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ChAPTEr 1

Introduction
The Big “S”

Social acceptance could hardly go further.
—Gordon haight
I light up every Sunday to see my friends but go out smokily,
like a lamp out of order, on Monday.
—George Eliot Letters, 1 January 1874

I

n June of 1877, freshly arrived in Surrey for their first summer
at a country home of their own, George Eliot and George Henry
Lewes delighted in their new “property” (GEL 6:386). Lewes,
writing to John Walter Cross, describes it as “more ravishing than we fancied it—especially in this splendid weather—and the walks and drives are
so much better than Society! (With a big S)” (GEL 6:386). In addition to
his satisfaction with the Heights, Lewes’s letter affirms that he and George
Eliot had by this time acquired a group of friends and acquaintances of
such stature that they regarded themselves as moving in Society—with the
capital letter. Having outlived and overlived the period of social ostracism
that followed their non-marital union in 1854, they now mixed comfortably, not albeit at the most elite (royal) levels, but nevertheless in an exclusive urban and international circle.
This progression from ostracism through celebrity occurred partly at
the Leweses’ own well-attended gatherings, famously known as Sundays
at the Priory. From the time that George Eliot and Lewes began cohabiting, through his death in 1878, their social life reflected the most extreme
contradictions: from social exclusion directed at their legally non-marital
status in their earlier years together, through the 1870s, when they enjoyed
a program of frequent social events—concerts, opera, dinners, weekends,
1
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recitals, excursions, and salons—crowded with many of the most important and respected of Victorian contemporaries. George Eliot’s fiction
reflects this gradual but extreme change, as the social level of her central
characters rises from the simple rural folk of Adam Bede through the lords
and ladies of Daniel Deronda.
Ever since the mid-to-late 1860s, when George Eliot’s novels had
firmly established her as one of England’s most successful novelists—and
with only Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda, and Impressions of Theophrastus
Such left to write—the Leweses had been dividing their years into three
(not necessarily contiguous) seasons, which consisted of their winter residence in London at the Priory, their travels abroad, and their summer
leases, usually in Surrey. Of the three locations, only the last offered respite
from their active social lives. Abroad, they often encountered well-to-do
friends and acquaintances from their London circle. Many of these friends
regularly visited at the Sunday salons that began occurring according to a
rigorous schedule in the late sixties no matter what physical or mental ills
one or the other might be suffering at the time. Indeed Lewes’s journals
often note that headaches troubled him on the very Sunday afternoons
they entertained, although he concealed them so bravely that all commentators on the parties describe him as lively and voluble. Some years,
as in 1871, the couple conducted the salon for five solid months (January through April, plus November and December), receiving hundreds of
visitors.
Heretofore, versions of Sundays at the Priory, both the memories of
guests who attended and the conclusions of twentieth-century biographers, have left impressions of the afternoons as supremely dull occasions,
with few women in attendance, and guests approaching the Sibyl one by
one to express their almost pious devotion. But this version conflicts with
the neglected evidence of the lists of Sunday guests which appear in Lewes’s as yet unpublished diaries and journals held in the Beinecke Rare Book
and Manuscript Library at Yale University which provide the source for
my conclusions concerning the numbers and identities of the visitors to
the salon.1 The host’s sense of the importance of the occasions appears in
these conscientious records, kept Sunday by Sunday, recording names in
their order of arrival. Together with his descriptions of their travels, they
occupy the majority of the space in his later diaries and show his eagerness about additional newcomers because each list ends with a comma that
suggests he anticipates still another visitor’s arrival. The extensive remi1 Although currently unpublished, Lewes’s diaries and journals are being transcribed and
will appear under the editorship of William Baker.
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niscences of the guests, both the volumes written by themselves and their
biographers, as well as some of the excerpts contained in K. K. Collins’s
groundbreaking George Eliot: Interviews and Recollections, provide details
of the happenings at one or the other of the Sundays. The “Letters to and
about George Eliot,” also in the Beinecke collection, provide additional
information from the Leweses’ friends. These supplement Lewes’s lists,
which seldom describe events or conversations, and add new material
from the reminiscences and comments that have survived in most previous
George Eliot biography.
These sources reveal that the traditional version of the salons as at
once dull and scandalous ignores much of what went on at Sundays at
the Priory, specifically: for the uninterrupted effort required to overcome
physical and mental disturbances so as to welcome their guests gracefully;
for the significant numbers of women in attendance; for the substantial
gay and lesbian contingent; for the literary self-promotion George Eliot—
and even more actively, Lewes—engaged in Sunday after Sunday; for the
usefulness of the gatherings in furthering Lewes’s scientific/psychological
interests; for the liveliness provided by the circulation of Lewes himself;
for the occasional musical recital; or for the amount of publishing business
conducted among the guests, the majority of whom—as editors, authors,
reviewers, and fiction writers—had some connection with one or more
Victorian periodicals. Sundays at the Priory served many purposes and
occurred during many months of the Leweses’ lives, specifically the last
decade of their time together. In time and effort alone, they occupied a
substantial portion of George Eliot’s energy during the years of her maturity, fulfilling multiple needs ranging from affectionate intimacy to pure
business.
Partly because of the importance of the pivotal event of George Eliot’s
life, her decision to live with Lewes despite his still-legal marriage to
another woman, her biographies, both long and short, have paid most
attention to her early years, especially the period leading up to her momentous decision and the time immediately following when she began her
career as a fiction writer (Haight, Ashton, Karl, Taylor, Hughes, Redinger,
Henry, Bodenheimer).2 In addition, the Victorians themselves, notably in
2

Among the biographies devoting less than a quarter of their space to the years after which
George Eliot had gained literary eminence, the last ten years of her life, Haight includes 131
out of 551 pages for Middlemarch and beyond; Hughes, 59 of 348; Ashton, 86 of 382; Karl, 190
of 641, and Henry, 89 of 270. Mary Deakin (The Early Life of George Eliot), Elfrida Vipont
(Towards a High Attic), and Ruby Redinger (George Eliot: The Emergent Self) focus exclusively on the early life. Among the shorter versions, Henry’s “Life” section in her Cambridge
Introduction to George Eliot devotes nearly ten of thirteen pages to the period leading up to
the serious commencement of the writing of Middlemarch, while the “life of George Eliot”
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their 1881 obituaries, often expressed their preference for her more pastoral earlier fiction with its physical and temporal settings in the Midlands,
a preference that directed attention to her girlhood as Mary Ann Evans of
Warwickshire rather than to Mrs. Lewes of the Priory.3
Skimping on George Eliot’s later years has encouraged the misconception that she remained outside of respectable society all her life. Even Virginia Woolf, an admirer, believed that in her adulthood she escaped an
existence of little event, “but only to a secluded villa in St. John’s Wood”
(76). More recently, William Hughes and Andrew Smith assert that
George Eliot remained “unvisited by most women of her status up until
her marriage to Walter Cross [sic] in 1880” (57). Lewes’s carefully kept
guest lists prove otherwise. Although certain of the men never did bring
their wives to George Eliot’s salons, the majority of the married guests did,
and the (social) status of these women easily matched, if not exceeded, that
of George Eliot herself. Indeed the comings and goings at the Priory, along
with the acquaintances George Eliot made as she traveled both in England and abroad, identify her not as a sheltered or ostracized recluse but
as a member of a large and elite, if slightly Bohemian, international social
circle, in which she moved as a literary celebrity and through which she
stimulated her creative imagination as she composed her later poetry and
fiction.
In Interviews and Recollections, Collins calculates that “as a rule, modern biographies of George Eliot quoted, or quote from, about forty recollections of her” (xvii). His work, like mine, seeks to add to these forty
stalwarts a wide variety of “unfamiliar sources” which, for him, “complicate her character and circumstances . . . often in richly modulated ways”
(xviii). Some of his “unfamiliar sources” overlap with mine, and the recollections he presents often come from afternoons at the Priory.4 Collins’s
format (quotations from the individuals followed by notes explaining their
identities), differs radically from my roughly chronological narrative of the
ways the guests and their activities grew and changed over the years and
entry in John Rignall’s Oxford Readers Companion, arranged in double-columned pages, accumulates twenty-three columns before George Eliot begins writing Middlemarch and devotes
but four to the remainder of her life. Barbara Hardy’s A Critic’s Biography largely eludes the
pattern through her topical rather than chronological organization (“Three or Four Love
Stories,” “Acquaintances and Friends,” and so on). Rosemarie Bodenheimer (The Real Life of
Mary Ann Evans) also takes a non-chronological approach. She devotes six pages to the Cross
marriage in chapter 4 (111–18), then detours into a discussion of Daniel Deronda. Afterwards,
she returns to the 1860s in the chapter, “George Eliot’s Stepsons.” In chapter 8 she goes so far
as to call 1870–80 George Eliot’s “posthumous decade” (233).
3 Because George Eliot died late in December 1880, most obituaries appeared in 1881.
4 See, for example, the passages by Lucy Clifford, Soph’ia Kovalevskaia, Matilda BethamEdwards, James Sully, and Charles Waldstein.

