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Introduction

George Eliot, born Mary Ann Evans in the same year as Queen Victoria, was raised during an era where a woman’s role and duties were well-defined. Women were to look pretty and ornamental, submit to the men in their life (either father, brother, or husband), and they must never, never show any intellectual leanings. In her personal life, even Queen Victoria submitted to her prince’s wishes. It’s what women did at that time, and the queen was no exception.

Not so Mary Ann, who met no one’s standard of beauty, who had affairs, and whose intelligence was the equal of any man’s. Although she failed to attract many men due to her looks, she established herself as one of the leading freethinkers of her age.

Mary Ann was indeed considered ugly, a fact which haunted her for most of her life. She led an unconventional life but was conventional enough to want to be seen as attractive. Alas, she never was. Instead, she used her incredible intelligence to make her mark in the world by insisting that women had more to offer than a rosy complexion. She championed women’s right to an education and to vote. In an era of strict moral censorship, she lived openly and happily with a married man for 25 years.

Mary Ann changed her name to George Eliot partly to keep her identity as a woman living with a man outside of marriage a secret as her fame grew. Her lifestyle cost her dearly as she was ostracized from what passed as polite society. Many people were unwilling to accept her unorthodox choices, including her beloved brother. Eventually though, Eliot’s fame became greater than the scandal she was causing, and even the queen was a fan.

George Eliot’s novels reflect the changing roles of women during the Victorian Age. Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner, and Middlemarch are considered to be some of the most important examples of English literature to this day. Eliot wrote about ordinary people during changing times, and there is no doubt that she helped bring about some of those changes.


Chapter One

The Young Radical

“I’m proof against that word failure. I’ve seen behind it. The only failure a man ought to fear is failure of cleaving to the purpose he sees to be best.”

—George Eliot

Mary Ann Evans was born in Nuneaton, England, to Robert Evans and his second wife, Christiana Pearson, on November 22, 1819. When Mary Ann was an infant, the family moved to Griff House, a house large enough to accommodate the entire family, which, including the children by Robert’s first marriage, consisted of three girls and two boys. It was not a fancy area. Many cottages were shabby, and quarries marred the green calm of the countryside. Stark industrialization was creeping into the lives of the villagers, and hunger was not unknown within the community. Still, Mary Ann was to look back on a simpler England with fondness. This was the type of simple rural life she wrote about as people were confronted with change. Even as a child, her thoughts were leaning toward the revolutionary.

Her father Robert was a respected estate manager for the landed gentry, but his position was still considered lower class in a class-obsessed society. He was conservative, as was expected of a proper servant to the rich, but he didn’t hesitate to express a need for social justice when it was called for. When a crop failure promised doom for his tenant farmers, for example, he demanded that the owners lower the rents.

All of Robert’s children were sent to boarding school. At the mere age of five, Mary Ann was enrolled in Miss Latham’s school located in Attleborough. Four years later, she was sent to Mrs. Wallington’s school in Nuneaton. Rare for the times, her father valued education even for his daughters. This was a time when people could advance themselves through their own efforts, and that was what Robert wanted for his children.

Mary Ann was a plain girl and well aware of her lack of looks. At Wallington’s, she even won a prize for an essay denouncing vanity. Taking a defensive stance, she claimed she didn’t yearn for beauty; instead, she condemned those who relied on good looks. In truth, however, she would desire good looks her entire life.

Mary Ann developed a love of reading early and did very well in school. One of her teachers at Wallington’s was an Evangelical, and Mary Ann developed a love of the church’s rituals, even though her family was strict Protestants. A tolerance of different religious beliefs was to figure into most of her novels.

After a stay at Misses Franklin’s school in Coventry, Mary Ann’s formal education ended at the age of 16, at which time she returned home. Her mother’s health was failing, and Mary Ann’s sister, Chrissey, took over as housekeeper with Mary Ann’s help. Their brother, Isaac, meanwhile worked as an assistant to their father. After their mother died in 1836 and Chrissey married in 1837, Mary Ann became the mistress of the house.

