Count That Day Lost
Bridging text and context – activity 2:

Read the following background information about the poet's life:

George Eliot (pen name for Mary Ann Evans) was born in 1819 in Warwickshire, in Victorian England. The Victorian age was characterized by huge gaps between the classes. The lower classes lived in extreme poverty. The children were put to work in factories and mines to help support their families

Eliot was one of the leading writers of that age. She used the male pen name because female writers were not taken seriously at the time and she wanted to make a difference. Along with other writers of the time, she was openly critical of these conditions. They felt it was their duty to help improve society. Eliot's books often pointed out the differences between wealthy landlords and poor, ordinary people and often criticized the behavior of the upper classes. She was concerned about the responsibility that people should take in their everyday lives and with the moral choices they must have.

How does the information above add to or change your understanding of the poem? Explain.
George Eliot / Marian Evans (1819-1880) 

“You may try, but you cannot imagine what it is to have a man's force of genius in you, and to suffer the slavery of being a girl.” These words are spoken by a character in Daniel Deronda, a novel written by George Eliot in 1876. “Slavery” is a strong word - but it captures clearly the way many women felt about their position in Victorian times. It must be remembered this was 30 years before the Suffragettes started their fight for women's right to vote, and 50 years before it was achieved. At that time it was almost impossible for women to get their writings published. Marian Evans therefore took the same course as the Bronte sisters had done and used a male pen-name, George Eliot, in order to get her work before the public.

She already knew the power of male domination from her family experience. Her father held very strong religious views and great tensions arose when, as a young woman, she started to question his narrow, dogmatic beliefs and refused to attend church every Sunday. She was influenced by learning about Unitarianism, and went on to read widely in science, philosophy and literature, and to translate some influential writings on religion, including David Friedrich Strauss’s critical Life of Jesus and Ludwig Feurbach’s Essence of Christianity. Darwin's writings immediately attracted her and she found his explanations of evolution convincing. She became a journalist and met many of the leading thinkers of the day such as John Stuart Mill and Herbert Spencer. She thought deeply about morality and ethics, and about the claims of religion to help people in this respect. This led her to follow for a time 'The Religion of Humanity', an ethical way of life that was not based on supernatural belief, developed by Augustus Comte.

She wrote:

“The old religion said 'Heaven help us!' Our new one, from its very lack of that faith in a heaven, will teach us all the more to help one another.”

In conversation she once exclaimed:

“God, Immortality, Duty … how inconceivable the first, how unbelievable the second, and yet how peremptory and absolute the third.”

She always remained interested in religion, but she rejected its more dogmatic and rigid elements and her writings explore the possibility of goodness without god in an essentially humanist way. People from all walks of life wrote to her for guidance on how “to live a good life in a godless universe.” A typical piece of her advice was: “Wear a smile and make friends; wear a scowl and make wrinkles. What do we live for if not to make the world less difficult for each other.”

She said of her books: “If art does not enlarge men’s sympathies it does nothing morally,” and she hoped her readers “would be better able to imagine and to feel the pains and joy of those who differ from themselves in everything but the broad fact of being struggling, erring human creatures.”

Understanding and helping one another was a theme that ran through the many successful books that she wrote, novels that retain their popularity today 150 years after she wrote them, and which find new audiences when they are dramatised on TV and radio. Her books include The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner, Adam Bede, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda. They explore themes which include the interdependence of all human beings, the search for values to live by in a confusing and changing world, and the difficulties and frustrations of being a woman in the nineteenth century. Though George Eliot was an independent and intelligent woman who earned her own living, she was not a feminist in the modern sense of the word; she believed that women belonged at home, doing good in the world in small domestic ways. Middlemarch ends with the author’s comment on the life of her heroine, Dorothea: “…the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.”

When she was 34 years old, she found herself faced with a difficult ethical decision. She and writer George Lewes fell in love, but his wife had deserted him and he could not obtain a divorce. She was therefore unable to marry him. Although the very narrow and intolerant social attitudes of those days would result in her being socially ostracised as a “fallen woman”, they lived together as husband and wife until he died 25 years later.

You may see why Professor C B Cox chose to call the book he wrote about her The Free Spirit. A more recent biography of her by Kathryn Hughes is called George Eliot: the Last Victorian (1998). The contrasting titles seem to sum up well the life of this complex, intelligent woman.
http://www.humanism.org.uk/humanism/humanist-tradition/freethinkers/george-eliot
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Introduction

Victorian literature was produced during the reign of Queen Victoria (1837-1901). Often considered a bridge between the romantic-era works of the previous century and what would become the literature of the newly industrialized world of the twentieth century, Victorian literature is characterized by a strong sense of morality, and it frequently champions the downtrodden. It is also often equated with prudishness and oppression, and while this is sometimes true, Victorian literature is also known for its attempts to combine imagination and emotion with the neoclassical ideal of the accessibility of art for the common person. Some of the best-known authors of this period are Charlotte Brontë (Jane Eyre), Emily Bronte (Wuthering Heights), and Charles Dickens (Great Expectations). 

 Characteristics of Victorian Literature 
The literature of the Victorian age (1837 – 1901, named for the reign of Queen Victoria) entered in a new period after the romantic revival. The literature of this era expressed the fusion of pure romance to gross realism. Though, the Victorian Age produced great poets, the age is also remarkable for the excellence of its prose. 