Figure 1
George Eliot. Portrait by Frederic Burton
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how some of the guests make plausible models for George Eliot’s composite characters. At the same time, between us, we double or triple the forty
sources and in the process deliver a much more socially active version of
George Eliot.

Haight’s Sources:
Letters to America
Gordon Haight, in his standard biography, in addition to the occasional
remark, presents two long descriptions of the Sundays, one from 1869,
the second from 1873. They both come from letters written by Americans who did not revisit once their London holidays ended. The later, by
John Fiske, “Spencer’s American disciple” (467), concentrates on the couple themselves, rather than the gathering. Fiske likes both of the Leweses
enormously.5 Though not like a “bluestocking,” she speaks wonderfully of
Homer. She describes herself reading Fiske’s book, which arrived while
she was sitting on the floor, and remaining so absorbed as not to move for
hours. He concludes, “I call them a wonderful couple” (468). Charles Eliot
Norton, four years previously, delivered a more checkered account.
Haight devotes two pages to Norton’s description of the early 1869
afternoons. Members of the Norton family presented themselves at the
Priory throughout January 1869, for lunch or tea, and Norton wrote the
letter excerpted by Haight on 19 January (409–10). Norton’s generally
negative description of the Leweses and their home depends partly on his
efforts to establish a morally disapproving yet insouciant tone in his letter
to his friend G. W. Curtis and partly on the timing of his visit just at the
point the Leweses were devoting their efforts to establishing a more regular schedule and a more comprehensive guest list. He finds Lewes “very
ugly, very vivacious, very entertaining” with “an air that reminds you of
vulgarity” (quoted in Haight 409–11). The word recurs in his description
of the Frederic Burton portrait of George Eliot hanging over the fireplace
in the study: “an odious vulgarizing portrait.” He regards the Leweses’
taste in the visual arts, as demonstrated by the engravings, prints, and portraits on the Priory walls, unimpressive.6 His hostess herself he describes as
talking without brilliance but with simplicity and intensity.
5 In the absence of mention of another Haight title, references come from the Biography.
Similarly, for Edith Simcox, references cited by page number alone come from the Autobiography of a Shirtmaker.
6 Kathryn Hughes describes Norton’s letter, especially the part about the painting and
prints, as “spiteful” (282).
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Early in this description Norton addresses the scandal still lingering
around George Eliot’s living circumstances with Lewes. Though people
respect her and her decision, he opines, the couple’s male guests tend to
arrive unaccompanied by their wives, so as to show respect for the virtue
of their own women and mitigate George Eliot’s effect as an example of a
transgressor who suffers no consequences. He concludes that “the women
who visit her are either so emancipée as not to mind what the world says
about them, or have no social position to maintain” (quoted in Haight 409).
His estimate of an emancipée woman guest again shows his reluctance to
be pleased. The first women the Nortons met at the Priory included Eleanor Sellar, Emilia Pattison, and Eliza Lynn Linton, none of whom at the
time held or practiced radical ideas about female emancipation. Nor had
they abandoned their social status as Norton suggests. Sellar, married to
Professor William Sellar of the University of Edinburgh, had family connections to the Crosses. Pattison, married, though unhappily, to the Rector
of Lincoln College Oxford, maintained the position of the distinguished
don’s wife. Linton’s status depended on her position as an independent literary figure, but she hardly advanced radical ideas.
Indeed, the women at the Priory during 1869 made up a mixed bag, the
majority of them authors and other intellectuals and/or social activists, but
also women primarily occupied with husbands and children, often many
children.7 Norton’s determination to represent them as mannish, heedless,
7

Although I will discuss the motivations and varying experiences of many of the women
who came to the Priory in later chapters, Norton’s remarks, as reinforced by both contemporaries and later biographers, have achieved such wide circulation that I provide here an
uninclusive list of women who attended George Eliot’s salons with some regularity over a
substantial period of at least a year or two. Repeat women visitors at the Priory included
Barbara Bodichon, Bessie Raynor Parkes Belloc, Bodichon’s sister and her partner Isa Craig;
old friends Rufa Call and Eliza Lynn Linton; most of the wives of the dedicated Positivists
including Emily (Edward) Beesly, Ethel (Frederic) Harrison, Frances (Alexander) Bain, Lucy
(Henry) Crompton and the wives of the Lushington twins, Godfrey and Vernon; women
with Pre-Raphaelite associations: Georgiana Burne-Jones, Rosalind Howard, Alexandra Orr
(Frederic Leighton’s sister), artist Helen Allingham; and education reformers Anne Jemima
Clough and Kate Amberley. Wives of the most frequent male singers, George Du Maurier
and Richard Liebreich, often joined the audience when their husbands sang. Sets of sisters
added to the number of women: Lady Louisa Colvile and her sister Jane Strachey, the four
Cross sisters and their cousin Eleanor Sellar, and the women members of the Chambers/
Lehmann/Benzon family complex. Additional couples included the Frederic Harrisons, the
Justice Charles Bowens, the Alfred Morrisons, and the Charles Roundells. As for the big
S, no one could deny a place in Society for Lady Augusta Castletown and her daughters
Lady Sebright, Mrs. Skeffington Smyth, and the Honourable Cecilia Wingfield, nor to the
dependents of Henry Huth the bibliophile, a mother and daughter who also arrived as a pair.
Women who would find material for their own writing, in addition to Browning specialist Alexandra Orr, included Olga Novikoff, Edith Simcox, Emilia Pattison, Kate Field, and
Matilda Betham-Edwards. Later additions included new brides of regularly attending men,
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or vulgar reveals a standoffishness, what Haight calls “Brahminical indifference” (411) inconsistent with his repeated January visits, made together
with women of his own family. For their part, the Leweses did their best
to beguile the Nortons. Lewes trotted out some of his liveliest prose in the
notes of invitation that followed his first meeting with Norton in Oxford
the previous August and presented the family with a letter of introduction
to the Leweses’ acquaintance the Countess Ida von Baudissin of Freiburg
when the Norton family moved on to the Continent.
John Fiske, Haight’s other main source, experienced a more typical
afternoon in 1873 as the Sundays were reaching their peak of popularity
after the publication of Middlemarch. He comments favorably on George
Eliot’s brilliance, which he could appreciate personally as the group on his
first Sunday remained small, only eight people. He visited twice more that
season, seeing slightly larger groups that included many of the regulars.
In January 1874 he unfortunately chose the second Sunday of the month,
missing Anthony Trollope who came on the first and Robert Browning
on the last. These three visits made up his entire experience of the Priory.
Both Norton’s and Fiske’s descriptions come from a total of no more than
six visits between them, while Haight ignores a slew of regulars whose
comments would proceed from a long series of afternoons, some of them
stretching over more than a decade, guests whose repeated attendance
guarantees that they did not regard the afternoons as either a scandal or
a bore. For the rest, Haight’s biography scatters a few lists here and there,
usually to illustrate the illustriousness of the guests.

