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ber 28th 1880, George Eliot wrote that

“Burning is the mos: reverential des-
tination one can give to relics which will not
interest any one after we are gone.” She and
others may hawe destroved many of her own
letters, and some lacunae in her episiolary
biography will never be filled. Correspon-
dence may have existed, for example, with her
admiter Edith Simcox; her voung second hus-
band John Cross destrayed parts of her jour-
nal and perhaps other ietters, probably at her
request, Those which remain provide a com-
plex testimonial to her inteflect, veracity, gen-
erosity, tact, good humer and tendency 1o
seif-deprecation.

At 34, she wrote her friend Sara Hennell: ¥
do nothing well but idling, and the con-
sciousness of this is ke a garment of lead
aboutme. .., [tisthelast lesson anelearns, to
be contented with one’s inferiority—
but i must be learned” (1 June 1844). In 1866,
after Adpm Bede, The Mill on the Fioss,
Romola and Felix Holy, she told 1he young
American feminist Melusing Fay Peirce that
“FIihe vision of soraething that Yfe might be
and that one’s own ignorance and incomplete-
ness have hindered it from being, presses more
and more a5 time advances. . . .¢the only hope,
is to try and unite the utmost activity with the
utmost resignation” (14 September), and in
1873 wrote fo the Rabbi Emmanuel Deutsch
that “Hopelessness bas been to me, ali through
my life, but especislly in painiul years of my
youth, the chief source of wasted energy with
all the consequent bitterness of regret”
{7 July}. She was convincet that the sourees of
her art were the “sins and sorrows” of her
youth, and wrote after the publication of
Adam Bede: “[M]y books are deeply sericus
things to me, and come out of afl the painfid
discipline, all the most hardiy-leart lessons of
my past life” (18 October 1859).

Politicalty Eliot was a quietist with feminist
sympathies, whe accepied the division of
sexual roles and class structure of her place
and time, and who ofien expressed her concern
for religious tolerance and wider sympathy
“towards any faith in which homan sorrow and
human longing for purity have expressed
themselves™ (6 December 1859). This religious
tolerance did not always extend to *[{]ree-
thinkers as a class,” for they tended to express
“mere antagonism” (26 November 1862). But
it did make her conspicuously free of several
nineteenth-century taints —ami-semitism, for
exampte, OF her portrayal of a devout Zionist
in Daniel Deronda, she wrote: “[NJot only

Timee weeks before her death, on Noven:-

towards the Jews, but towards alf oriental
peoples with whom we English conse in con-
tact, 4 spirit of arrogance and contemptuous
dictatorialness is observable which has be-
come a national disgrace. . . . [ therefore feit
urged (0 treat Jews with such sympathy and
undersianding as my nature and knowledge
could attain to” (29 October 1876; order
reversed),

George Ediot. Drawing of 1865 by Sir
Frederick W, Barton. Nationat Portrsit
Gailery, Londos.

Eliot responded with special sympathy to
women's education, though she expressed
deep ambivatence about wider feminist issues
in her letrers. Her chose friend Barbara Leigh
Smith Bodichon campaigned vigorously for
women’s suffrage and extension of the legal
rights of married women, and belonged to a
committes which founded the first Oxbridge
wamen’s coflege, Girton at Cambridge, in
1869. Other friends and correspondents in-
chided the suffiagist Clermentia Taylor and
Bessie Parkes, co-editor of the English
Wamnen's Journal. Yot when J. 8, Mif stood as
a reformist candidate for Parliament in 1865,
Eliot wrote that “I am not anxious that he
should be in Parliament: thinkers can do more
outside than inside the House” (10 July 1865);
and her response to Mill's 1867 biff, the first
parliamentary attempt to enfranchise women,
was coolly polite: ©. . .on the whole [ am in-

clined w0 hop: for much good from the serious
presettation of women’s tiaims before Par-
liament. 1 thought Mil’s speech sober and
Jjudicious from his point of view...” (to
Clementia Taylor, 30 May 1867). More bluxtly,
she wrote her friend Sara Hennell that °t pro-
ceed ta scold you a lintie for undertaking two
canvass on the Women's Suffrage question.
Why should you burthen yoursetf in that way,
for an extremely doubtful good? [ love and
honour my friend Mrs. Taylor, but i is jm-
possible that she can judge beforehand of the
propertionate 16il and interruption such la-
bours cause to women whese habits and duties
differ so much from her own” {12 Octaber
1867).

