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Introduction

Note: New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the detail of the plot explicit.

I

The Mill on the Floss, published in 1860, marks the end of what could be called the first stage of George Eliot’s work as an artist. It was, like its predecessors, Scenes of Clerical Life (1857–8) and Adam Bede (1859), an attempt at a realistic ‘history of unfashionable families’. All three books were set in a past, not very remote, and covered by the memories of the author herself, or of her family. All three drew on people and places from the Warwickshire where her father, Robert Evans, had been supervisor and agent of the estates of Francis Parker Newdigate, of Arbury Hall. Although The Mill on the Floss is set in Lincolnshire, where she had travelled to find suitable rivers for her catastrophic flood, Dorlcote Mill closely resembles Arbury Mill, where Mary Ann Evans played as a child, and the attic where Maggie Tulliver bangs her fetish’s head on the beams is the attic of Griff House, where she spent her first twenty-two years.

By 1859, when she began The Mill on the Floss, she had already had some worrying repercussions from people who thought they recognized themselves, or their friends and relations, in the works of the anonymous ‘George Eliot’. The original of the curate, Amos Barton, in Scenes recognized himself and had to be reassured and placated. Dinah Morris, the Methodist preacher in Adam Bede, was conceived partly at least because George Eliot had been moved by the character and life of her Aunt Samuel, also a Methodist preacher, who had, like Dinah, spent a night in a cell with a girl condemned to death for infanticide. Adam Bede himself was, as Robert Evans had once been, a carpenter. The family stirred. In 1859 George Eliot wrote to her friends, Charles and Cara Bray and Sara Hennell,


I believe Sara’s version of my brother’s words concerning Adam Bede is the correct one – ‘that there are things in it about my father’, i.e. being interpreted, things my father told us about his early life, not a portrait of my father. There is not a single portrait in the book, nor will there be in any future book of mine. There are two portraits in the Clerical Scenes; but that was my first bit of art and my hand was not well in …1



She was increasingly angered by suggestions that her characters were portraits, and opposed the vulgar concept of the literary portrait to her own idea that the ‘art’ of fiction told ‘truth’ of its own, through invention. Thus her Aunt Samuel’s children and grandchildren recognized Aunt Samuel only because ‘that is simply the vague, easily satisfied notion imperfectly instructed people always have of portraits’. The simple suppose a ‘generic resemblance constitutes a portrait’ whereas the general public so enjoys sensational or sentimental ‘mis-representations of life and character … that they are scandalized when art makes a nearer approach to truth.’2

Barbara Bodichon, a close friend, one of the few who guessed her identity before it was revealed, wrote to her: ‘I thought, when I read Adam Bede, Yes, this is all out of her life and she can’t write out of this track.’ George Eliot, whose letters to Mme Bodichon are more freely intelligent and less constrained than most of her surviving correspondence, told her there was ‘much less “out of my own life”’ in Adam Bede than in Scenes, but went on to explain that ‘at present my mind works with the most freedom and the keenest sense of poetry in my remotest past, and there are many strata to be worked through before I can begin to use artistically any material I may gather in the present’ (11 August 1859).3

The Mill on the Floss does contain material from her remotest past, but it is, as that in the earlier books was not, personal material. The book has that recognizable, peculiarly autobiographical quality which is present in David Copperfield (1849–50), with which it was sometimes compared. The relationship between Tom and Maggie Tulliver as children resembles very closely that between Mary Ann Evans and her brother Isaac, who, like Tom, appears to have been a somewhat Rhadamanthine personage. (Gordon Haight points out that Tom and Maggie were born in the same years as Isaac and Mary Ann.4) Like Tom, Isaac judged his sister’s passionate aberrations from conventional behaviour harshly. In 1854 she had begun to live with a married man, George Henry Lewes, and had taken his name. In 1857 she had told Isaac that her name was changed, whereupon he broke off relations with her and forbade her beloved sister, Chrissey, to correspond with her. He remained adamant and silent until 1880 when, after her marriage to J. W. Cross, a man nearly twenty years younger than herself, he wrote a polite note to offer congratulations ‘upon the happy event’. She died later in the same year.

There are good historical and intellectual reasons why George Eliot should, as it were, have used her own people and past as typical examples of the pieties, culture and development of rural English society. I shall discuss these shortly. But the peculiarly tense and gloomy character of parts of The Mill on the Floss must derive from the paradoxical fact that she was using an artistic re-creation of her own life partly to ‘teach’ that strong and deep roots make good men, that morality is derived from the development of particular family and local affections into abstract conceptions of duty and piety, while her own search for happiness in love and a wider intellectual world had effectively severed her from her roots. The limited but nevertheless tough and powerful Dodson morality turns primarily on duty to kith and kin. Ten years later in 1869 George Eliot wrote to Barbara Bodichon at Christmas: ‘I hope your Christmas will be very happy among the dear kith and kin. I cling strongly to kith and kin, even though they reject me.’5

After The Mill there were no further novels ‘out of her life’. Contrary to Mme Bodichon’s prediction, she moved right out of ‘that track’ and wrote a Wordsworthian pastoral fable in prose (Silas Marner), most of an epic poem about fifteenth-century Spain (The Spanish Gypsy), an historical novel about Savonarola’s Florence (Romola), a biblical poem and several other dramatic poems before the last three novels about the movement of history in more-or-less recent England. And those three novels are, I would argue, intentionally very different in form, subject matter and characterization from the early natural histories.

It is perhaps worth pointing out, before leaving this topic, that she clearly had not exorcized, nor, she might have felt, fully expressed, the emotions so passionately present in The Mill on the Floss. One of the closer correlations between Maggie and her creator is the way in which Maggie’s thoughts and feelings and reading while her father is dying echo those expressed in letters by George Eliot when she was nursing her own dying father. In 1869 George Eliot nursed Lewes’s son Thornton, who returned from South Africa to die in her arms. During that period of distress she wrote a series of sonnets called ‘Brother and Sister’, which describe and re-evoke the relationship of boy and girl among the daisies, cowslips and wild roses, the fishing in ‘our brown canal’, the strong will and ‘firmness’ of her brother. From these days, the writer claims, she learned ‘the meanings that give words a soul/The fear, the love, the primal passionate store/Whose shaping impulses make manhood whole.’ Her days with her brother, the landscape they saw and inhabited,


Were but my growing self, are part of me

My present Past, my root of piety.



In Chapter 3 of Daniel Deronda the authorial voice offers the famous statement of belief that a human life


should be well rooted in some spot of a native land, where it may get the love of tender kinship for the face of the earth … a spot where the definiteness of early memories may be inwrought with affection, a kindly acquaintance with all neighbours, even to the dogs and donkeys may spread, not by sentimental effort and reflection, but as a sweet habit of the blood.