Nineteenth-Century Biographers
Expanding the number and variety of sources who comment on Sundays
at the Priory also creates a livelier version of the afternoons. To be sure,
salon participants such as Oscar Browning, Leslie Stephen, Sidney Colvin,
and others among Collins’s forty sources acknowledge a heaviness pervading the drawing room. Stephen thought the tone of the day depended on
the number of guests. Of George Eliot he writes, “If rainy weather had
limited the audience, and the tentative sparks of conversation had been
fanned into life, she could be as charming as any admirer could desire”
(143–44). Mathilde Blind emphasizes solemnity: “The deep seriousness of
her nature made her Sunday afternoon receptions, which became more
Lucy Clifford, Kate Gurney, as well as several of the younger women friends and protégées
always associated with George Eliot’s maturity: Alice Helps, Elma Stuart, Phoebe Marks
(Hertha Ayrton), and Bice Trollope.
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and more fashionable as time wore on, something of a tax to one who
preferred the intimate converse of a few to that more superficially brilliant talk which a promiscuous gathering brings with it” (205). Colvin
concedes that the afternoons were “not always quite free from stiffness,
the presiding genius allowing herself—so at least some of us thought—to
be treated a little too markedly and formally as such” (Collins 90). On
the other hand, some of the most negative descriptions come from people
whose names seldom if ever appear on Lewes’s lists. Memoirist Walter
Sichel quotes John Everett Millais concerning the heaviness both of general atmosphere and of George Eliot’s “Elephantine” (47) piano technique,
but, unlike Edward Burne-Jones, Frederic Leighton, George Howard,
and other Pre-Raphaelites, Millais appears but once on the guest lists in
Lewes’s diaries.
Repeatedly, sources emphasize the dearth of women guests or categorize the few they acknowledge as outsiders of some kind.
Robert Buchanan endured a falling out with Lewes over his negative
comments about the Pre-Raphaelites, so his visits occurred mainly in the
late sixties before the salon hit its stride. Lewes’s diaries show no evidence
of enough visits to justify the harshest of Buchanan’s conclusions about
the Priory, which he saves for his review of Cross’s George Eliot’s Life as
Related in Her Letters and Journals. Then he lets loose. One of the admirers of the early fiction at the expense of the later, he finds that George
Eliot’s inspiration deteriorates into mechanical construction. As a result
of an isolation in which George Eliot’s “female acquaintances might have
been counted upon the fingers of one hand” (320), she lacks, of all things,
sympathy (315). In her later novels she was becoming too much the scientist, her novels a matter of “dissection and vivisection.” In this, she shares
the inclinations not only of Lewes himself, but also of many of the psychologist/guests (Alexander Bain, James Sully, George Croom Robertson,
George Romanes) that his interests help draw to the Sunday afternoons
during the writing of Problems of Life and Mind.8 Buchanan’s belief that
8 Several scholars have recently drawn parallels between Lewes’s science and George
Eliot’s art that include the contributions of several of Lewes’s colleagues among the English
proto-psychologists of the late nineteenth century. They include Glenda Sacks’s “George
Eliot’s Boudoir Experiment: Dorothea as Embodied Learner” (2009), Peter Garratt’s Victorian Empiricism: Self, Knowledge, and Reality in Ruskin, Bain, Lewes, Spencer, and George Eliot
(2010), and Kay Young’s Imagining Minds: The Neuro-Aesthetics of Austen, Eliot, and Hardy
(2010). Stella Pratt-Smith also notices these interactions in the poetry: “‘I Grant You Ample
Leave’ bears considerable resemblance to contemporary developments in brain science and
the imaging of its internal structures” (69).
Describing, or even providing parenthetical identifications of the men involved with
Lewes’s project, creates a challenge of nomenclature because they fit so many categories.
“Physiologist psychologist,” awkward but accurate, competes with “philosopher,” or, more
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the makeup of the Priory social circle led George Eliot’s fiction in unfortunate directions implicitly acknowledges the importance of the gatherings
to her writing.
The memoirs of one frequent guest, the artist Rudolph Lehmann,
include no suggestion of a motivation similar to Buchanan’s for disparaging the Priory and its residents. As part of the Benzon/Lehmann/Chambers complex of married brothers and sisters, he both issued and accepted
invitations to and from the Leweses, including his own dinners and musical entertainments, even inducing George Eliot to accompany Lewes on a
few evenings out. Yet in the prosopographic section of An Artist’s Remembrance, “People I Have Known,” when he describes Sundays at the Priory he chooses a clownish tone that deviates from his other biographical
snippets. Whereas he narrates incidents concerning artist Edward BurneJones and actor Helen Faucit straightforwardly, he switches to the present
tense for George Eliot and George Henry Lewes and applies the common metaphor of the salons as religious ritual. He concludes, “Only one or
two exceptionally high-minded or high-born women are in the room. As
a rule, so-called ‘Society’ does not visit this sanctuary” (235). While Lehmann’s comments do apply accurately to the absence of significant numbers
from the very upper echelons of the aristocracy, from 1869 on, Lehmann
himself visited the Priory at least twenty times.9 During those visits, he
shared afternoons such as 24 March 1872 with a total of thirteen women
guests. Five years later, still in steady attendance, both Rudolph and Amelia Lehmann visited the same afternoon as Frederick Locker(-Lampson)
and his daughter Eleanor, soon to be a principal in the society wedding
of the year, to Lionel Tennyson (Haight 508). Lehmann’s wife, Amelia,
sang more often than any other woman guest, and Lehmann’s unexpectedly harsh and heavy-handed humor exemplifies the caution necessary
when evaluating the varying degrees of reliability among Priory guests’
descriptions. At the same time, even the authors who speak of stiffness
often acknowledge a perpetual periphery of liveliness encircling the seriousness at the fireside end of the core semicircle. All of the guests agree
with versions of well-attended afternoons that place George Eliot next
to the fire speaking to callers one by one while Lewes gyrated about the
edges keeping things going with the group in general. According to Leslie Stephen: “George Lewes, in the first place, was unquenchable. He was
specifically “positivist,” which also would apply in most cases. The attraction these men have
drawn recently proceeds from their similarities to current neuroscience which, like theirs,
addresses the mind/brain problem.
9 Only rarely do Lewes’s lists of guests fail to specify which of the Lehmanns visited on
any given Sunday, but the Rudolph Lehmanns appear most frequently.

Figure 2
George henry Lewes. Courtesy of the national Portrait Gallery, London
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always full of anecdotes and vivacious repartee; and while more serious
interviews were taking place at the centre of the circle, there would be
a little knot on the periphery which was a focus of laughter and goodnatured fun” (143). Kate Field, the American journalist, remembers how
“Lewes pervaded the atmosphere, speaking first with one and then with
another, always interesting and frequently brilliant” (Whiting 397). Blind
calls Lewes the “social cement” of the gatherings: vivacious, tactful, and a
relentless raconteur (206). Neither Colvin, nor Buchanan, nor Lehmann
disputes the stimulating liveliness Lewes contributed.
Nor could George Eliot have remained as stiff as usually described,
nailed to the chair beside the fireplace, rather than moving around the
room at least at times. Sophia Kovalevsky remembers her leading the
young mathematician to a seat near Herbert Spencer. Other younger
women describe her as tactile. Kate Field reports that George Eliot took
her hand upon their first meeting and talked sympathetically about the
ambitions of young women (Whiting 397). Edith Simcox, Georgiana
Burne-Jones, and Lucy Clifford exchanged kisses with her. Whereas the
standard narrative presents her as utterly humorless, the prank of bringing
together Kovalevsky and Spencer (described below) shows a sly mischief
in arranging her guests. Lewes would tend to call her “Polly,” and the use
of the diminutive also subtracts a bit of the stolidness from the usual representation of an unsmiling, immovable idol granting audiences.
Indeed the youthfulness of the party in general also contributed some
of the life to the afternoons. Most of the guests were younger than their
hosts, some of them associates of Lewes’s eldest son, Charles Lee. The most
senior and among the most regular, on the other hand, Frederic Burton
could share childhood memories with Herbert Spencer, Anthony Trollope, and the rarer visitors, Robert Browning and later Tennyson. But the
majority were born in the 1830s and 40s, putting them (in reverse order) in
their own thirties and forties during the Priory period, many of them still
young enough to be pursuing romantic attachments, whether to men or
women.
George Eliot relished engagements among her younger friends and
had a standard practice for welcoming new brides to the Priory. When
Lucy Lane married the popular mathematician W. K. Clifford of University College London in1875, the couple waited fruitlessly for a Priory
invitation for the bride until Positivist Henry Crompton, drawing on his
own experience, explained the procedures to the groom: “She’ll never
invite her . . . you must ask to be allowed to take her, and show that you
would consider it a great honour” (110). George Eliot also had reason to
perceive that crushes, flirtations, and love matches were often proceeding

Figure 3
Frederic Burton. Courtesy of the national Portrait Gallery London
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during Sunday afternoons at the Priory. In 1875 when Emily Cross became
engaged to Francis Otter, she wrote happily to the Leweses: “My Dearest
Aunt & Uncle, I must write at once to you, and tell you that I have given
my whole heart to someone I met first at your house” (ms. letter, Beinecke,
12 Jan 1875). Along with science, art, literature, and politics, love had its
place at the Priory on a Sunday afternoon.
As time went on, the afternoons began to offer music, with several
regular or repeat performers, sometimes of international fame, and on
several occasions George Eliot read from her works in progress: Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda, and her poetry as well. Now and then Lewes solicited subscriptions for worthy charitable projects, such as funds for the care
of George Du Maurier’s eyes, a lifelong burden especially troubling to a
visual artist. People took light refreshments, advanced their ideas, fell in
love, quarreled, confided their troubles, and talked and talked and talked
through the Sunday afternoons at the Leweses’ Priory.
Of course John Walter Cross’s version of Sundays at the Priory in his
George Eliot’s Life carries the authority of a regular guest and an intimate
of the family. At the same time, its rhetoric, here as elsewhere in his biography, suggests that the motives for his project, universally regarded as
sanitizing, included creating an image of George Eliot as far from the
social butterfly as possible.10 Cross relies on italics to assert of his wife that
“she was eminently not a typical mistress of a salon” because “she took
things too seriously, and seldom found the effort of entertaining compensated by the gain” (3:272). He, too, gives Lewes, always effortless in his
conversation whether the group was small or large, credit for the liveliness
of the afternoons. But Cross’s conclusion, that “her salon was important as
a meeting-place for many friends whom she cared greatly to see, but it was
not otherwise important in her own life,” fails to account for many of the
activities that occurred at Sundays at the Priory.