Eliot respondsd musch mare favorably to the
foundation of Girton. She wrowe Barbara
Bodichon that “better Education of Women is
one of the cbjzcts about which 1 have no
doubt, and 1 shall rejoice if this idea of a
college can be carried out” {J6 Novernber?
1867). To Emity Davies, the woman whe be-
came its first Mistress, she wrote in the fol-
lowing year that “...complete union and
sympathy can only come by women having
opened to them the same store of aequired
truth or befiefs as men have, so that their
grounds of fudgiment may be as far as possible
the same” (8 August 1368). Yet she apparently
did not epect this “sicre of acquired. .,
beliefs” to bring appreciable change in sexual
rales, for she added that women's “peculiar
constitution™ made possibie “a special moral
influence™ Barlier, she bhad formalated a
simitar special-sphere argument to John
Morley: *, _.a5 4 mere fact of zoological
evolulion, womar seenis to me to have the
worst share in existence. But. ... [ijt is the
function of lovein the largest sense, to mitipate
the harshness of all fataiities. And in the
thorough recognition of that worse share, §
think there is a basis for a sublimer resignation
in woman and a more regenerating tenderness
inman®” (14 May 1867). Thissublimating betief
in “a special moval influence” can also be
traced in the sensibilities of her heroines and
the structure of her plats: Dinah, Maggie,
Esther, Mary Garth, Dorothea, Romala and
even the once-ggoistic Gwendolen Hasleth
achieve 2 “Jove in the largest sense,” a love
which renews those around them,

Elict was less equivecal in her appreciation
of other women authors. In one of the vol-
ume's earfiest jetters {27 October 840}, the
20-year-old Mary Anne Evans recommended
“The Forest Sanctuary,” z long poem by Felicia
Hemans, and she wrote of George Sand’s
povels in 1849 that “I cannot read six pages
withoul feeling that...one might live a
century. . .and not know s¢ much as these six
pages wil suggest™ {9 February). Charlotte
Broaté’s Pilffette had “. . .something almost
preternatural in its power” (L5 February 1853),

and of Bronté hersel{ she exclaimed: . | what
passion, what fire in her! Quite as much as in
George Sand, only the clathing is less volup-
tugus™ (5 March 1853), An 18352 visit to
Ambleside provided her with a “tonic in the
shape of Harriet Martineau with her simple,
eneegetic fife, her Buifding Society, her winter
Lectures and her cordial interest in all buman
things” {30 October 1852). In 1853, she re-
marked that “one cannot help loving" Eliz-
abeth Gaskell “as one reads her books,"
though “{s]ke is not contented witls the sub-
dued colouring--the half-tints of real life”
(2 February), In other passages she remarked
sympathetically on the lives of Anuz
Fameson, Harriet Beecher Stowe and Eliz
abeth Barrett Browning, and quoted Margarst
Fuller; “How inexpressibly touching that
prssage from her journal--'1 shall always
reign through the intellect, but the life! the life!
O my God! shall that never be swest? 1 am
thankful, as if for myself, that it was sweet at
last™ (27 March 1852),

mong the most idiosyncratic qualities
A of Eliot's letters ts their painted mixture

of wit and self-deprecation. A visit
from Bedichon would make her “a lirthe less of
a flaccid cabbage plant™ (12 May 1863), and
she anticipated her satiric presentation of
Casaubon in the account of a certain Fro-
fessor Riicherwurm, whose proposal of mar-
tiage required an “ability to translate, a very
decided ugliness of person and a sufficient
forfune” (21 October 1846). Odd metaphors
carry simple points: writing the Brays from
Switzerland is “like ringing a bell hung in the
planet Jupiter—it is so weary a while before
one's fetters reach” (30 August 1849), Others,
less odd, carry bess simple points: the artist
Burae-Jones is “rising into the inconvenient
celebrity which is made up of echoes as well as
voices” {3 March 1876); “. . .1 am radiant with
benevolence, as it is so easy to be when one is
perfectly comforiabie” (17 June (853), OF her
image in & photegraph she sent to Caroting
Bray and Sara Hennell, she writes thar: “I can’t
say much rhat is good of &ey, but f am confi-
dent that she will not misconducr herself in
your sogiety, She will sit in modest silence,
laoking ready to enjoy any joke that is pass-
ing” (27 March §858).