The discoveries of science have particular effects upon the literature of the age. If you study all the great writers of this period, you will mark four general characteristics: 

1. Literature of this age tends to come closer to daily life which reflects its practical problems and interests. It becomes a powerful instrument for human progress. Socially & economically, Industrialism was on the rise and various reform movements like emancipation, child labor, women’s rights, and evolution. 

2. Moral Purpose: The Victorian literature seems to deviate from "art for art's sake" and asserts its moral purpose. Tennyson, Browning, Carlyle, Ruskin - all were the teachers of England with the faith in their moral message to instruct the world. 

3. Idealism: It is often considered as an age of doubt and pessimism. The influence of science is felt here. The whole age seems to be caught in the conception of man in relation to the universe with the idea of evolution. 

4. Though, the age is characterized as practical and materialistic, most of the writers exalt a purely ideal life. It is an idealistic age where the great ideals like truth, justice, love, brotherhood are emphasized by poets, essayists and novelists of the age. 

Source : http://olenglish.pbworks.com/f/Victorian+Lit.+Char.pdf
Read these quotes by George Eliot / Marian Evans and answer the questions below:

“No soul is desolate as long as there is a human being for whom it can feel trust and reverence.” 

“What do we live for if not to make life less difficult for each other?”
“Our deeds determine us, as much as we determine our deeds.” 

“It is only a poor sort of happiness that could ever come by caring very much about our own pleasures. We can only have the highest happiness such as goes along with being a great man, by having wide thoughts and much feeling for the rest of the world as well as ourselves.” 

“The strongest principle of growth lies in the human choice.” 

“Blessed is the influence of one true, loving human soul on another.” 

QUESTIONS:

How are George Eliot’s (Mary Ann / Marian Evans’) views on religion vs. humanism reflected in these quotes?  How are they reflected in the poem?  

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Which of the quotes do you think is most closely related to the poem?  Explain your choice in a few sentences.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Answer these questions about Count That Day Lost.

1. According to the poem, what is a day well spent?  (10 points)

2. What does the poet mean by a “self-denying deed”? (10 points)

3. List two examples of cause and effect from the first stanza of the poem.  What can you conclude about small acts of kindness? (15 points)

4.  “Humanism is the view that we can make sense of the world using reason, experience and shared human values and that we can live good lives without religious or superstitious beliefs.” (The British Humanist Association, http://www.humanism.org.uk/humanism).  

Mary Ann Evans (George Eliot) considered herself to be a humanist.  How are her humanist views reflected in Count That Day Lost? (15 points)

George Eliot is the pen name of the critically acclaimed English Victorian writer, Mary Ann Evans. Her literary contributions include The Mill and The Floss, Adam Bede, Silas Marner and Middlemarch. She is considered by many to be one of the finest authors of the Victorian era, in many cases as good or better than Charlotte Bronte. Her work clearly stands shoulder to shoulder with the work of Dickens, and she was excellent at addressing the social strata of rural communities.

Many women writers in the Victorian Era had ceased to use male pen names, as writing became a more respectable trade for women. George Eliot probably used a pen name because her personal life would have been considered less than respectable. She would have been considered in her time as a “kept woman,” as she lived with a married man named George Lewes. 

Lewes’ wife refused to divorce him, thus he and George Eliot privately pursued their relationship. To keep this undercover was vastly important; otherwise George Eliot would probably not have been read. Some few knew about her relationship, but she was not completely successful in keeping her private life from being discussed. Louisa May Alcott refers to her lifestyle in Little Women, mentioning how George Eliot is lost to the true light. 

It is clear from the semi-autobiographical Middlemarch, which many consider her finest work, that the decision to pursue an unconventional romantic relationship with Lewes was not an unreasoned or quick decision for George Eliot. In fact, in this novel, the character of Dorothea is cautiously drawn, evidencing the difficulties of an imprudent marriage from which one cannot escape.

Dorothea is often taken as a model of the young George Eliot. She is quite chaste, and prizes acquirement in education above all other things. Eliot sought knowledge as a young girl, learning languages usually reserved for the education of men, such as German and Greek. Though educated on fairly conservative Christian principles, Eliot soon became exposed to more liberal Christian theology. She certainly used such knowledge to defend her longstanding relationship with Lewes.

Lewes died in 1880, and George Eliot married a friend, John Cross, a man 20 years her junior. She did not survive a year beyond this marriage, dying just after her 61st birthday. In total she wrote 11 novels. Her last work was Daniel Deronda, published in 1876.

Though George Eliot was read during her time, she did not enjoy the popularity of writers like Dickens. She is acknowledged for her precise character studies, and her exploration of the life and limitations of rural communities. Later writers like D.H. Lawrence and Henry James viewed her as the one of the inspirations for Edwardian and modern writers. 

Among feminist critics, George Eliot is considered a particularly important novelist because her portrayal of women is keenly accurate. In The Mill on The Floss, the powerlessness and futility of women’s lives is tragically recorded. Though Eliot was able to escape traditional Victorian male control, she clearly saw how most women lived, and the power they lacked. However, her character sketches never seem to lecture as Bronte’s did. Instead she allows the reader to draw his or her own conclusions regarding the nature and lives of the characters she portrays.