Travels Abroad
Meanwhile, like the entertainments at the Priory, the travel seasons of the
Leweses’ year also helped raise their social center of gravity, as well-off
and sophisticated Inglesi abroad encountered each other in Bellosguardo,
10 Haight, as well, prefers to present the Leweses as reclusive. His Biography asserts that
they “avoided as many engagements as possible” (462), then follows up on the next page with
a description of the 1873 season during which “guests over-flowed the drawing-room of the
Priory” (463). In volume 9 of his collection of George Eliot’s letters, he captions one period
(February 1878) “A Month of Parties for GE and GHL” (GEL 9:209).
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or on the Spanish Steps, or taking the cure in the Black Forest. Compatriots who had become expatriates often included people less likely to make
the same moral judgments abroad that they would deliver in London or
who perhaps were themselves living abroad to avoid similar judgments.
As early as 1861, T. A. Trollope, the more famous novelist’s elder brother,
along with his friend, the social magnet of Bellosguardo, Isa Blagden, welcomed the Leweses to the Florentine group. Later, Trollope’s daughter
Bice became one of the Priory singers who performed for their guests. In
1864, the traveling couple conducted their artistic explorations of Italy—
over a northern route that included a three-week-long stay in Venice and
stops in Turin, Padua, Verona, Milan, and the northern Italian Lakes
region—accompanied by National Gallery art expert Burton, who became
one of three or four Priory guests who seldom missed a Sunday (Haight
377). In 1869, the year the salons began in earnest, George Eliot and Lewes
met members of the Cross family in Rome, an encounter that initiated the
most important family friendship they sustained during their mature years
and which swelled the Sunday groups because John Cross often arrived at
the Priory with one or more of his siblings.
One kind of foreign venue in particular, the health-oriented mountain
spas that the Leweses patronized with fidelity if not always with positive
physical effects, facilitated acquaintance with other English invalids and
their friends and companions. The opening scene to George Eliot’s Daniel
Deronda, set in a gas-stifled, over-ornamented European spa casino, permeated by greed, vanity, and obsession, has led scholars to conclude, as
E. A. McCobb has put it, that George Eliot regarded such places as “infernal” (537). Certainly, during their frequent interludes at the European
spas, George Eliot and George Henry Lewes did express repulsion toward
the gambling at Bad Homburg and Baden Baden. Nevertheless, the other
activities available at the mountain spas attracted the couple, and, from the
mid-sixties when they had both the time and the means to choose their
travels as they would, they returned again and again to spas in France, Belgium, Switzerland, and especially Germany.
While traveling to enjoy the spa culture of (supposedly) healing waters,
concerts, dining, society, and long walks in the gardens and hills, as well as
the artistic/historical culture available elsewhere in the capitals of Europe,
George Eliot also found creative inspiration that reached her literature.
Not only do the spas turn up occasionally in her poetry and fiction before
becoming an important setting in Daniel Deronda, but her frequent visits raise questions about the generally accepted belief that Bad Homburg
forms the only model for the novel’s Leubronn. Finally, her last stay at a
European spa helps explain her response to one of the most sensational and
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provocative events of her life: the mental illness of her much younger husband that marred the Venetian phase of the honeymoon of the sixty-yearold novelist in 1880. Indeed, far from shunning the European spa culture
in favor of the Continental capitals, by the late sixties George Eliot and
Lewes were among the most devoted habitués.

“Madame de Sablé”
No discussion of George Eliot’s salons can omit the importance of “Woman
in France: Madame de Sablé,” in which the then–Marian Evans expressed
her distinct approval of salonizing in an essay written in 1854, when she
had only limited experience with contemporary salons of the kind she and
Lewes eventually came to host.11 She wrote the piece for the Westminster
Review while living with Lewes in their first lodgings together: a set of
oddly shaped rooms on the Kaufstrasse in Weimar. Indeed the commission
to write “Woman in France” came in good time to Evans. Just arrived in
Weimar, she received a letter from John Chapman requesting the review
for the Westminster.
As Thomas Pinney asserts, this important essay signals her change in
role from the periodical’s de facto editor to one of its money-earning contributors (52). Adding to the finances that enabled the newly declared couple to live comfortably in Germany, the commission pleased them so much
that they instantly sought out the inadequate Weimar bookstore to gratify
Chapman’s request. They rushed down to the Markt Platz to order the
book at the quaint little Hof Buchhandlung, and Evans sat down to write
in their lodgings near the Herderplatz as soon as the book arrived from
London.
As in many of her essays, in this one Evans chooses a male persona.
Of his own society, he admits, “We read the ‘Athenaeum’ askance at the
tea-table, and take notes from the ‘Philosophical Journal’ at a soirée; we
invite our friends that we may thrust a book into their hands, and presuppose an exclusive desire in the ‘ladies’ to discuss their own matters, that we
may crackle the Times at our ease” (Pinney 60). But, unlike these gender11