In 1852, Herbert Spencer considered and
rejected marriage to Eliot, and wrote her “that
[he] f&lt in no danger of falling in love with
her.” When Spencer leit her at the seaside to
return tor the July heat of London, she wroteto
her “Dear Friend” that she claimed “[njo
eredit. . . for my virrues as a refrigerant, | owe
them all to & few lumps of ice which [ carrisd
away with tiie from thattremendous glacier of
yours” {8 July 1852). Three weeks later, she
added: “Tf, as you intimated in vour last letter,
you feel that my friendship is of value 10 you
for its own sakewmind or no other
groand--it is youzs. Let us, if you will, forget
thepast, except in 50 far as it may have brought
us 16 trust in and feel for each other, and et us
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help (o make life beautifi} to each other as far
as fate and the world will permit 1us™ (29 July).
She responded with similar restraint 10 other,
smaller shights and rejections — from Charles
and Caroling Bray, John Chapman, Agnes
Lewes, her sister Christina and her ever-
censarious and narrow-minded brother Isaac
Evans, the model for Tom tn The M on the
Flass. Her greatest strength, in art and in life,
may have derived from this ability 10 sublimate
many forms of pride and self-regard into
something deeper and more contemplative,
and achieve the sont of sympathetic self-
detachment she expressed i 4 letter of con-
dolence to Mrs. Robert Lytton: *f think it is
possible. .. for us to gain much more inde-
peridence than is usually believed, of the small
bundle of facts that make our own personal-
ity {8 July 1870),

other intrusions, she defended fiercely the

nature of ber art, and her extraiegal mas-
riage with: George Henry Lewes. Both drew
much obtuse criticism and unsolicited advice
(as did her ater marriage 1o the much younger
John Cross, after Eewes' death), and her re-
sponses never wavered. ‘o the feminist Sara
Hennell, who sympathized with Elot and
reported others' copdemnation, she repited
that “Faulty, miserably faulty { 2am —but least
of all faulty when others most blame” (5 June
1857). To Carolyn Bray, who openly dis-
approved, she wrote: “[I]f there is any one
action or relation of my life which is ang
always has been profoundly serious, it is my
relation to Mr. Lewes” {4 September 1855%). She
pointediy referred to Lewes 8s “rny husband,”
and signed her name to formal letters for 25
years as M. E. Lewes. Enformal use of “Mrs.
Lewes™ was also important: when Clementia
Taylor called at her home for “Miss Evans,”
Eliot wrote her that three sons called her
“mother,” and “the poin: is not one of mere
egoism or dignity, when I request that any one
who has a regard lor me wil cease ta speak of
e by my raiden name” (1 April 1861).

The union of EHdot and the often-ailing
Lewes was in fact mutually sustaining to an
extent which has few paralieis in the history of
literature. In 1857, she wrote that “I am
happy — happy in the highesy blessing life can
give us, the perfect fove and sympathy of a
nmature thal stimufates my own lto healthfui
activity” (& June). Twenty-two years later, she
assuaged her grief with the consolation that
“nainiseasier because he hasnot tobearif, .. "
{30 January 1879). He read critically every-
thing she wrote. During the writing of Ames
Bartort they agreed that she would write a
sample passage 10 1est her ability 10 evoke
pathos; the result was that “We both cried over
it, and then he came up to me and kissed me,
saying ] think your pathos is better than your
fun” Uournal, 6 December 1857}

She stubbornly defended a deep authorial
anonymity. Johi Chapman, owner and nom-
ina} editor of The Westminster Review, had
exploited her in many professional and eco-
nomic ways, M was his verbal query to
Spencer whether Fliot had written Seenes
from Clerical Life which led 1o her sharp re-
buke and their eventual rupture. Perhaps the
best rationale for this behavior was economic:
only substantial incorne from her noveis could
keep her writing them, and she feared censor-
ipus critical attacks motivated by her “scan-
dalous” life. More understandable, at any vate,
was her response to the many fetters and calls
which came with {ater fame and respectability.
She received visitors at set time or by invita-
tion, and made no calls herseif.

Most transparently justified of all were her
efforisto preserve the integrity of her work. To
ker publisher John Blackwood she insisted
that human psychology cannot be tidied: “I
cannot SLr a step aside from what 1 feel 1o be
true in character. If anything strikes you as
untrue (o human patvre in my delineations, |
shall be very glad il you will point it out to me,
that I may reconsider the matter. .. .zlas!
incensistencies and weaknesses are not un-
true” (18 February 837, In sesponse to
Bulwer-Lytton’s criticism of the dialect in
Adem Bede, and Adam’s marriage with
Dinah, she announced bluntly that “f woueld
have my teeth drawn rather than give up
either” (23 February 1860},