For this reason, no doubt, George Eliot, despite acknowledging that ‘the dire years whose awful name is Change/ Had grasped our souls still yearning in divorce’, could end her poem on a genuinely pathetic pious note.


But were another childhood-world my share,

I would be born a little sister there.



The sentences in the poem which describe the present relationship between brother and sister are convoluted, ambiguous to the point of almost meaningless vagueness, in their syntax: the affirmations of local pieties and ancient roots are almost too sweetly clear and plain. If the emotions in the novel are, almost wholly, more complex and better controlled, it is partly because of the distancing art of fiction and partly because of the strength given to the particular history by its coincidence with the author’s, and the intellectual world’s, general interest in such histories and their meanings.

II

The nineteenth century was, as has often been observed, obsessed with history, possessed by a desire to understand both the history of the earth itself, and the history of mankind, biologically and socially. With these obsessions, and contributing to them, had arisen a new self-consciousness about the nature of the telling of history, which contributed to and was intensified by the Higher Criticism of the Bible, the examination of sacred histories by methods being developed for profane ones – the correlation and dating of texts and manuscripts, the evaluation of the reliability and motives of the witnesses and historians on whose evidence history itself relied. I have called George Eliot’s three early books of fiction ‘natural histories’ rather than ‘pastoral’ because I think her artistic intention in writing them conformed very much to the historical intentions she admired and analysed in her essay on the German writer, Wilhelm Heinrich von Riehl, which appeared in the Westminster Review in 1856.6 The article was called ‘The Natural History of German Life’ – a direct translation of the overall title of Riehl’s work. The qualities of Riehl’s work which George Eliot particularly selected for our admiration were his capacity to offer detailed facts, not unsupported generalizations, about the life he studied, his capacity to present that life as a slow organic growth that could be studied scientifically, and his conservatism, his dislike, because of his strong sense of the rooted growth and individual differences of groups of men, for ‘democratic doctrinaires who have their nostrum for all political and social diseases’, for ‘communistic theories’ which he regards as ‘the despair of the individual in his own manhood, reduced to a system’.7

This admired capacity for local particularity George Eliot connects in various ways with a strong sense of the accuracy and particularity of language. She dislikes literary generalizations about buxom rosy-cheeked peasants and commends Riehl for avoiding them; she also commends him for not using abstract sociological generalizations like ‘the people’, ‘the masses’, ‘the proletariat’, ‘the peasantry’, but studying instead local styles.

‘In the cultivated world,’ she writes, ‘each individual has his style of speaking and writing. But among the peasantry it is the race, the district, the province, that has its style; namely, its dialect, its phraseology, its proverbs and its songs, which belong alike to the entire body of the people.’8

Riehl was here in a fairly new tradition of enthusiastic historical researchers, which has been well described by Emery Neff in The Poetry of History. Niebuhr’s great history of Rome, Ottfried Müller’s Greek researches, and the monumental work of the brothers Grimm, used the legends, local mythology, geography, dialect and etymology of the peoples they studied to describe the individual differences of the peoples of the past from the people of the present. ‘It was’, Neff writes,


a time of enthusiasm for nature; a time when nationalism was awakening localism; a time when Wordsworth wrote a series of poems On the Naming of Places, when Walter Scott was making the place names of his native land so familiar to the world that historians in centuries to come may be puzzled to decide whether Scott was named after Scotland or Scotland after Scott.9



It is not, I think, fanciful to suppose that George Eliot, in The Mill on the Floss more than in any of her other books, saw herself engaged in an analogous effort to record local particularities of speech, landscape, custom and morality. Riehl, she says, ‘sees in European society incarnate history, and any attempt to disengage it from its historical elements must, he believes, be simply destructive of social vitality. What has grown up historically can only die out historically, by the gradual operation of necessary laws.’10

Some of her examples of Riehl’s instances of ‘incarnate history’, or her own English analogies to his instances, are very close to episodes, or observed behaviour, in the novel. Thus Riehl’s description of ‘the unreasoning persistency’ characteristic of the German peasant, which finds its ‘worst result’ in ‘the peasant’s inveterate habit of litigation’, bears considerable resemblance to George Eliot’s description of the unreasoning persistency and inveterate litigation which leads to the downfall of Mr Tulliver. George Eliot notes that Sir Walter Scott (whom she profoundly admired) has given an excellent description of this doomed litigiousness in Guy Mannering (1815) and goes on to observe that ‘to the mind of the peasant, law presents itself as the “custom of the country” and it is his pride to be versed in all customs.’ ‘Custom with him holds the place of sentiment, of theory, and in many cases of affection’11 (G.E.’s italics). Custom, for better and worse, ruled the morality of the Dodsons and of Isaac Evans as well. With Riehl’s peasants, as with George Eliot’s farmers and millers, religion too is a matter of inherited rites and superstitions, a piety of history, not an understood creed.

Later in her life, when she was writing Romola, she commented on her use of innumerable researched details of Florentine life and history by comparing them to the work she did on the details of The Mill on the Floss.


It is the habit of my imagination to strive after as full a vision of the medium in which a character moves as of the character itself. The psychological causes which prompted me to give such details of Florentine life and history as I have given are precisely the same as those which determined me in giving the details of English village life in ‘Silas Marner’ or the ‘Dodson’ life out of which were developed the destinies of poor Tom and Maggie.12



George Lewes commented: ‘As I often tell her, most of the scenes and characters of her books are quite as historical to her direct personal experience as 15th century Florence …’13 But she was to complain later that she was hampered in the dialogue of Romola by not being able to ‘hear’ it in her head as she could ‘hear’ the voices of Tullivers, Dodsons and Poysers. Language was, like custom and communal life, an essential ‘medium’ for characters to move in. And she held strong views about it. Language too, she explains in the essay on Riehl, is incarnate history, and cannot simply be rationalized or universalized. Suppose, she says,


a language which has no uncertainty, no whims of idiom, no cumbrous forms, no fitful shimmer of many-hued significance, no hoary archaisms ‘familiar with forgotten years’ – a patent deodorized and non-resonant language which effects the purpose of communication as perfectly and rapidly as algebraic signs. Your language may be a perfect medium of expression to science, but will never express life, which is a great deal more than science.14



The phrase ‘familiar with forgotten years’ is from Wordsworth’s Excursion, and is, interestingly, quoted by George Eliot also in The Mill on the Floss (p. 124) in the description of the town of St Ogg’s in which St Ogg’s itself is seen as incarnate history – ‘a continuation and outgrowth of nature … which carries the traces of its long growth and history, like a millennial tree … It is a town “familiar with forgotten years.”’ It was Wordsworth who in the preface to the Lyrical Ballads claimed: ‘In spite of difference of soil and climate, of language and manners, of laws and customs: in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things violently destroyed, the Poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth and over all time …’ (1800 edition). Wordsworth and Riehl, with their interests in the local and in the ‘real language of men’, were models for The Mill on the Floss. Others can perhaps be guessed from George Eliot’s letter to her friend and French translator, François d’Albert Durade, about his difficulties with the local speech in The Mill.