When referring to my subject before she assumed her pseudonym, I call her by her birth
name, either Mary Ann or Marian Evans, depending on which she was going by at the time.
Afterward, I call her George Eliot, but, following Barbara Hardy’s practice, without ever
shortening it to the surname alone, as she was not really a person called George Eliot. Accepting the obligation of calling people what they want to be called would require applying the
name Marian Lewes, which she preferred for most of her adult life, and shortening it to
“Lewes,” which could not help causing confusion between herself and her life’s companion.
Meanwhile my own preference lies with “Marian Evans.” See bibliography.
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divided English parties, the salons of France, he goes on, successfully blend
men and women in literary and political conversations.
The essay begins with the assertion that the women of France, rather
than those of England, Spain, Germany, or Italy, have produced the work
most worth saving from a hypothetical general burning of literature written by women. After a typically nineteenth-century analysis of physiology
that attributes the intellectualism of French women partly to their small,
quick brains (and partly to the unsentimental French marital customs), he
mentions the French salons of the seventeenth century as an important
source of this superiority.
The essay persona goes on to define salons: “As all the world knows,
[they] were reunions of both sexes, where conversation ran the whole
gamut of subjects, from the frothiest vers de societé to the philosophy of
Descartes” (Pinney 57). The Marquise de Rambouillet “was the very
model of the woman who can act as an amalgam to the most incongruous elements; beautiful, but not preoccupied by coquetry or passion; an
enthusiastic admirer of talent, but with no pretensions to talent on her own
part; exquisitely refined in language and manners, but warm and generous withal, not given to entertain her guests with her own compositions,
or to paralyse them by her universal knowledge” (57–58). Naming some
of the guests at the salon, “Richelieu, Corneille, the Great Condé, Balzac, and Bossuet,” the persona admires how the Rambouillet parties did
not separate into groups according to gender, but mixed, to the advantage of both. Together with conversation that extended to non-literary topics such as politics and religion, he names one advantage of this custom:
that “women would not become bas bleus or dreamy moralizers, ignorant
of the world and of human nature, but intelligent observers of character
and events” (58). Imitators who failed to match the Hotel de Rambouillet
failed because of a tendency to succumb to an “affectation” (59) that differed from the simplicity maintained by the Marquise.
The essay continues its exemplification by moving on to the gatherings at the Palais de Luxembourg, hosted by Mademoiselle d’Orleans. On
these occasions the women agreed to write their own literary self-portraits.
Indeed, Evans anticipates gender/genre discussions initiated by feminist
analysis in the second half of the twentieth century by observing that the
standard genres may not suit women’s experience as well as more personal kinds of writing such as these portraits and, later in the essay, letter writing.12 Evans connects the ladies’ portraits with Jean de la Bruyère’s
12 Alison Booth, in How to Make It as a Woman: Collective Biographical History from Victoria to the Present, begins by connecting salons and women’s collective biography through a
description of the self-portrait project pursued by Christine de Pisan and her friends. Later,
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“Characters,” an influence she herself demonstrates in her very last book,
Impressions of Theophrastus Such (Stange) which describes one character
after another.
At this point the persona moves to the publication that has created the
occasion for the review, the research of Victor Cousin, specifically concerning Madame de Sablé: “Few better specimens of the woman who is
extreme in nothing, but sympathetic in all things; who affects us by no
special quality, but by her entire being” (62). Good at letters, confidante
of both men and women, she nevertheless has what Evans regards as a
virtue: “no ambition as an authoress” (73). Subjects of conversation at Port
Royal included theology, physics, metaphysics, and morals, “varied by discussions on love and friendship, on the drama, and on most of the things
in heaven and earth which the philosophy of that day dreamt of” (73–74).
De Sablé converses in “epigrammatic” observations and in a “sententious
style, to which we owe, probably some of the best Pensées of Pascal” (75).
Indeed, “it is clear that but for her influence the ‘Maxims’ of La Rochefoucauld would never have existed” (75). Madame de Sablé served more to
inspire than to write her own thoughts and maxims.
The essay persona acknowledges a falling off in the value of salons during the eighteenth century. Having become “a recreation, not an influence”
(61), they lost their distinct moral grounding during the age of Voltaire
and Rousseau. Nevertheless, the persona concludes with a Wollstonecraftian assertion: “Women become superior in France by being admitted to a
common fund of ideas, to common objects of interest with men” (80). This
idea, which echoes A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, recurs in Evans’s
comments on the condition of women, including in the problematic 1856
Westminster Review essay “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists.”13
The de Sablé essay anticipates Sundays at the Priory, and, more importantly, helps explain one of the traditional trouble spots of Middlemarch,
the conclusion that relegates Dorothea Ladislaw to a supporting, “diffusive” (“Finale”) role vis-à-vis her MP husband, Will. George Eliot’s essay
on Madame de Sablé, together with the experience of her own salon, suggests a less trivializing future for Dorothea beyond the purely domestic
she accounts for the heavy presence of French monarchs in English and American royal
prosopographies: “I suggest that this French infiltration—the ubiquitous Joan of Arc aside—
results from the continued impact of the salons and the written recognition of French women
since the seventeenth century, as well as the conspicuous roles women played in the events of
the French Revolution and Napoleonic era . . . the English-speaking prosopographies served,
it seems, as a middle-class Victorian substitute for the riskier and more rarefied salons” (43).
13 See “George Eliot’s Wollstonecraftian Feminism” and “George Eliot: Wollstonecraft’s
‘Judicious Person with Some Turn for Humour.’”
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one the “Finale,” on the face of it, anticipates. At Sundays at the Priory
and elsewhere, George Eliot fulfilled her own prescription as a salonière
by receiving the confidences of both her male and female guests, though
the crises about which they confided differed. While the men often shared
their struggles regarding loss of faith and hence, as a consequence, their
university positions, the women guests, many of them a decade or more
younger than George Eliot, more often described desires to contribute
something to society on a monumental scale thwarted by their gender.
More specifically, as the wife of a politician, Dorothea Ladislaw’s duties
would include welcoming political guests to her London home.
Dorothea’s construction as nun-like also echoes the de Sablé essay
because its persona believes the French woman intellectual’s path often
ended at the convent. Dorothea reverses the pattern. Though in the opening to Middlemarch, she dresses with habit-like simplicity, prays often,
and has a St. Bernard called Monk, she ends up in London participating
in a social circle that would include much political chatter. George Eliot
discarded a draft of a “Finale” representing Dorothea’s life in London in
favor of her reflections on women and ambition. Nevertheless, the wife of
Will Ladislaw, MP, in London, like a substantial number of Priory guests
who already were or eventually became Members of Parliament, comes to
move in a world of social gatherings that would not exclude politics.

Previous Parties
George Eliot, even as a young Londoner named Marian Evans, and later
as a well-traveled intellectual in her mid-thirties, sampled some social
occasions that helped prepare her to conduct her own salon.14 When
Evans went to live at the establishment of John Chapman at 142 Strand
in 1851, she entered a working place, a family home, a boarding house,
and a site that plunged her into London literary/social activities. In 142
Strand, Rosemary Ashton describes Chapman’s frequent parties as “soirées . . . regular Friday evening gathering[s],” concluding that “nowhere
was the speech freer and the speculation more serious and intelligent than
among the authors who gathered round Chapman at his headquarters
at 142 Strand” (13). Here Evans met Horace Greeley, Frederika Bremer,
14

As generally associated with eighteenth-century France the term salon carries a narrower
meaning than had become the case in Victorian England, in particular its emphasis on leadership by a woman. Many nineteenth-century hostesses perceived their gatherings as salons,
although both reunion and conversazione would serve as plausible equivalents.
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Ralph Waldo Emerson, and, at the meeting Chapman called of the committee to reduce the power of the Booksellers’ Association in 1852, Charles
Dickens. She also encountered people who later became guests at Sundays
at the Priory, notably Eliza Lynn Linton, Herbert Spencer, and William
Ballantyne Hodgson. Meeting Evans elsewhere in 1844, Hodgson praised
her knowledge of languages and concluded of the evening they shared at
the home of Richard Rathbone: “a delightful party” (JWC 1: 364). Later
professor of economics at the University of Edinburgh, Hodgson went on
to join the group in St John’s Wood once or twice a year for many seasons.
Marian Evans had known Rufa Brabant all during the 1840s when they
both joined the Bray-Hennell holiday excursions to such spots as Malvern
and Tenby. She, too, appeared at Chapman’s, and, as Mrs. Mark Call (after
the death of her first husband Charles Christian Hennell), came once or
twice a year to the Priory well into the seventies. Another visitor to 142
Strand, artist/art critic Philip Gilbert Hamerton, describes how Chapman
relied on Evans to play the piano for his guests, and, although he doubted
that her published work at that point offered “anything beyond good ordinary literary abilities,” she played “remarkably well” (Hamerton 160). He,
too, met up with George Eliot years later, visiting at the Priory in 1866
and again, with his wife, in 1877. As de facto editor of the Westminster
Review, Evans went beyond contributing to the musical entertainment at
the soirées: she participated conversationally in groups as heavily literary
and as closely involved with Victorian publishing as her own salons would
later become.
On Lewes’s side, his travel as a young scholar introduced him to salons
during the period of study in Berlin when he attended the most prominent
of that time and place, the salon of Henriette Solmar. Later, as young marrieds, Lewes and his wife Agnes attended Sunday open houses at the home
of Thornton Hunt (Ashton 57). In London during the next few years,
Alexander Bain notes meeting Lewes at the “weekly bachelor dinners” of
physician Neil Arnott, where Lewes’s “arrangements” made him, along
with author George Craik, “habitués of the party” (125). During the 1840s,
according to Ashton, Lewes participated in journalist Douglas Jerrold’s
“literary clubs, where good food and drink were conducive to good literary
talk” (65). Another set of gatherings that attracted people who also turned
up at the Priory occurred at the home of Richard Monckton Milnes, later
Lord Houghton. Haight’s description of an 1863 group includes Lewes,
Spencer, Swinburne, Froude, Browning, Arnold, and Ruskin (388). Other
parties hosted by Milnes included the Lushington twins, Robert Lytton,
Thomas Henry Huxley, and Montstuart Grant Duff, longtime friends or
acquaintances. In June 1864, Milnes, the man whose gatherings were often
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considered outré or louche (and who introduced Swinburne to the pornography of the Marquis de Sade), came to the Priory and met George
Eliot for the first time (Haight 389). He attended Sundays about once a
year thereafter, sometimes accompanied by Lady Houghton.
After Evans moved away from the Strand and cast her lot with Lewes,
their elopement to Germany introduced her to salonizing on a sophisticated international level in Berlin. Gerlinde Röder-Bolton describes
Henriette Solmar’s salons during the bitter 1854–55 winter when the Leweses attended. Refreshments were light, business talk verboten, and social
inclusion prevalent: “Together with the empowerment of women as both
salon mistresses and as guests in their own right, the disregard of class distinctions and the informality of salon hospitality contrasted starkly with
social conditions elsewhere and has led to the salon being described as a
Freiraum: a space beyond social classifications, where tolerance reigned,
and religious and political bigotry were unacceptable” (121). She attributes
Solmar’s shaping of her evenings to an imitation of Rahel Levin’s, which
took place at her home in Berlin at Mauerstrasse 36 roughly between 1790
and the 1820s and gained fame for their (and her) intellectualism (Bilski
and Braun 28–32). Indeed Varnhagen von Ense, Levin’s husband, creates
a link between the two because, after his wife’s death in 1833, Varnhagen
continued to enjoy salons and attended Solmar’s alongside the Leweses.
Röder-Bolton’s comments that Solmar’s replication of the salons of Levin
made her salon “the last of its kind . . . socially inclusive, unpretentious
hospitality with a focus on wide-ranging, stimulating conversation and
the free exchange of ideas” (126). In “Recollections of Berlin 1854–1855,”
George Eliot describes Solmar as “the true type of the mistress of the salon”
(H&J 245, emphasis in original), a conclusion she bases on Solmar’s “cheerfulness and intelligence” rather than on her “warmth,” which is lacking, or
on the unprepossessing looks of the middle-aged woman.15
The Solmar salons, by means of this connection with Rahel Levin’s,
demonstrate that George Eliot not only qualified as a successful salonière
according to Victorian definitions of the term, but that Sundays at the Priory had their place in the more widespread and ongoing European salon
culture. In addition to the German link, they had a direct line of descent
from Madame Juliette Récamier herself. Just a few seasons before the
1869 debut of the Leweses’ regular Sundays, they made a journey to Spain
that began, as did many European itineraries, in Paris. There the couple
15