Her insistence on such detaiis was deeply
bused in her temperament and in a view of art
which might be called a “sympathetic moral
realism.” She expressed shis view consisteatly,
from her earliest comments on novels to her

In radical contrast 1o her patience with

teacher Maria Lewis unti! her death, and its
emotional and ethical language wag character-
istically Victoriam “If Art does not enlarge
men's sympathies, it does nothing moraily”™ (5
Juiy 1859). Her insight was to see that such
“svinpathies” must be evoked by honest con-
frontation of ¢rior and loss, and scrupuions
recreation of each dilemma and choice: “My
artistic bent is dirccted not at aff to the pre-
sentation of erminently irreproachable charac-
ters, but 10 the presentation of mixed human
beings in such a way a5 to call forth tolerant
judgement, pity, and sympathy” (¢ Black-
wood, 18 February 1857); 2nd ¥if the ethics of
art do nat permit the truthful presentation of
acharaczer essentially noble but Hable 1o great
2rrer. . fhen, it seems to me, the ethics of art
are {00 narrow, and must be widened 10 cor-
respond with a widening psychology™ {to
Blackwood, 9 July 1860). In Danie/ Deronda,
she explained, “my design. . .is 10 show the
gradual action of ordinary causes rather than
exceptional. . . " {to Blackwnod, 24 July 1871}
and Lo the positivist Frederick Harrison she
wrote moreabstractly in 1866that “{Ajesthetic
teaching is the highest of all teaching because
it deals with life in its hiphest complextty,” but
it should not be didactic nor theoretical: *if it
ceases 1o be purely aesthetic —if it lapses any-
where from the picture to the diagram —it be-
comes the most offensive of all 1eaching.”
There must be “agonizing labour. . .10 make
art a sufficiently reai back-ground. . .so that
the presentation will lay hold on the emotions
25 human experience. .. " 41§ August).

mixture of eloguence, passion and reflec-

ven in Eliors letters, Would she her-
setf have sanctioned their publication? Prob-
ably not. She insisted many times that her best
self was embodied in her works: “{I]t would he
sad if one's books were not the best of one™ (17
September 1873); “Isit not odious that as soon
as a man is dead his desk is raked, and every
insignificant memorandum which he never
meant for the public, is printed for the gossip-
ing amusement of people too idle to re-read his
books?” {2G February [874); “Biographies
generally are a disease of English literature™
{19 December 1879); and “{Ojur writing is a
5071 of offspring that may be much better than
ourselves and leave 1§ poor creatures in our
own person” {26 February 1880, the year of her
death). At most she would tokerate an autobi-
ography, if coe happened to be available: “The
best history of a writer is contained in his
writings —these are his chiel actions. If he
happens to have [eft an autobiography telling
{what nobody else can tel}) how his mind graw,
how it was determined by the joys, sorrows,
apd other influences of childhood and
youth—that is a precious ¢ontribution to
knowledge” (T9 December 1879}

Like many Victorians she also burned
ierers from her friends, for these “could enly
fall into the'hands of persons who knew little
of the writers, if [ allowed them te remain tili
after my death” (8 February 1865, The vi-
ciousness she and Lewes had suffered make
such protectiveness and secrecy understand-
able if anything can, especially in a period
when such Hierary-epistolary bonfires were
fairly routine. Bui she does seemn 1o have
needed a1 some leve! 10 exempt herself from
that “presentation of mixed human beings in
such a way as to calt forth 1olerant judgment,
pity and sympathy,” and that “presentation of
a character essentially noble but liable to [nat
s0) preat exzor” she defended so eloguently in
the letters to Blackwood quoted above,

In the end, of course, she did not leave an
autobiography, Only her exiant letters bear
direct witness 10 the growth of her sensibility
and convictions; bist these letlers by Mary
Anne Bvans/George Eliet, culled by Gordon
Haight, are same of the finest written and
most substantive of their century, Publication
of the Sefeciions may encourage some who
read them to twrn to Haight's complete nine-
volume edition, for one of the fislless available
records of one woman's private and nteliec-
tual life. Others will do what she would vastly
have preferred, and (rejlurn to her eight works
of fiction, including some she regarded highly
which are fess often read, such as Fefix Holt,
Romola and Daniel Deronda. Few, at any rate,
wifl fail to appreciate the wry courage and
generosity of 2 woman who embodied in her
lifeand work the“ferninine” [?) insight that It
15 the function of fove in the Jargest sense. . .10
mitigate the harshness of all faralities.” 3

I have quoted extensively to ifustrate the
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