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    George Eliot is the pen name of Mary Anne Evans. The author spent her childhood in Warwickshire, where her father was employed as an estate manager. In her twenties Evans began to associate with free-thinkers, and translated Strauss’s Life of Jesus (1846), a work which provoked controversy by denying that many of the miracles recounted in the New Testament ever happened. After her father’s death, she moved to London, where she edited the Westminster Review and mixed with radical thinkers. Evans scandalised literary London by living openly with the married journalist, George Henry Lewes, until Lewes’s death in 1878.


    With Lewes’s encouragement, Evans turned to writing fiction at the age of 37. Her first novel, Adam Bede (1859), became an immediate bestseller. This was followed by five novels that displayed her developing skill, which reached its apex in her masterpiece, Middlemarch (1871), considered by many critics to be one of the greatest English-language novels ever written, and a pinnacle of achievement in literary realism. Evans’s work is also celebrated for its insightful psychological portraits, and for its exploration of the motives that drive people.
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    George Eliot’s third novel Silas Marner tells the story of its eponymous protagonist. Silas Marner, the weaver of Raveloe, is not a native of the village, and his foreign origins in a northern city, along with the strangeness of his appearance and character, make him the archetypal outsider. Silas’s story unfolds alongside the story of Godfrey Cass, eldest son to the local squire. The two men are linked when Silas discovers a small golden-haired child in his cottage. The choice each man makes in relation to this child has significant consequences for each of their futures. Eliot is celebrated as one of the greatest, if not the greatest, of the realist writers prominent in the 19th century, and Silas Marner does justice to this claim in its complex characterisation and focus on ordinary lives. In addition to its realist achievements, the novel also displays elements of the parable form in its illustration of moral lessons, the implausibility of certain elements of the narrative, and its relative brevity. The novel is under half the length of Eliot’s two earlier novels, Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    OUTSIDER


    Silas Marner is set in the early 18th century. The protagonist, the eponymous Silas Marner, is a weaver who settles in the fictional rural village of Raveloe. He lives on the margins of this society. His work is needed, and valued for its quality; however, Silas is viewed with suspicion by the rustics. As a stranger to the parts, he is automatically regarded with distrust. This distrust is compounded by his association with the unfamiliar weaving loom, and by his unhealthy appearance which contrasts markedly with the robustness of the rural men.


    Silas originally comes from an unnamed city in the north of England. As a young man, he is deeply involved in a dissenting religious sect, referred to as the Lantern Yard community. Silas experiences occasional trance-like states, which he and others refer to as fits. In these states, he loses consciousness and freezes. When he recovers he can remember nothing from the duration of the fit. The senior deacon of the church becomes very ill and the brethren take turns to sit with him. Silas experiences one of his fits whilst he is on watch over the deacon, and the church funds are stolen from the room.


    Silas is accused of the theft. The church has a method for determining guilt which involves drawing lots. Silas is found guilty and is expelled. Although it is never explicitly stated, there are compelling hints that Silas’s closest friend, William Dane, has set him up. This is most strongly suggested when Silas’s fiancé breaks off their engagement and becomes engaged shortly after to William. This betrayal and the injustice of his ‘trial’ leave Silas embittered and disinclined to interact with other people.


    He departs and travels south. On his arrival in Raveloe, Silas makes no attempt to integrate with the village inhabitants. He immerses himself in his work and hordes the money he earns. Gradually he comes to love the money for its own sake, and his only pleasure lies in counting the gold coins.


    ASSIMILATION


    Godfrey Cass, the eldest son of the local squire, has been married in secret to a woman in a nearby village. Godfrey is ashamed of his wife, who is addicted to opium. He makes every effort to keep her, and their child, a secret from his father. Their secrecy is threatened by Godfrey’s unprincipled younger brother, Dunstan, who has been blackmailing him. In an effort to raise money, Godfrey gives Dunstan his prized horse to sell at a fair. However, Dunstan, unable to resist the temptation of participating in a race, causes the horse to be severely injured so that it must be shot. As he wanders back home inebriated, Dunstan comes across Silas’s unoccupied and unlocked cottage. He enters and, discovering the gold, disappears with it. On his return, Silas, who has only stepped out for a short while, is devastated to find he has been robbed. His misfortune elicits the support of the community, and the villagers of Raveloe begin to look upon him with a less hostile eye.


    Squire Cass hosts a dance on New Year’s Eve. Determined to announce her existence to the squire, Godfrey’s wife makes her way to the house on foot in the cold and fog and carrying her small child. Whilst resting at the edge of the stone pits, near Silas’s cottage, she takes a draught of opium and slips into unconsciousness. Her little girl crawls into Silas’s cottage and falls asleep in front of the fire. Silas is near-sighted, so when he sees the child’s golden curls he thinks at first that his money has been returned. Silas is quickly besotted with the child and is determined to keep her and raise her himself.


    Godfrey is relieved at his wife’s demise. He loves the principled Nancy Lammeter and is fearful lest any obstacle prevent his marriage to her. He therefore decides not to declare the child as his own and resolves instead to provide Silas with as much support as possible.


    CONSEQUENCES


    Silas names the little girl Eppie, after his mother and sister. He befriends Dolly Winthrop, who instructs and assists him with raising the child. Dolly encourages Silas to attend church, and he complies because he is persuaded that it is in the child’s interests. Silas relates his early experience with the Lantern Yard community to Dolly, and the two muse over the method of drawing lots to establish guilt. Dolly assures him that this is not a practice that the church in Raveloe holds by.