The similarities among Levin’s, Solmar’s, and George Eliot’s salons include their lack of
beauty in the hostesses, the “modest” refreshments served (Bilski & Braun 28), and the intellectual loftiness. Bilski and Braun also mention that some guests at Levin’s regarded Varnhagen (like Lewes in London in the 1870s) as the “chief architect of the ‘Rahel cult’” (32).
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attended the salon of the English expatriate Mary Mohl, familiarly known
as Clarkey, who conducted her afternoons on the Rue du Bac for several
decades.
George Eliot arrived at her first afternoon there with a specific literary goal in mind, for she brought with her a set of letters she had received
from her best friend, Barbara Bodichon, about which she was seeking
opinions regarding the likelihood of their publication. Bodichon had traveled Spain from north to south the previous year, and the content of her
letters offered encouragement for a potential traveler by emphasizing the
ease of the route. When she later converted some of the series of letters
into an article that appeared in Temple Bar, she entitled the piece “An Easy
Railway Journey in Spain” (my italics). Having circulated the letters at
Clarkey Mohl’s salon, George Eliot concluded that they should appear in
a “good organ” (GEL 4:329) and wrote to tell her friend so. This errand
on behalf of Bodichon anticipated some of the similar publication-related
exchanges that occurred on Sundays in St John’s Wood.
Although the Leweses preferred the smaller groups in which Mohl
included them after their dissatisfaction with her regular salon, the regular
salon brought George Eliot to an event that has its place in a line of descent
that reached a generation back to one of the most famous of French salons,
that of Madame Récamier. In her thirties, having leased rooms from Récamier at the Abbaye-aux-Bois, Mohl made acquaintances worth carrying
forth when she moved to the Rue du Bac and began her own “internationally famous” afternoons (Waddington). Both Mohl and her guests saw
her as carrying on the Récamier tradition, just as Solmar was doing the
same with the Rahel Levin tradition. It is thus no overstatement to claim
that Sundays at the Priory had links not only to its contemporary competitors in London such as those at Pre-Raphaelite artist G. F. Watts’s Little
Holland House (whose guest list often overlapped with the Priory’s), but
also to the best known of the eighteenth-century European salons, those of
Levin in Berlin and Récamier in Paris.16

Any Given Sunday
The Sundays that flourished in St John’s Wood continued to follow the
pattern of a core of serious discussions of philosophy, science, and art encir16

Frederick Locker-Lampson connects her with the salonière for whom she had expressed
admiration in her 1854 essay. Of George Eliot’s Sunday afternoon manners, he asserts
(whether or not he was remembering her own essay of many years ago), “Madame de Sablé
might have said of her, ‘ella s’écoutra en parlant.’ She was a good listener” (308).
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cled by Lewes’s stirring the perimeters into vivacity. But they also grew
and changed over the years.17 In addition to the lifelong regulars, people
might attend the Sundays with intensity and regularity for a season or two
and then drop out to be replaced by other similarly semi-faithful coteries. A handful of celebrities (Dickens, Bagehot, Ruskin) might make a
single appearance, while others (Trollope, Browning, and Tennyson) reappeared for at least a season, often more. Barbara Bodichon, Herbert Spencer, Frederic Burton, and Charles Lee Lewes participated from the first
gatherings in the mid-1860s through to the more sporadic kinds of visits George Eliot’s friends continued to pay at her country home at Witley
after Lewes’s death.
But throughout their existence, George Eliot’s Sundays remained
emphatically literary salons. Editors, authors, and reviewers conducted
discussions and made contacts that might result in a forthcoming article,
review, or editorial position for any of the dozens of periodicals represented. Nor did authors for these periodicals hesitate to engage in critical
in-print exchanges with their fellow guests.
Substantial numbers in attendance helped people with reasons for literary or other antagonisms to mingle without conflicts. Edith Simcox’s
antipathy to Johnnie Cross and indifference to George Eliot’s other young
friend, Elma Stuart, did not deter her from taking the ever-present chance
of meeting them at the Priory. Du Maurier conversed alongside some of
the members of the group of aesthetes whose work he satirized in the
pages of Punch. Leslie Stephen’s brother, James Fitzjames (whom Millicent Garrett Fawcett attacked for arguing that the physical strength of
men requires the submission of wives) joined parties that included feminists as radical as Bodichon (20 April 1873) and Simcox (25 May 1873).
Simcox herself wrote “The Capacity of Women” in 1887 to counter the
assertions of psychologist George Romanes (who dropped in at the Priory
several times in the spring of 1877), in his piece on “Mental Differences
Between Men and Women” (Broomfield and Mitchell 583). On 18 February 1877, his visit coincided with Simcox’s in a group of twelve guests.
Nor did the Priory guests shrink from writing reviews of publications
by each other or by their hosts. Alexander Bain’s close relationship with
James Sully went back many years before Sully first visited the Priory
and shared afternoons with Bain in St John’s Wood. Bain reviewed Sully’s
17 Acknowledging the difficulty of ascertaining the accuracy of the reports of his “unfamiliar sources,” Collins concludes that sometimes they conflict on the subject of the Priory
Sundays: “Here it may be reasonable to conclude that since no one report is likely to be definitive, they are all true in the sense that if her receptions followed some basic script, it simply
changed in details from time to time” (xx).

Figure 4
herbert Spencer. Courtesy of the national Portrait Gallery London

Figure 5
Charles Lee Lewes. Courtesy of the national Portrait Gallery London

Figure 6
Barbara Bodichon. Courtesy of the national Portrait Gallery London

Figure 7. The Priory, exterior. From photo by Cassell & Co., Lim.

28

Chapter 1

Pessimism: A History and a Criticism in Mind in 1877. Several of the psychologists reviewed Lewes’s first volume of Problems of Life and Mind when
it appeared in 1874. Sidney Colvin, who began visiting in 1869, reviewed
Middlemarch glowingly in January 1873 for the Fortnightly Review, as did
Lord Houghton for the Edinburgh.
Indeed, Lewes shamelessly made the Priory an arena for publicizing George Eliot’s own writing, first with The Spanish Gypsy, then, more
aggressively, with Middlemarch, sustaining interest by circulating word of
mouth, seducing likely positive reviewers, and initiating read-aloud sessions by George Eliot herself. Lewes and his efforts offer one explanation
for the grueling schedule of salons because, for all their talk about the joys
of seeing guests in the most efficient and pleasant way they could contrive, Sundays at the Priory were hard work for both of the busy, sickly
hosts. The exhaustion their letters express as they turn to the seasons spent
at their cottages in Surrey resulted naturally from long, crowded, but
immensely productive Sundays rather than, as sometimes suggested, from
a general dislike of entertaining, a suggestion in any case belied by the
many months of Sundays.
At the same time, the conversation at the Priory did not always go as
smoothly as George Eliot might desire. When she regretted something
she said or did during an afternoon, some piece of what she regarded as
tactlessness or neglect, she hastened to pen an apology or an explanation
as soon as possible, either Sunday night or Monday morning. In January
1874, she wrote a follow-up letter to John Cross and posted it on Monday.
After inviting Cross and his sister Emily to lunch for the following Sunday, George Eliot confesses her anxieties about Mary Cross and the previous afternoon’s gathering: “I was rather miserable yesterday fearing that
dear Mary had a very dull visit. My small capacity for looking after my
guests is always absorbed by the least interesting persons who happen to be
present, and after Mr. and Mrs. Cornish came in, I lost sight of everybody
else’s fortunes and could only wonder whether they were as little amused
as I was” (GEL 6:7). The Cornishes, he an Eton master (GEL 6:7, n. 6),
she a novelist and collector of William Thackeray’s letters, did not charm
George Eliot and did not return to the Priory. In June of 1876, George
Eliot admitted to Elma Stuart that the day’s entertainment had made her
“rather melancholy ever since you left, that your visit was spoiled. For me,
at least; because I could not say one word to you of my gratitude for all
your goodness to me” (GEL 6:259). At least twice she addressed Bodichon
with notes that regret a flippant remark that conveyed more ill will than
she intended. One guest, Sydney A. Gimson, recollected hearing from
Henry Crompton of an antagonistic “discussion concerning the origin of