I can well imagine that you find ‘the Mill’ more difficult to render than ‘Adam’. But would it be inadmissible to represent in French, at least in some degree, those ‘intermédiaires entre le style commun et le style élégant’ to which you refer? It seems to me that I have discerned such shades very strikingly rendered in Balzac and occasionally in George Sand. Balzac, I think, dares to be thoroughly colloquial in spite of French strait-lacing. Even in English this daring is far from being general. The writers who dare to be thoroughly familiar are Shakespeare, Fielding, Scott, (where he is expressing the popular life with which he is familiar) and indeed every other writer of fiction of the first class. Even in his loftiest tragedies – in Hamlet for example – Shakespeare is intensely colloquial. One hears the very accent of living men.15



She was a writer who consistently praised Shakespeare and other writers for ‘strong, concrete language’, regretting the weakening in the German translation of ‘though this hand/Were thicker than itself in brother’s blood’,16 and, even as a young woman, offering a timid female student of Schiller a specimen of ‘navvy’s talk’ – ‘The sort of thing such people say is, “I’ll break off your arm, and bloody your face with the stump.”’17

In 1856, visiting Ilfracombe on a naturalizing expedition with George Henry Lewes, she had become obsessed by learning the exact names of all the wild plants – and in this context it is useful to remember that Lewes, in his botanical, marine and physiological studies at least, was also a natural historian, of a different kind from Riehl. She wrote:


I never before longed so much to know the names of things as during this visit to Ilfracombe. The desire is part of the tendency that is now constantly growing in me to escape from all vagueness and inaccuracy into the daylight of distinct, vivid ideas. The mere fact of naming an object tends to give definiteness to our conception of it – we have then a sign that at once calls up in our minds the distinctive qualities which mark out for us that particular object from all others.18



But even here her loyalties, like Riehl’s, were conservative and sympathetic to language as incarnate history: in a late unpublished essay, ‘Notes on Form in Art’ (1868), she jotted down a remark about language: ‘The old phrases should not give way to scientific explanation, for speech is to a great extent like sculpture, expressing observed phenomena and remaining true in spite of Harvey and Bichât.’19

III

The age was, of course, much concerned with scientific explanation, both of human history and of geological time. Much has been written about the fact that Darwin’s Origin of Species appeared (in November 1859) when George Eliot was writing The Mill on the Floss. It has also been pointed out, notably by Gordon Haight and by W. J. Harvey, that the idea of a developing, as opposed to a created, universe, was no shock to George Eliot, but one of the most persistent and well-argued themes of intellectual discussion in the world in which she moved. In December 1859 she wrote to Barbara Bodichon: ‘We have been reading Darwin’s Book on the “Origin of Species” just now: it makes an epoch, as the expression of his thorough adhesion, after long years of study, to the Doctrine of Development.’ The work, she thought, would not become popular as it was ‘ill-written and sadly wanting in illustrative facts’, but it was by a ‘long-celebrated naturalist’. ‘So the world gets on step by step towards brave clearness and honesty!’ she commented, adding, ‘But to me the Development theory and all other explanations of processes by which things come to be, produce a feeble impression compared with the mystery that lies under the processes.’20

What did she mean by ‘the Development theory?’ She meant partly, but only partly, the idea that organisms now present on the earth had evolved out of other older ones. In his Life and Works of Goethe, published in 1855 when the couple had been together for a year, Lewes claims Goethe, in the latter’s scientific thought, as a precursor of later studies of the subject:


It is worthy of remark that the study of Development is quite a modern study. Formerly men were content with the full-statured animal – the perfected art – the completed society. The phases of development and the laws of growth were disregarded, or touched on in a vague, uncertain manner. A change has come over the spirit of enquiry … In Geology, in Physiology, in History and in Art, we are all now bent on tracing the phases of development. To understand the grown we try to follow the growth.21 (G.H.L.’s italics.)



George Eliot’s art is certainly an art of understanding the grown by following the growth. She follows the history of St Ogg’s, as Riehl and Niebuhr followed Germany and Rome, from its Saxon origins through the Civil War to the prosperity of Mr Deane’s warehouses, from the legendary Ogg, Son of Beorl (‘of whose history I possess several manuscript versions’), who saved the Blessed Virgin in flood-time, to the drowned Maggie Tulliver who set out to save her brother. She traces the history of religion in the place, from primitive myth and legend to the Catholic question under the Duke of Wellington. In the opening of Book 4, The Valley of Humiliation, in the chapter entitled ‘A Variation of Protestantism Unknown to Bossuet’ she uses, critics have noted, imagery derived from geological and natural historical observations to characterize the ‘primitive’ nature of the religious views and ‘mental condition of these emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers’. It is a characteristic of her style to compare her limited characters to ‘lower’ forms of animal life, or even plant life, and the industry of the Dodsons and Tullivers, besides being compared to that of the emmets or ants, is also seen as something which will vanish like the ‘angular skeletons of villages on the Rhône’ in the preceding paragraph, ‘a narrow, ugly, grovelling existence, which even calamity does not elevate, but rather tends to exhibit in all its bare vulgarity of conception; and I have a cruel conviction that the lives these ruins are the traces of were part of a gross sum of obscure vitality, that will be swept into the same oblivion with the generations of ants and beavers’. The prose here is splendid: ‘gross sum’ suggests both the vulgarity and the driving-force of the St Ogg’s culture, but there is a biblical echo of grief and regret in the word ‘generations’, which is again transmuted by ‘ants and beavers’, not into broad mock-heroic, but into the practical and generous irony which is one of George Eliot’s tones of voice.