By 1840, a library opened in the village, and Mary Ann was introduced to a wide array of reading material and vaguely toyed with the idea of becoming a writer. Still, it was not a burning passion at the time. Her brother became engaged, and Mary Ann lamented to a friend that she would likely never find love for herself. She wasn’t attractive enough to interest men, and this belief encouraged her to think about seeking an occupation, something most women of her era did not consider. Her ideas on marriage were contradictory; the yearning for love made her feel guilty, but seeing Chrissey struggle financially with her own growing brood made her question the whole idea.

In Coventry, Mary Ann did good works for the poor by establishing a clothing club for the unemployed. She would always believe that good deeds would be rewarded, and this belief is expressed in her novels. Still, she admitted to a friend that she felt alone. Her letters at the time show a growing disillusion and rejection of the Church of England, which made her feel quite isolated. Secretly, she began a concise historical study of the Bible. Hesitantly, she confessed in a letter that she might be clinging to “wrong ideas.”

As Mary Ann continued to discuss her religious doubts in correspondence with her friends, they became concerned. According to her friend Martha Jackson, there was serious concern among her friends that she should “stray away into the dark regions of infidelity.” Mary Ann was afraid of alienating her few friends but was more concerned about ideas than companionship. She would soon make new friends who shared her own thinking.

If Mary Ann was on a quest for truth, it was through continuous learning. She could quote Shakespeare and Byron with ease, and her father hired a tutor to improve her German and Italian.

When her father retired in 1841, her brother Isaac took over the job of estate management. Isaac and his wife moved into Griff House, the family home, and Mary Ann and her father moved to nearby Coventry. There, she kept house for several years and continued her reading. Her father became increasingly ill, leaving her alone in their home. It was a depressing time for Mary Ann. She wrote to her friend Sara Hennell that she felt “a madness growing inside, so entirely am I destitute of contact.”

Around this time, Mary Ann met an outspoken atheist couple, Charles and Cara Bray, and through them, was introduced to other free thinkers of her time, such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and the philosopher Herbert Spencer. Her circle of radical thinkers kept widening. Her father, however, who expected his daughter to behave in a respectable manner, was beside himself and threatened to have her removed from the home. Isaac remained on Mary Ann’s side—not because he agreed with her (he certainly did not), but he hoped she might soon marry and rejoin respectable society. Isaac was to be sorely disappointed. There was no beau in sight for Mary Ann.

Instead, she began translating the German theologian David Strauss’s work into English. Strauss had written a treatise questioning and examining each of the Gospel stories, and Mary Ann was very interested in his work. She also translated Spinoza from its original Latin. Wealthy radicals in her group paid her for her work, and John Chapman, the editor of the radical journal the Westminster Review, published her translations. Being published did much to boost Mary Ann’s confidence. In an era when young ladies’ main concern was what proper gloves to wear, Mary Ann stood out. She referred to herself as the female Diogenes and a seeker of truth. She would continue that search for the rest of her life.

It wasn’t just religious radicalism that Mary Ann learned from her friends the Brays. While Cara Bray was unable to have children, Charles Bray fathered several children with other women, apparently with his wife’s consent. They had what today would be termed an open marriage. Cara herself was rumored to be enjoying relationships outside of marriage as well. While Mary Ann may not have been aware of the specifics of the Bray marriage, she was able to witness what was happening and concluded that relationships could serve individual convenience and needs. This is something she herself practiced in the years to come.

During this time, Mary Ann met Ralph Waldo Emerson at the Brays’ home. They discussed the controversial writer George Sand, who was well-known for her advocacy of the type of open marriage that the Brays had. These ideas were to figure strongly in


Conclusion

Mary Ann Evans was a simple small-town woman, but she effectively challenged the Victorian era’s expectation of women and their role in society. Using the nom de plume of George Eliot, her books can be compared to Charles Dickens in their stand against societal wrongs. Injustice of any kind appalled her.

Feminists have since criticized Eliot because some of her female characters chose marriage and motherhood at the end of their struggle. But that is unfair. Eliot was demanding choices, and she considered being a wife a perfectly acceptable choice.

She herself chose both a career and a permanent relationship. While society criticized her for these choices, she never bowed to the expectations of others. Eliot wanted women to enjoy all the freedom and independence that intelligence and hard work could provide. George Eliot was part of a generation that changed people’s expectations of women, allowing for the success of the suffragette movement at the beginning of the twentieth century. The legacy and indomitable spirit of George Eliot, or Mary Ann Evans, live on to this very day.
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