Figure 8. The Priory drawing room. From J. W. Cross’s George Eliot’s Life in Letters

30

Chapter 1

music” between George Eliot and Spencer that likely occurred during a
Sunday afternoon: “Crompton thought that Spencer was getting the worst
of the argument and eventually he jumped up and rushed out of the room,
banging the door after him!” (“Henry Crompton” Web page). As with her
anxious morning-after notes to various guests, George Eliot made a lifetime project of smoothing things over with Spencer as well as other Priory
guests.18
Indeed, the four most regular regulars (Spencer, Bodichon, Burton, and
C. L. Lewes) each made specific contributions to the afternoons, Spencer’s
being his prickly demeanor. When the conversation verged on conflict,
Spencer was often involved. The segment of guests composed of young
Lewes’s friends and acquaintances, on the other hand, contributes a family
element, as George Henry Lewes put himself out to entertain the guests
brought along by his son. Bodichon helped swell the guest list in different
directions because she often invited artists, educators, and feminists of her
own acquaintance, many of whom became regulars themselves. Among
the artists and their critics, the fourth regular, Frederic Burton, could find
an excellent audience for the progress of his current project, adding to the
collection at the National Gallery. By the 1870s, having given up painting entirely, Burton nevertheless often gets mentioned in descriptions of
the Priory, not for his most famous canvas, “The Meeting on the Turret
Stairs,” but for the portrait of George Eliot that overlooked, from a remote
point in the study, the activities of Sunday afternoons.

The Place
Many guests’ descriptions of the Sundays begin with the Priory itself, mentioning its situation and decor as encouraging visitors. Among the wealthiest and most social guests, Lewis and Cecilia Wingfield, for example, who
met the Leweses in 1871, introduced themselves as neighbors, their having recently moved nearby to Maida Vale. Soon after, family members,
most frequently Cecilia Wingfield and her mother, established themselves
as regular visitors. In 1869, recommending the NW London postal code
to scholar Emmanuel Deutsch (nearly always identified as the model for
Mordecai in Daniel Deronda), George Eliot cited its convenient proximity to several Underground stops, then wryly concludes her letter: “In a
word it is detestable; but less detestable than most parts of London and its

18

See Nancy Paxton’s George Eliot and Herbert Spencer.
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suburbs” (GEL 5:73).19 Matilda Betham-Edwards, Bodichon’s friend and
an ever-struggling author, comments on the Priory’s seclusion as “one of
the many St. John’s Wood villas almost to be called country retreats. The
comfortably proportioned two-storeyed residence, approached by a drive,
stood sufficiently apart from the road as to ensure its inmates comparative
quiet” (38–39). Robert Buchanan specifically mentions the effectiveness of
“a high front wall facing the street, to which it communicates through a
massive doorway” (218) in reducing obtrusive city noise. Haight and others describe a walled garden full of roses surrounding the house, isolating
it and sheltering it from both street and canal traffic.20
The Leweses bought the Priory in 1863 and did it up with great care.
Photographs show an exterior adorned with the fashionable neo-Gothic
touches that justify its name. Convenient for the zoo in Regent’s Park
and walks up Primrose Hill, it occupied a site on the bank of the Regent’s
Canal, a working waterway accommodating various kinds of vessels, but
mostly the barges for which the canals were originally built. Most sources
describe a gate with a jingling bell for announcements, and Lucy Clifford adds “a watch-dog of a servant who knew uncommonly well how to
dispose” of interlopers (112).21 Earlier, the young Russian mathematician
Soph’ia Kovalevsky had described the servant as “a young chambermaid,
crisp and stiff, as are all English chambermaids” (537). Between 1869 and
1877 there had been a change in gate-keeping personnel at the Priory.
The engraving that Cross includes in the George Eliot’s Life in Letters
reveals that inside, prints and portraits crowded the walls in the Victorian style, walls covered in custom-made, Owen Jones–designed wallpaper
and otherwise covered with shelves of books upon books. Lucy Clifford
detects an air of Morris in the colors of the decor, while others remember
an abundance of flowers decorating the room (Collins 106, 117). The often
published engraving shows a theatrically broad archway hung with heavy
curtains pulled aside and falling to the floor, their extra length accumulating in folds on the carpet. Light flows in strong rays through the long windows, especially those positioned in the curving wall that protruded into
19

Haight places the year of Deutsch’s notes in brackets to indicate that the date proceeds
from his own gathering of evidence rather than from a date inscribed by George Eliot.
20 George Eliot’s 1869 poem, “In a London Drawingroom,” invites comparisons between
the location of the room and the Priory drawing room. But the poem positions its persona
within view of the “houses opposite” (1.2) and of the pedestrians and vehicles hurrying along
the street, presumably beyond the wall and therefore normally invisible to the Priory residents.
21 According to Collins, several guests, including James Sully and Charles Warren Stoddard, attributed magical powers to the jangling bell at the gate, which “once the bell was
rung mysteriously unlocked on its own” (xxi).
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the garden beyond the fireplace. An advantage on a sunny Sunday, when
the room could look “bright and pretty” (Simcox 71), the windows provided less cheer when the rain came heavily or the frequent fogs shrouded
the garden.
Sources agree unanimously that on crowded afternoons George Eliot
took the low easy chair next to the fireplace, while an even lower rush-bottomed chair to her left would accommodate the individual conversations
accorded in particular to first-time guests. Regarding the other furniture,
Charles Lee Lewes’s daughter Blanche remembers especially well “the
enormous number of armchairs in the drawing-room at the Priory, which
mother told me were there because George Eliot and Grandpapa didn’t
like to sit in armchairs themselves unless everyone else in the room could
do so too” (Paterson 250). Arthur Paterson continues, “This is a characteristic touch, for not only did George Eliot dislike feeling that she was
more comfortable than others, but she hated still more to be in any way
enthroned, even at her receptions” (250). The effort at anti-regal egalitarianism could not always have succeeded. Betham-Edwards creates a dramatically opposite first view of the drawing room scene: “There in the
center of the room, as if enthroned, sat the Diva; at her feet in a semicircle gathered philosophers, scientists, men of letters, poets, artists—in
fine, the leading spirits of the great Victorian age” (42).22 The sofa, placed
at right angles to the low chair in the Priory engraving, became an occasion of irritation for Oscar Browning because it often accommodated
“fashionably dressed” ladies who “seemed to fill the room” (90). He again
complains about the sofa’s occupant when he notes that, Récamier-like,
Barbara Bodichon “generally reclined upon the sofa” (Memoirs 192). In
fact, the dress of the women guests varied from the deliberately plain PreRaphaelite styles worn, for example, by Georgiana Burne-Jones and Rosalind Howard, through George Eliot’s own simple but carefully designed
22 This description follows with a physical description of George Eliot that comes oddly
from an observer who saw her as frequently as did Betham-Edwards. On her first meeting
the novelist in 1867, she found herself confronted by a “tall, prematurely old lady wearing
black, with a majestic but appealing and wholly unforgettable face. A subdued yet penetrating light—I am tempted to say luminosity—shone from large dark eyes that looked all the
darker on account of the white, marble-like complexion. She might have sat for St Teresa”
(40). The dresses worn by George Eliot show a stature far from “tall,” while her pale grayblue eyes, memorably described by Georgiana Burne-Jones as appearing “washed by many
waters” (Memorials vol. 2, 4) should not have appeared “dark” to her visitor. As another
example of faulty reliability, Betham-Edwards wonders at the lack of pets at the Priory (59),
although the Leweses adored their dogs as Beryl Gray has noted. Haight emphasizes some of
Edwards’s inconsistencies in GEL volume 5 and elsewhere. By the time she wrote her reminiscences, she was over eighty years old, and so her memory may have faltered on several
matters.
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dresses accessorized with good lace, to the crinolines and bustles of which
George Eliot makes fun in her second Saccharissa essay, “Modern Housekeeping,” by mentioning the enlargement of drawing rooms as an effect
of the fashion for hooped skirts. Oscar Browning claims that the redecoration of the Priory by Basil Champneys in 1871 (by which the Priory
gained the decorator as an addition to the guest list) included expanding
the drawing room, which he claims was increased in size to accommodate
the crinolines worn by some of the women guests (90). Simcox noted that
a larger crowd necessitated pushing the sofa back against the wall, away
from its usual position closer to the fireplace, to create more floor space for
expanding parties of guests (71).