There is an ambivalence here about the effects of the movements of time on individuals and local societies, which is not perhaps immediately apparent. George Eliot continues to discuss how the ‘oppressive narrowness’ of the ‘tragi-comic’ ‘old-fashioned family life’ acted on Tom and Maggie – ‘how it has acted on young natures in many generations, that in the onward tendency of human things have risen above the mental level of the generation before them …’ The ‘onward tendency’ is by no means clear, here. There is a sense of decadence, of lost vitalities, social and cultural, about the St Ogg’s life. George Eliot sets herself to understand the grown Tom and Maggie by following their growth, and an aspect of this growth which cannot be ignored is their contact with the world’s culture, with the developed arts and sciences and literature which were possibly their heritage. George Eliot herself, in full consciousness, can as an artist compare Tom with Homer’s Hector, Tamer of Horses, and Maggie with a heroine of classical tragedy, but these comparisons are not available to Tom and Maggie. George Eliot uses the observations of naturalists like Lewes and Darwin to characterize very precisely the ‘boring’ narrowness of the teaching methods of Mr Stelling, whose behaviour is compared to the redundant instinctive animal behaviour of yet another beaver, Mr Broderip’s pet Binny, who made dams of coalscuttles and brooms, ignoring ‘the absence of water or of possible progeny’, and of Pholas dactylus, ‘an animal endowed with a power of boring a hole through rock’. It is interesting that Maggie’s first education consists of early and powerfully emotive English religious texts (Bunyan, Defoe’s History of the Devil) followed by Thomas à Kempis, while Tom is offered a training in classical heroism which his circumstances as well as his temperament render him incapable of receiving. Natural selection, or some other genetic procedure, endowed Maggie with the quick abstract intelligence to understand grammar and geometry, which Tom lacked. Custom decreed that ‘clever women’ were shallow and not to be encouraged. As the general fate of the Dodsons and Tullivers is ‘tragi-comic’, as St Ogg’s lacks ‘the well-crushed cheese and soft fleeces’ of ‘the best classical pastorals’, so Tom and Maggie can neither know, nor, it is ironically suggested, have the scope for the ‘greatness of action’ requisite, according to Aristotle, to turn passion into tragedy.

It might also, while considering Development and its concomitant theories, be worth considering the irony implicit in the title of book and chapter, The Valley of Humiliation (from Bunyan) and ‘A Variation of Protestantism Unknown to Bossuet’. (Bossuet’s work was a history of the development of the variations in the Protestant churches.) George Eliot comments wryly on the religious responses the emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers, ostensibly church-going Protestants, might have produced to their suffering, ‘the mystery of the human lot’, that same mystery, presumably, which she detected under ‘the Development theory and all other explanations of processes by which things come to be’. The belief of the St Ogg’s families, she says, bears little trace of a Christian creed – ‘Their belief in the unseen, so far as it manifests itself at all, seems to be rather of a pagan kind: their moral notions, though held with strong tenacity, seem to have no standard beyond hereditary custom.’ The authorial voice adds finally: ‘A vigorous superstition that lashes its gods or lashes its own back, seems to be more congruous with the mystery of the human lot, than the mental condition of these emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers.’ It is possibly not irrelevant here to point out that Auguste Comte, with whose version of the Development theory George Eliot was very familiar, saw all human conceptions as proceeding through three stages: the theological, the metaphysical and the positive, which last was ‘finally to prevail, by the universal recognition that all phenomena without exception are governed by invariable laws, with which no volitions, either natural or supernatural, interfere’.22 I shall come back to the universal laws – in this context, it seems worth pointing out that Comte’s theological mode of thought had three stages of development within it – Fetichism, Polytheism and Monotheism. It seems likely that poor Maggie Tulliver, belabouring her Fetish in childhood, and punishing her flesh in adolescent religious fervour, is, as an individual, tragi-comically repeating certain religious developments of her race in ‘a vigorous superstition’ which her creator prefers to the comfortable pagan custom of her ancestors.

IV

George Eliot in her early work as a reviewer for the Westminster Review was certainly concerned to urge that human behaviour, individual and social, could best be understood by recognizing the presence of ‘undeviating laws’, analogous to those of physics, in these spheres. David Strauss, in his life of Christ (Leben-Jesu – 1835–6), which she translated as a young woman, defends his de-mythologizing of the Gospels, his rejection of miracles, with the claim that ‘Our modern world … after many centuries of tedious research, has attained a conviction, that all things are linked together by a chain of causes and effects which suffers no interruption.’23 In George Eliot’s first article for the Westminster she wrote that ‘the master key to divine revelation … is the recognition of the presence of undeviating law in the material and moral world – of that invariability of sequence which is acknowledged to be the basis of physical science, but which is still perversely ignored in our social organization, our ethics and our religion.’24 Thomas Pinney, the editor of the Essays of George Eliot, connects this remark with Maggie Tulliver’s tragic lack of insight into these ‘laws’: Maggie was ‘unhappily quite without that knowledge of the irreversible laws within and without her which, governing the habits, becomes morality, and, developing the feelings of submission and dependence, becomes religion’. And much later, reviewing Lecky’s History of the Rise and Fall of the Spirit of Rationalism in Europe in 1865, George Eliot takes the historian to task for failing to perceive that the modern belief in laws of human nature has its roots in the physical sciences:


The great conception of universal regular sequence, without partiality and without caprice – the conception of which is the most potent force at work in the modification of our faith, and of the practical form given to our sentiments – could only grow out of that patient watching of external fact, and that silencing of preconceived notions, which are urged upon the mind by the problems of physical science.25



Her friend, Herbert Spencer, to whom Darwin acknowledged a debt, studied the ‘evolution’ of the geology and climate of the Earth, of the ‘civilized individual and the aggregation of races’ of Society in the abstract, and concluded that ‘that which the German physiologists have found to be the law of organic development is the law of all development’.26 This led Spencer, unlike George Eliot, to believe history to be irrelevant, since a ‘true theory’ of ‘human nature’ would give the thinker sufficient insight into the general laws of developing organisms and societies. ‘My position, stated briefly, is that until you have got a true theory of humanity, you cannot interpret history, and when you have got a true theory of humanity you do not want history.’27 He attempted a massive systematic developmental philosophy beginning from humble biological organisms and ending with the highest ethical principles. Comte, too, saw an upwards spiralling progress of knowledge of laws of nature – study of inorganic life giving rise to studies of organic life, and these to the ‘phenomena of human society (Sociology)’, the laws of social existence, and the Science of Man. But if it is clear that George Eliot understood and was fascinated by these studies and systems, that indeed, the need to study the conditions of development of an individual or a group or an idea determines much of the form of The Mill on the Floss, it is also clear that she had her doubts, her caveats, her sense that immutable causality and inexorable development were only part of the tale. She used the analogy of scientific causation to describe her artistic method, claiming that in Middlemarch ‘nothing will be seen to be irrelevant to my design, which is to show the gradual action of ordinary causes rather than exceptional’.28 But she shared Darwin’s scepticism about the necessary forward development of things. He wrote, ‘I believe in no law of necessary development’,29 and she, in a letter, ‘Natural selection is not always good and depends (see Darwin) on many caprices of very foolish animals.’30 In 1857 she wrote to Sara Sophia Hennell: ‘I feel every day a greater disinclination for theories and arguments about the origins of things in the presence of all this mystery and beauty and pain and ugliness, that floods one with conflicting emotion.’31 She is referring to Herbert Spencer’s article of 1857, ‘Progress: Its Law and Cause’, in which Spencer too finally claims that the ‘sincere man of science … truly sees that absolute knowledge is impossible. He alone knows that under all things there lies an impenetrable mystery.’