    The villagers are impressed by his willingness to take in an orphan and raise her as his own child. Gradually Silas is drawn into the local community. He has the satisfaction and reward of watching his daughter grow up. By the time 16 years have passed, Silas has grown into a contented father with a close relationship with his daughter. Dolly’s son, Aaron, wishes to marry Eppie and agrees that they should live together with Silas.


    Godfrey has married Nancy Lammeter. However, in spite of all her efforts to be good and productive, Nancy feels unfulfilled by her childless marriage. Godfrey is aware of this and feels a similar dissatisfaction himself. When Dunstan’s body is found in a drained stone pit, and with it Silas’s gold, it becomes apparent that after committing the theft, Dunstan stumbled drunkenly into the water and drowned. Godfrey is shocked and ashamed to discover that his brother is the thief. Afraid that the truth of Eppie’s parenthood will also emerge at some stage, Godfrey confesses all to Nancy. She is filled with regret that she had not known earlier so that she might have raised the child and been a mother to her. The pair visits Silas and offer Eppie the opportunity to live with them. She refuses, pointing out that she is happy with the simple life that she is accustomed to and that she is engaged to a local boy. When Godfrey reveals her parentage, she insists that Silas adopted her when she was an infant and raised her, and is therefore her true father. Godfrey and Nancy withdraw, keeping the secret to themselves. The novel concludes with the marriage of Eppie and Aron.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    SILAS MARNER


    When the novel begins, Silas Marner, the main character, has been living near the village of Raveloe for 15 years. We learn that his original home lies in a city to the north and that as a young man he was an enthusiastic member of a dissenting community. Silas is framed as a thief of the community’s funds by his closest friend, William Dane, and he is found guilty by the community through the drawing of lots. The injustice and betrayal embitter Silas and he leaves.


    In Raveloe, Silas is regarded with the suspicion accorded to all outsiders. This is exacerbated when Silas makes no attempt to integrate with the community. Silas has the stoop common to the weavers of the time, caused by sitting for hours working the loom. His posture and his expression are physical reflections of his psychological distortion, which is caused by loneliness and a sense of exclusion from common humanity. Silas is, in particular, an archetype of the outsider, of the individual who is alienated from his or her society and therefore from the company of fellow humans.


    Through his act of adopting and raising an orphaned child, Silas reconnects with his own humanity and with society.


    DOLLY WINTHROP


    The wheelwright's wife, Dolly, is a thoroughly conscientious and dutiful woman. She rises early and works so hard that she is often hard-pressed to find an activity to turn her industry to. She is a mild, patient and serious-minded person, and the villagers turn to her whenever they need support and care during difficult times.


    When Silas’s gold is stolen, Dolly visits him with her little boy Aaron and takes a plate of cakes. Dolly assists and advises Silas with raising Eppie, and gently urges him to attend church, explaining that there he will find comfort for life’s difficulties.


    GODFREY CASS


    Godfrey is the good-natured and well-intentioned eldest son of the local squire. His moral sense is, however, swayed by the influence of his reprobate younger brother, Dunstan. At the start of the novel, Godfrey has married a local woman, Molly, who is addicted to opium. It is likely that, having discovered that he has made Molly pregnant, he married her out of compassion. Godfrey lacks the courage and force of will to tell his father about the marriage and is therefore reduced to blackmailing Dunstan and bribing Molly into silence. He is ashamed of the alliance and relieved at Molly’s death, and further reveals his weakness and tendency towards self-interested action by failing to lay claim to his daughter. He does this to avoid disgrace, but also so as not to lose Nancy, who has a strong moral sense and an aversion to impropriety of all sorts. Godfrey compensates by providing financial support to Silas whenever he can.


    As the years pass and Godfrey’s marriage remains childless, he feels more and more strongly the wish to claim his daughter, Eppie, who has been raised admirably by Silas. After keeping his relationship to Eppie a secret for years, he finally reveals to the truth to Nancy. The couple offers Eppie a home. However, when Eppie rejects Godfrey as a father in favour of Silas, he is forced to accept the consequences of his earlier choices. The experience strengthens his resolve to act openly and decisively in future.


    DUNSTAN CASS


    The squire’s second son, Dunstan, is a dissolute and spiteful young man. He is not a rounded character, in that we never see any good or balancing qualities in him, nor do we receive any background as to why his character is what it is. Dunstan has two roles in the novel. The first is as a negative influence on Godfrey, which serves to illustrate Godfrey’s irresolute character. The second is to steal Silas’s gold. This is a particularly ugly act because Dunstan is the idle son of a wealthy man, whereas the industrious Silas has humble origins.


    NANCY LAMMETER


    Nancy is the daughter of an upstanding local landowner. She is kind-natured, hard-working and principled, with a strong ethical sense. Nancy marries Godfrey, but the marriage is childless, which leaves her feeling discontented. Although Godfrey treats her with love and respect, she senses that he too is dissatisfied. Nancy is conservative by nature and is particularly dismayed by anything that will threaten the family’s good name, as is the case when Dunstan’s drowned body is discovered and he is identified as a thief. When Godfrey reveals Eppie’s parenthood to her, she insists that it continue


    EPPIE MARNER
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