Catering
Because the salon afternoons followed luncheons attended by a selected
four or five guests, they did not offer heavy refreshments. Two reports
suggest that the other arrivals had to wait at least an hour before receiving so much as a cup of tea. Lucy Clifford put tea-time at 5:00 p.m. and
agrees with Betham-Edwards that Lewes did the pouring and that “Mrs
L. was reverently served” (115). Then, according to Betham-Edwards, the
company would drift “towards the lower end of the room, Mr L presiding
at the teapot” where he signaled his readiness to serve: “‘To make tea, my
friends,’ he said laughingly, ‘I hold is the whole duty of man.’” (44). The
tea also signaled a relaxation in the atmosphere: “All now was comparative
frivolity, gaiety, and persiflage; mirth and music replaced Socratic discussion and talk worthy of being Boswellised” (Betham-Edwards 44). Writing of the salons that occurred some five years after Betham-Edwards’s
period of attendance, Clifford found less relaxation ensuing after tea.
Guests accepted their cups and “sat solemnly down again” (115) to resume
serious talk. As for food, Clifford reports that each saucer accommodated
a “bit of doubled thin bread and butter” (115). Although the Leweses
themselves drank alcohol on occasion and had plentiful assortments of
glassware in which to serve it to their guests, no one mentions convivial
consumption occurring on the Sundays.23

23

Both George Eliot and Lewes drank alcohol (See George Eliot and Intoxication, 29–32).
They included wine and beer on their shopping lists and sampled different varieties as they
traveled in Belgium, Germany, Italy, France, and Spain. Brandy, too, appears at least once in
their notebooks: on the menu of a simple supper in May 1861 in Florence (GHLJ 22 May).
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Sources and Themes
In addition to Lewes’s diaries, which provide both the Priory guest lists and
journals of their travels, the indispensable letters and journals, as collected
primarily by Haight, William Baker, and Margaret Harris and Judith
Johnston, provide material concerning both the salons and the spas. Reminiscences of many Victorians whose associations with the Lewseses have
gone unnoticed add more of Collins’s “unfamiliar sources” (xviii). For the
sections about the Leweses’ foreign travels, the voluminous nineteenthcentury guide books help differentiate one spa from another and provide
background for the information contained in the couple’s letters and journals. Far exceeding the presentation of information about railways, hotels,
and dining, Murray’s and their ilk often add anecdotes, histories of the sites,
excerpts from literature set at the locales, and such moralizing interjections as those about the horrors of gambling in the spa guides as detailed in
chapter 5, which concerns Daniel Deronda. As they traveled, the Leweses
could not get on without their guide books. When they left one behind at a
shop in 1875 (GHLJ 24 September), they were dismayed enough for Lewes
to note the loss in his diary even though their destination on that occasion,
Wales, would not require as much useful information as they needed, for
example, in Spain or even Italy.
The shift in George Eliot’s social status that occurred during the midsixties coincides with the Leweses’ beginning regular visits to Black Forest
spas and forms the point at which I take up my narratives of their travels
abroad, accompanied by descriptions of some of the people they met and
the creative results in George Eliot’s poetry and prose.24 Roughly chronological, the descriptions of the Priory Sundays begin with their launch in
24 George Eliot responded early in her career to efforts to find models for her characters
with the assertion, which she repeated often, that she assembled them as composites from
“widely sundered elements” (GEL 3:55). Hence conclusions such as Haight’s concerning the
Pattisons as models for the Casaubons, can fall into the hazards that accompany any attempt
either to substantiate or demolish proposed models because they attempt to draw one-onone correspondences that George Eliot’s composite method precludes. Lewes himself several times acknowledges this strand to George Eliot’s creativity. In 1876, he refers to Anton
Rubenstein as “Klesmer” (GEL 9:177), and, also in 1876, teases Robert Lytton about his similarities to Daniel Deronda. Currently, Kathryn Hughes is repeating the trend of the earliest audiences in looking for Warwickshire models for characters, specifically the Dodsons.
Haight goes so far as to reify some of the usual identifications on the caption pages inserted
in the Letters, such as “GE sees ‘Gwendolen’ at Homburg” (9:27) and “GE and GHL meet
Rubenstein (‘Klesmer’) at Lehmann’s” (9:169). Henry’s commitment to observing connections
between characters and models in her 2012 biography leads her to offer, among others, the
original and irresistible suggestion that George Eliot based Rosamond Vincy on Agnes Jervis
Lewes (82).
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1869 in the regular form they would take for the next decade. Because this
launch coincided with George Eliot’s continuation of her poetry writing,
the group, which often included Robert Browning, conversed much about
poetry, its theory and practice.
During the period later that year when Thornton Lewes’s terminal illness precluded the couple’s usual retreat to a summer lease in Surrey, the
salons continued through the summer, and new additions to the guest list
included some important potential regulars. Meanwhile, George Eliot was
writing Middlemarch volume by volume, and Lewes was depending partly
on the Priory afternoons to encourage its success. The swell in numbers
of visitors after Middlemarch coincided with the initiation of occasional
musical entertainment, and events at the Priory, like a number of the
settings and some of the action in Daniel Deronda, had much to do with
drawing room recitals. Meanwhile, the added numbers of guests included
a substantial gay and lesbian component whose members help connect
George Eliot’s interactions with her gay and lesbian friends, especially
on the topic of marriage, with the creation of characters such as Priscilla
Lammeter, Mr. Brooke, and Gwendolen Harleth.25 Finally, the Leweses’
travels abroad and Sundays at the Priory combined to yield material for
the story of Gwendolen and her mother in Daniel Deronda.
Although Lewes’s death in 1878 put an end to the salons as they went
forth on Sundays, not only did George Eliot depend on the help of some
of her former guests as she undertook to publish the final volume of Lewes’s Problems of Life and Mind, but a number of the guests’ activities afterward took them in surprising directions sometimes prepared for by the
time they had spent at the Priory. On the travels side, the final events of
George Eliot’s life included the disaster of her 1880 honeymoon with John
Walter Cross, which resulted in her last substantial period at a Black Forest spa that attracted many British visitors, Bad Wildbad.
Although Lewes’s journals contain few descriptions of the events of
the afternoons, combining his entries with the accounts of other visitors
reveals that neither scandal nor dullness dominated the parties. Instead,
intellectual, artistic, scientific, political, philosophical, wealthy, sometimes
titled guests contributed not only to a lively social atmosphere but also to
the workings of George Eliot’s creative imagination and the marketing
of her books. If the traditional image of nearly all-male groups of guests
25 Dennis Gouws and Nancy Henry have added to this list of possibly non-heteronormative George Eliot characters. Gouws argues that Seth Bede and Dino de’ Bardi “exemplify
an enthusiasm-enabled, potentially transgressive manhood” and consequently “challenge the
integrity of her moral realism” (1). In “The Romola Code,” Henry describes another Romola
character, Nello, as a man who shows repeated interest in Tito as a love object.
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standing as stiff as statues, conversing in subdued tones, and reverently
approaching the sibyl does not account for the range of activities at the
Priory—the music, the rose-filled garden in the summer, the buzz of continuous anecdotes, the richly philosophical conversation, and the romantic interests of the guests—nor does it, or other more familiar accounts,
suggest the more business-oriented activities of the afternoons. Together
with the travels abroad, Sundays at the Priory placed George Eliot among
people similar in many ways to the characters in her poetry, her last two
novels, and Theophrastus Such. George Eliot’s participation in Society—
with the big S—resulted partly from carefully contrived Sunday salons in
London and led to fiction and poetry peopled by other members of Society,
as she and Lewes pursued their social activities both abroad and at home in
London, at the Priory.