Such knowledge is one reason for concentrating, not on science or philosophy but on local history and on art. In her famous letter to the Comtean positivist Frederic Harrison, in 1866, rejecting gracefully Harrison’s suggestion that she is destined to write a Comtean poem, a prophecy of Comte’s desiderated ‘idealization of certain normal relations’, she claimed that her work consisted of


the severe effort of trying to make certain ideas thoroughly incarnate, as if they had revealed themselves first to one in the flesh and not in the spirit. I think aesthetic teaching is the highest of all teaching because it deals with life in its highest complexity. But if it ceases to be purely aesthetic – if it lapses anywhere from the picture to the diagram – it becomes the most offensive of all teaching.32



In 1876, in another well-known letter, to Dr Joseph Frank Payne, she defined her writing as


simply a set of experiments in life – an endeavour to see what our thought and emotion may be capable of – what stores of motive, actual or hinted as possible, give promise of a better after which we may strive – what gains from past revelations and discipline we must strive to keep hold of as something more sure than shifting theory. I become more and more timid – with less daring to adopt any formula which does not get itself clothed for me in some human figure and individual experience, and perhaps that is a sign that if I help others to see at all it must be through the medium of art.33



V

The only philosopher with whom George Eliot ever claimed to be entirely in accord34 was Ludwig Feuerbach, whose Essence of Christianity (1841) she translated in 1854. Feuerbach’s thought was, I believe, profoundly influential both on George Eliot’s attitudes to religion and morality (even particularly and precisely sexual morality) and on the way she wrote: his ideas about human nature and the human imagination affected both the way she created her characters, and the thoughts she ascribed to them, or uttered in her own voice. He provided a way in which she could describe human freedom and unique individuals, despite her strong sense of historical and cultural determinism. ‘Making certain ideas thoroughly incarnate’, seeing ‘human figures … more sure than shifting theory’, is a Feuerbachian ideal, as ‘the idealization of … normal relations’ is Comtean. Feuerbach was a subtle and witty psychological analyst of the relations between men’s feelings, thoughts, and beliefs, and his work was later to influence Marx, Freud and D. H. Lawrence among others.

His central theory was that man had created God in his own image by personifying, or projecting, those human qualities he most valued in the human species on to eternal Figures. It was now time, he considered, to unlearn the language and understand the needs that had given rise to the creeds and codes of Christianity. He wrote:


If human nature is the highest nature to man, then practically also the highest and first law must be the love of man to man. Homo homini deus est: this is the great practical principle: this is the axis on which revolves the history of the world. The relations of child and parent, of husband and wife, of brother and friend – in general of man to man – in short, all the moral relations are per se religious. Life as a whole is, in its essential substantial relations, throughout of a divine nature.35



According to Feuerbach the great moral failing of Christianity was the subjectivity which turned men’s attentions in on their own souls, seeing all men as ‘one and the same means of salvation for all men, since it sees one and the same original sin in all’. For Feuerbach the greatest sin was to fail to recognize the otherness, the difference, of the great variety of individuals: ‘My fellow-man is my objective conscience; he makes my failings a reproach to me … The consciousness of the moral law, of right, of propriety, of truth itself, is indissolubly connected with my consciousness of another than myself.’36 George Eliot’s great egoists fail to recognize this difference of otherness: and in the greatest essays she wrote before she began her career as a novelist she was detecting this egoism in the religiosity and misuse of theological language of the evangelical preacher Dr Cummings, and the rhapsodic poet Edward Young, of whom she wrote partly in Feuerbachian terms: ‘The God of the “Night Thoughts” is simply Young himself, writ large’; and ‘Young has no conception of religion as anything else than egoism turned heavenward; and he does not merely imply this, he insists upon it.’37 Her great egoists in the novels resemble Young in this (Bulstrode also resembles Cummings). Her major heroines, Maggie, Dorothea, Romola, Gwendolen, begin with, as it were, a kind of involuntary egoism which bears many of the characteristics of the habits of mind which, Feuerbach claims, characterize the primitive human need to project the self, and its needs, into the fictive ‘other’ of religion. (Gwendolen is different, as her egoism is born of fear rather than misdirected passion or love.) All of them learn morality through recognizing the difference of others in a characteristic process of the imagination which Feuerbach describes as a psychological necessity, which, wrongly used, makes ‘theogonies and cosmogonies’ and, rightly used, can become love or fellow-feeling. It is ‘the truth and necessity of the imagination as a middle term between the abstract and the concrete. The task of philosophy … is to comprehend the relation of the imagination to the reason – the genesis of the image by means of which an object of thought becomes an object of sense, of feeling.’38 In Middlemarch George Eliot uses the same terminology to describe Dorothea’s emergence from the ‘moral stupidity’ in which we are all born, ‘taking the world as an udder to feed our supreme selves’. It had been easier, George Eliot tells us, for Dorothea ‘to imagine how she would devote herself to Mr Casaubon and become wise in his strength and wisdom, than to conceive with that distinctness which is no longer reflection but feeling – an idea wrought back to the directness of sense like the solidity of objects – that he had an equivalent centre of self, whence the lights and shadows must always fall with a certain difference’.39

If ideas wrought back to the directness of sense are the essence of moral vision in George Eliot’s world, it is worth considering the effect on her moral vision of the emphasis Feuerbach gives to sexuality in his analysis of imagination, morality and love. For Feuerbach, sexual love is the highest experience of reality, an encounter with the species, mankind. Early in his book he dismisses the sexless Christian God as immoral since ‘the basis of morality is the distinction of sex’. ‘Repudiate then, before all, thy own horror for the distinction of sex.’40 And later he writes


Man and woman are the complement of each other, and thus united they first present the species, the perfect man … In love, the reality of the species, which otherwise is only a thing of reason, an object of mere thought, becomes a matter of feeling, a truth of feeling; for in love man declares himself unsatisfied in his individuality taken by itself, he postulates the existence of another as a need of the heart …41



Of all the great English nineteenth-century novelists George Eliot best understood and presented the imperative need to come to terms with, to recognize, sexual energy and sexual desire. Critics who judge that Stephen Guest, handsome and provincial, or Will Ladislaw, boyish, emotional, wayward, are ‘unworthy’ of those complex moral women, Maggie Tulliver and Dorothea Casaubon, ignore the fact that both Stephen and Will have what the other men in their novels (Philip, Casaubon, even Lydgate) notably lack: they have a direct, instinctive, powerful sexual presence, and in matters of sex they are driven to know what they desire and to develop love from desire. Both Stephen and Will behave well to the women they come to love, though both are in positions where their love is substantially prohibited by custom, social propriety, good taste. They are sexually honest, and they communicate their sexual feelings clearly to the women they love, and they develop morally through contact with them. (Stephen’s letters after the failed attempt to run off with Maggie seem, both to this reader and to Dr Kenn in the novel, to propound the solution which is morally least damaging and indeed most hopeful to the predicament caused by involuntary desire.)

