthur too buries the thing which symbolizes his love for Hetty and of his betrayal of her (the point being that she undressed in the hermitage and so came to leave her handkerchief behind), and yet he returns to retrieve it and acknowledge the consequences that he cannot escape.

And Arthur again

When I first read Adam Bede as a teenager I hated Arthur. I relished the terrible irony of Chapter XLIV.40 I wanted him to suffer. Now, I’m not so sure.

In the end, it is Arthur who is true to Hetty. Adam is comforted. He has a new relation with his marriage to Dinah, he earns and retains the kind of life for which he had planned, he has his children.

But Arthur has none of this. He has to relinquish his dream of being the squire adored by his workers and tenant farmers. He loses his health. He does not marry. He is left only with regret and the eternal consciousness of the consequences of his wrongdoing, so that Hetty can never be out of his mind: ‘I could never do anything for her … she lived long enough for all the suffering – and I’d thought so of the time when I might do something for her’ (Epilogue).

And there’s something else that Arthur loses – his child.

In the novel, we are never told whether this is a boy or a girl, but I believe that the child has to have been a boy. So, without an heir, Arthur loses his estate too and the line is broken as the land will go to his cousin. There’s no legal logic to it, of course, because Hetty’s baby, being illegitimate, would not be in line to inherit in any case. But there is a symbolic logic that makes the formal pattern so essential to George Eliot’s method.

And there is also an emotional logic that connects this lost child to the artistic ‘child’ that Eliot created in writing Adam Bede … The story of Hetty – ‘My Aunt’s Story’ – was the source of Eliot’s inspiration in writing her first novel. It was a story of creation and destruction in a world where illegitimate offspring end up being sacrificed through fear and timidity in the face of social condemnation.

At one time in 1849 young Mary Ann Evans had imagined herself as a mortal scrap whose very existence was uncertain, fragile, and nearly brought to a premature end. Ten years later George Eliot’s Adam Bede was a ‘love-child’, the product of her unsanctioned union with George Henry Lewes. But, unlike Hetty’s child, Eliot was determined to allow hers to live, and her defiance of convention is there even in her




Chronology

1819 22 November, born at Arbury, Warwickshire.

1824–36 Attends boarding schools in Attleborough, Nuneaton and Coventry.

1836 3 February, mother dies.

1837 After sister Christiana marries, becomes father’s housekeeper.

1841 Moves with her father to Coventry where she meets Charles and Caroline (‘Cara’) Bray. Reads Charles Hennell’s An Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Christianity (1838) which leads her to question her religious faith.

1842 January–May, the ‘Holy War’ with her father when she refuses to attend church. Beginning of friendship with Charles Hennell and his sister Sara.

1844 Begins a translation of Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (4th edn, 1840).

1846 The Life of Jesus published.

1846–7 ‘Poetry and Prose, from the Notebook of an Eccentric’, published in the Coventry Herald and Observer.

1847–8 Nurses father.

1849 Begins to translate Spinoza’s Tractatus theologico-politicus. 31 May, death of father. June, sets off for France, Italy and Switzerland with the Brays; they return to England in July. Remains in Geneva, lodging, from October, with the painter M. D’Albert-Durade and his wife. Begins journal.

1850 March, returns to England. Feels unwanted by her family and resides with the Brays. Decides to earn her living by writing. October, visits John Chapman in London.

1851 January, her first major article, ‘The Progress of the Intellect’, published in the Westminster Review. September, moves to London and becomes assistant editor of the Westminster.

1852 January, her first number of the Westminster published. Close friendship with Herbert Spencer.

1853 Working hard on the Westminster. October, intimacy with George Henry Lewes begins.

1854 July, translation of Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity published. Leaves for Germany with Lewes. Begins translation of Spinoza’s Ethics.

1855 March, returns to England with Lewes, and they set up house together.

1856 Trips to Ilfracombe and Tenby to collect materials for Lewes’s Sea-side Studies (1858). Begins to write fiction, ‘The Sad Fortunes of Amos Barton’. ‘The Natural History of German Life’ and ‘Silly Novels by Lady Novelists’, published in the Westminster.

1857 ‘Amos Barton’, ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love-Story’ and ‘Janet’s Repentance’, published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. Assumes pseudonym, George Eliot. Writes to her brother of her relationship with Lewes and he breaks off communication. October, begins Adam Bede.

1858 January, Scenes of Clerical Life. Travels with Lewes to Munich, then to Dresden via Salzburg, Vienna and Prague.

1859 February, Adam Bede. April, interrupts composition of The Mill on the Floss to write ‘The Lifted Veil’, published in Blackwood’s in July. June, pressured into unveiling the identity of ‘George Eliot’.

1860 April, The Mill on the Floss. Trip to Italy where she conceives the idea of Romola. August, writes ‘Brother Jacob’. Begins Silas Marner.

1861 April, Silas Marner. Further trip to Italy for research on Romola which she starts to write in October.

1862 July, Romola begins serialization in Cornhill Magazine.

1863 July, Romola. She and Lewes buy the Priory, Regent’s Park.

1864 Begins verse play The Spanish Gypsy. July, ‘Brother Jacob’ published in the Cornhill.

1865 February, temporarily abandons her verse play, which is making her ill. March, starts writing Felix Holt.

1866 June, Felix Holt. Returns to work on The Spanish Gypsy.

1867 Trip to Spain to collect material. Subscribes £50 to the foundation of Girton College, Cambridge.

1868 May, The Spanish Gypsy.

1869 Writes ‘Brother and Sister’ sonnets, and begins Middlemarch.

1870 ‘The Legend of Jubal’ published in Macmillan’s Magazine.

1871 ‘Armgart’ published in Macmillan’s.

1871–2 Middlemarch published in eight parts.

1874 The Legend of Jubal and Other Poems.

1876 Daniel Deronda published in eight parts. Purchases the Heights in Witley, Surrey.

1878 30 November, Lewes dies.

1879 Preparing last volume of Lewes’s Problems of Life and Mind for publication. The Impressions of Theophrastus Such.

1880 6 May, marries John Walter Cross. 22 December, dies in London.
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