It was fashionable in the twentieth century to accuse George Eliot of prim, heavy-handed moralism. Her contemporaries knew her, or some of them knew her, better. An anonymous reviewer, in the Saturday Review, wrote à propos of The Mill on the Floss:


Passion, and especially the passion of love, is so avowedly the chief subject of the modern novel that we can scarcely quarrel with a novelist because the passion she chooses to describe is of a very intense kind. We all know that love is neither a smooth-going nor a strictly decorous and prudential affair, and there are many emotions in female breasts, even when the sufferer is judged by her acquaintance to be an ordinary sort of person, which would shock friends and critics if put down in black and white. But there is a kind of love-making which seems to possess a strange fascination for the modern female novelist. Currer Bell and George Eliot, and we may add George Sand, all like to dwell on love as a strange overmastering force which, through the senses, captivates and enthrals the soul. They linger on the description of the physical sensations that accompany the meeting of hearts in love. Curiously, too, they all like to describe these sensations as they conceive them to exist in men. We are bound to say that their conceptions are true and adequate. But we are not sure that it is quite consistent with feminine delicacy to lay so much stress on the bodily feelings of the other sex.42



Writing with more sympathy and aesthetic insight in 1872, the young Edward Dowden pointed out that her sensuality was as strong and determining an influence on her work as her moral judgement. Feuerbach’s assertions of the necessity of sensual imagination, I would argue, gave George Fliot the freedom to create in her characters a complex relationship between sense, imagination, thought, custom and morality. Dowden said:


The conscience of George Eliot asserts itself so strongly because there are in her nature other powers strong also, and urging great claims upon the will. Her senses are framed for rich and varied pleasure. The avenues between the senses and the imagination are traversed to and fro by swift and secret intelligences. There are blind notions in her blood which respond to vague influences, the moral nature of which may be determined by a contingency; there are deep incalculable instincts, the heritage from past generations, which suddenly declare themselves with an energy that had not been surmised.43



Because of her sense of mystery and chance, as well as law, because of her value of sexual instinct and sensuality as well as moral judgement, George Eliot was able to create characters who were both determined and free. Herbert Spencer once wrote: ‘In an animal organism the soft parts determine the forms of the hard ones; and it is equally true that in the social organism the seemingly fixed framework of laws and institutions is moulded by that seemingly forceless thing – character.’44 He might have been describing the form of an Eliot novel. So might G. H. Lewes, meditating on Goethe at the beginning of the Life.


It is profoundly false to say that ‘Character is formed by Circumstance’ unless the phrase, with unphilosophic equivocation, include the whole complexity of Circumstances, from Creation downwards. Character is to outward Circumstance what the organism is to the outward world: living in it, but not specially determined by it. A wondrous variety of vegetable and animal organisms live and flourish under circumstances which form the means of living, but do not determine the specific forms …45



VI

Richard Stang, in his useful book, The Theory of the Novel in England, 1850–1870, points out that George Eliot’s emphasis on the nature of the realism she desiderated changed between the period in the mid 1850s when she was reviewing, and writing her early novels, and the later period, after the false starts of The Spanish Gypsy and Romola, when she constructed the more convoluted and complicated masterpieces, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda. If The Mill on the Floss is the last in the series of natural histories, or realistic novels like Flemish paintings, I think in some of its awkwardness both of plotting and characterization can be seen the seeds of the ideas which led George Eliot to develop her beliefs and methods.

Her earliest statements, as Stang points out, bear some relation to Sir Walter Scott’s praise of Jane Austen’s Emma in 1815. Miss Austen, Scott said, eschewed the ‘wild variety of incident … romantic reflection and sensibility’ and was ‘expert in copying from nature as she really exists in the common walks of life … The peculiar taste by which she presents characters that the reader cannot fail to recognize, reminds us something of the merits of the Flemish school of painting.’46 George Eliot, in a letter to her publisher, Blackwood, wrote in 1857: ‘Art must be either real and concrete, or ideal and eclectic. Both are good and true in their way, but my stories are of the former kind. I undertake to exhibit nothing as it should be; I only try to exhibit some things as they have been or are, seen through such a medium as my own nature gives me.’47 (This statement holds for The Mill, but hardly for The Spanish Gypsy or Daniel Deronda.) At this time in her life she admired Ruskin’s Modern Painters, reviewing Volume III in 1856 in these terms: ‘The truth of infinite value that he teaches is realism – the doctrine that all truth and beauty are to be attained by a humble and faithful study of nature, and not by substituting vague forms, bred by imagination on the mists of feeling, in place of definite, substantial reality.’48 In 1855, according to Pinney, she wrote of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, discussing the underlying morality of the seemingly amoral tale, ‘His mode of treatment seems to us precisely that which is really moral in its influence. It is without exaggeration; he is in no haste to alarm readers into virtue by melodramatic consequences; he quietly follows the stream of fact and of life; and waits patiently for the moral process of nature as we all do for her material processes.’49

It seems to me that some response to the nature of Goethe’s realistic virtues, as described by Lewes in his biography, or by herself, went to make up a good part of her attempts on ‘truth’ of presentation of character and society in the early novels. Lewes praises Werther (1774) for Goethe’s selection and presentation of true ‘real’ details. (Werther, like The Mill, has a more than usual autobiographical content and quality.) Lewes wrote:


Goethe’s art is truth. He is so great an artist that the simplest realities have to him significance. Charlotte cutting bread and butter for the children – the scene of the ball – the children clinging round Werther for sugar, and pictures of that kind, betray so little inventive power that they have excited the ridicule of some English critics to whom poetry is a thing of pomp, not the beautiful vesture of reality. The beauty and art of Werther is not in the incidents but in the representation. What is Art but Representation?50



Some such illumination of simple realities inspired, I believe, George Eliot’s depiction of Tom and Maggie’s fishing-rods and jam-puffs, or Mrs Tulliver’s ‘chany’. Her style, too, corresponds in these early books to Lewes’s praise of Goethe – ‘vivid with pictures, but with scarcely any extraneous imagery. Most poets describe objects by metaphors or comparisons; Goethe seldom tells you what an object is like, he tells you what it is.’51 Shakespeare, by contrast, he says, although he sees concretely, often entangles his verse in the luxuriant overgrowth of his imagery. It is interesting that George Eliot, who proved herself a master of a new version of the long Shakespearean metaphor in Middlemarch, and of a sharp, clear, crystalline figurative language in Daniel Deronda, tends to avoid complex figures of speech in the works up to and including The Mill. There are elaborated exempla, like the opening of The Valley of Humiliation, there are similes or comparisons like Mr Broderip’s beaver, but no authorial ‘poetic’ web.

I think that Lewes’s admiration of some analogous concrete quality in Jane Austen’s characters also affected George Eliot’s early work. He admired Jane Austen’s capacity for dramatic creation of character, as opposed to novelistic describing – for ‘showing’, not ‘telling’, to misuse a later Jamesian term: ‘Instead of description, the common and easy resource of novelists, [Jane Austen] has the rare and difficult art of dramatic presentation; instead of telling us what her characters are and what they feel, she presents the people as they reveal themselves.’52

Lewes elaborates this statement in another context by explaining that a novelist, as opposed to a dramatist,


must necessarily supplement as far as possible [the] inferior vividness of presentation by a more minute detail, both physical and moral. He must describe the tones and looks of his characters; on the stage these could be represented. He must make up for this inferiority of presentation by telling us more accurately the mental condition of his characters. Hence it is that the comments and reflections of the novelist are real aids to his effect and become part of his construction. Where, however, … he wanders into mere reflection and digression, suggested by but not elucidating, his characters and situation, he is guilty of a fault in construction.53



When George Eliot first began to write fiction, she recorded that Lewes encouraged her although he ‘distrusted – indeed disbelieved in my possession of any dramatic power’ – what impressed him in the first fragment she showed him was its virtues as ‘a bit of concrete description’.54 It seems to me that in the creation of the characters in her early novels, both in concrete description and in authorial commentary, she was striving for what Lewes would call ‘dramatic presentation’. Her letters claim constantly that she feels, knows and sees her characters, and that ‘as an artist, I should be utterly powerless if I departed from my own conception of life and character’. Blackwood and others are allowed to offer suggestions about vocabulary or emphasis but not about the central facts of the characterization and presentation of the people. Throughout her life Lewes kept from her on the whole any reviews of her novels, or comments on them, to which she was almost morbidly sensitive; he let through a few selected remarks from very enthusiastic reviewers or very eminent people. Her response to two such comments on The Mill gives us some insight into what she most cared to have made clear, and to defend, in it. The first is to Eneas Sweetland Dallas’s review of the novel in The Times,55 which she received from Blackwood in a letter to which she replied on 27 May 1860. Dallas, in a very favourable and wise commentary, had described the ‘odious Dodson family’ as ‘stingy selfish wretches’, although he praised George Eliot’s capacity to ‘make her characters speak for themselves’ despite her vivid descriptions, and to render ‘the slightest shades of difference between the personages with great subtlety’. His comment on the meanness and narrowness of the Dodsons, including Tom, echoed a preoccupation of contemporary reviewers, many of them less well-disposed to the detail in which the author had seen fit to display this meanness and narrowness.56

George Eliot’s response to Dallas was that his review was


written in a generous spirit, and with so high a degree of intelligence, that I am rather alarmed lest the misapprehensions it exhibits should be due to my defective presentation … I have certainly fulfilled my intention very badly if I have made the Dodson honesty appear ‘mean and uninteresting’ or made the payment of one’s debts appear a contemptible virtue in comparison with any sort of ‘Bohemian’ qualities. So far as my own feeling and intention are concerned, no one class of persons or form of character is held up to reprobation or to exclusive admiration. Tom is painted with as much love and pity as Maggie, and I am so far from hating the Dodsons myself, that I am rather aghast to find them ticketed with such very ugly adjectives.57



It seems to me that any reader of the book who does not respond to the ‘love and pity’ with which Tom’s situation is painted, to the real virtues he exhibits in paying his father’s debts, and to the real sacrifices he quietly makes to do so, is responding wrongly – although dislike of Tom, and excessive indulgence towards at least Maggie the passionate child, is a common response in readers Victorian and modern. The other critic of the novel to whose criticism George Eliot responded was Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton, whose major criticisms were: that Maggie’s behaviour during Tom’s quarrel with Philip was ‘too passive’ and out of character, and that Maggie’s ‘whole position towards Stephen’ was ‘at variance with all that had before been heroic about her. The indulgence of such a sentiment for the affianced of a friend under whose roof she was, was a treachery and a meanness according to the Ethics of Art …’ To this last criticism George Eliot’s answer was fierce.


If I am wrong there – if I did not really know what my heroine would feel and do under the circumstances in which I deliberately placed her, I ought not to have written this book at all, but quite a different book, if any. If the ethics of art do not admit the truthful presentation of a character essentially noble but liable to great error – error that is anguish to its own nobleness – then, it seems to me, the ethics of art are too narrow, and must be widened to correspond with a widening psychology.



Lytton also argued that the ‘tragedy was not adequately prepared’, putting his finger on a difficulty many readers felt, and feel, with this novel – that the sublimely emotional ending is not really part of, or connected to, the rest of the narrative, either in matter or in manner.

George Eliot’s answer was: ‘This is a defect which I felt even while writing the third volume, and have felt ever since the MS left me. The “epische Breite” into which I was beguiled by love of my subject in the first two volumes, caused a want of proportionate fullness in the treatment of the third, which I shall always regret.’58

Epische Breite: ‘epic breadth’. The Mill on the Floss is an attempt to combine the leisurely detail of epic, or of the long Goethean novel, with the dramatic force and immediacy of tragedy, specifically Greek tragedy. Lewes, commenting on the slow-moving detail of Goethe’s Elective Affinities (1809), says that English and French readers sometimes find such detail wearisome, and long for the dénouement. He continues: ‘A great writer, and one very dear to me, thinks that the long episodes which interrupt the progress of the story … are artistic devices for impressing the reader with a sense of the slow movement of life; and in truth, it is only in fiction that the dénouement usually lies close to the exposition.59 Lewes considers this view, certainly George Eliot’s, ‘more ingenious than just’. It was also Goethe’s view that ‘the novel must go slowly forward’ – as he claimed in the discussion between the actors in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, V, vii, where there is also a distinction made between novel and tragedy in that in novels characters suffer, in dramas they act; in novels chance usually guides what in tragic drama is determined by Fate. In the novel, Goethe said,


some scope may be allowed to Chance; but it must always be led and guided by the sentiments of the personages; and on the other hand that Fate, which by means of outward unconnected circumstances, carries forward men, without their own concurrence, to an unforeseen catastrophe, can have place only in the drama; that Chance may produce pathetic situations but never tragic ones; Fate on the other hand ought always to be terrible …60



I believe that in The Mill on the Floss George Eliot tried, not with complete success, to combine the virtues of the central novel as she saw it (and her models, apart from Scott, were continental, not English – George Sand, Balzac, Goethe, Gottfried Keller) and true tragedy with its terror. Lewes was a theatre critic and playwright and admired Jane Austen for ‘dramatic’ virtues. George Eliot had the true novelist’s distaste for the arbitrary artificiality of endings. Thus, to Blackwood in 1857: ‘I will pay attention to your caution about the danger of huddling up in my stories. Conclusions are the weak point of most authors, but some of the fault lies in the very nature of a conclusion, which is at best a negation.’61 Or ‘… endings are inevitably the least satisfactory part of any work in which there is any merit of development.’62 Or, in a review, ‘… even Shakespeare flags under the artificial necessities of a dénouement’.63 Nevertheless, I believe, she tried to shift The Mill from the tragic-comedy of the first two books (Goethe’s chance-ruled novel) to a Fate-ruled tragedy in Volume III. E. S. Dallas percipiently remarked upon this:


The riddle of life as it is here expounded is more like a Greek tragedy than a modern novel. In form we have the modern novel, with its every day incidents and its humorous descriptions, but in spirit we have the Greek play with its mysterious allusions and its serious import. In the highest sense we might call this a religious novel, only that description is liable to be misunderstood, and especially as religion is ‘chiefly conspicuous by its absence’.64



If it is a Greek tragedy, concerned with the ‘mystery’ below the surface epic breadth, we might do well to look at the very apposite essay George Eliot published on a very relevant Greek tragedy, ‘The Antigone and Its Moral’, written in 1856.65 It is hard not to quote it all. In the Antigone, George Eliot claims:


the struggle between Antigone and Creon represents that struggle between elemental tendencies and established laws by which the outer life of man is gradually and painfully being brought into harmony with his inward needs. Until this harmony is perfected, we shall never be able to attain a great right without doing a great wrong. Reformers, martyrs, revolutionists, are never fighting against evil only; they are also placing themselves in opposition to a good, to a valid principle that cannot be infringed without harm … Wherever the strength of a man’s intellect, or moral sense, or affection, brings him into opposition with the rules which society has sanctioned, there is renewed the conflict between Antigone and Creon … Like Antigone, such a man may fall a victim to the struggle and yet he can never earn the name of a blameless martyr any more than the society – the Creon he has defied, can be branded as a hypocritical tyrant.



Maggie, passionate, wayward, ‘elemental’, loving too much both brother and Stephen, can be seen as the Antigone of this equation; the Creon is Riehl’s ‘custom’, Tom and the Dodsons, Dr Kenn’s more informed sense of duty as a relationship to incarnate history. In her ‘Notes on the Spanish Gypsy’, another conflict between female passion and social duty as exemplified by the heroine’s destiny as a Gypsy leader, George Eliot wrote: ‘… the will of God is the same thing as the will of other men, compelling us to work and avoid what they have seen to be harmful to social existence’.66 Dr Kenn tells Maggie: ‘At present everything seems tending towards the relaxation of ties – towards the substitution of wayward choice for adherence to obligation, which has its roots in the past. Your conscience and your heart have given you true light on this point, Miss Tulliver …’

Maggie and Tom are not blameless martyrs – both have selfish blindnesses and powerful but inadequate concepts of duty and renunciation. Although it cannot be argued that George Eliot has not prepared the reader to see them as ‘fated’ creatures – consider the skill and emotional power with which she informs us that Tom is to make ‘the single speech of his life’ – it can, and I think must, be argued that the Flood is no resolution to the whole complex novel we have – to the problems of custom, development, sexuality, intellectual stunting, real and imaginary duty, which we have been made to see and live. The Floss may be the river of time and history, it may be the river joyfully crossed to the Heavenly City in the Pilgrim’s Progress, but all it ends is the relationship between Tom and Maggie which, I think, from the evidence of Brother and Sister, the author saw as more central to her novel than it was. Maggie’s powers and frustrations have less to do with Tom for us than for George Eliot. ‘Epische Breite’ nearly flows into Tragedy, but there is an incoherence which puzzles each reader, each reading.

For this reason, I believe, George Eliot’s later defences of her later works centre more on their organic coherence as whole works of art than on her ‘knowledge’ and ‘feel’ and ‘truth’ of historic realism in depicting character. She learns from Shakespeare to bind Middlemarch with cross-referencing of metaphor, theme, phrase, parallel plot, as she once tried to learn from Goethe and Sophocles to write truthfully in detail, and deeply, religiously, in giving a religious mystery to Fate. Her dramas become, in a sense, more ‘interior’: Edith Simcox remarked in 1873 that Middlemarch ‘marks an epoch in the history of fiction, in so far as its incidents are taken from the inner life, as the action is developed by the direct influence of mind on mind and character on character, as the material substances of the outer world are made subordinate and accessory to the artistic presentation of a definite passage of mental experience’67 – what Lawrence called ‘putting all the action inside’, which, he claimed, George Eliot ‘really started’. From this James learned; because of this, I think, John Bayley68 is able to criticize her for ‘historic pastoral’ – authorial pattern-making in which the fact that the people are ‘incarnate ideas’ prevents their freedom as characters. T. S. Eliot in After Strange Gods, and perhaps trying himself consciously to represent the anonymous ‘good’ of Creon and custom – the hallowed past – accused her of trying with ‘dreary rationalism’ to ‘impress upon readers her own personal view of life’ – of being an ‘individualistic moralist’ before she was an artist.69 Such cases are oddly more easily made out from her greater late books, or the formally happier Adam Bede, than from The Mill on the Floss, and it is fortunately not my duty to deal with them here. In 1863 she wrote to congratulate Anthony Trollope on his novel Rachel Ray and its formal virtues – it was ‘a strictly related, well-proportioned whole, natty and complete as a nut on a stem. Such construction is among the subtleties of art which can hardly be appreciated except by those who have striven after the same results with conscious failure.’70 Gordon Haight speculates about whether the ‘conscious failure’ she mentions refers to Romola or to The Mill on the Floss. Certainly she was aware of problems with this novel. But if The Mill is not ‘natty and complete’, its deficiencies give it a fortuitous freedom and energy which, for a reader who is not a perfectionist, are its final virtues.
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