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    GEORGE ELIOT


    ENGLISH NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Nuneaton in 1819.


      	Died in London in 1880.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Adam Bede (1859), novel


          	Silas Marner (1861), novel


          	Middlemarch (1871), novel

        

      

    


    George Eliot is the pen name of Mary Anne Evans. The author spent her childhood in Warwickshire, where her father was employed as an estate manager. In her twenties Evans began to associate with free-thinkers, and translated Strauss’s Life of Jesus (1846), a work which provoked controversy by denying that many of the miracles recounted in the New Testament ever happened. After her father’s death, she moved to London, where she edited the Westminster Review and mixed with radical thinkers. Evans scandalised literary London by living openly with the married journalist, George Henry Lewes, until Lewes’s death in 1878.


    With Lewes’s encouragement, Evans turned to writing fiction at the age of 37. Her first novel, Adam Bede (1859), became an immediate bestseller. This was followed by five novels that displayed her developing skill, which reached its apex in her masterpiece, Middlemarch (1871), considered by many critics to be one of the greatest English-language novels ever written, and a pinnacle of achievement in literary realism. Evans’s work is also celebrated for its insightful psychological portraits, and for its exploration into the motives that drive people.

  


  
    THE MILL ON THE FLOSS


    REALIST NOVEL


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Eliot, G. (2008) The Mill on the Floss. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      	1st edition: 1860


      	Themes: realism, sibling relationships, childhood, gender, Bildungsroman (coming-of-age novel)

    


    George Eliot’s second novel The Mill on the Floss depicts the development of its protagonist, Maggie Tulliver, in her journey from childhood into adulthood. The narrative presents the wide range of experiences that shape Maggie’s identity, and the crises that ultimately give her a sense of her role in society. The novel is therefore an example of a coming-of-age story, or to use the German critical term, Bildungsroman. The Mill on the Floss is the closest Eliot comes to autobiographical material in her fiction, in its portrayal of the fraught relationship between Maggie and her brother, Tom. Eliot is celebrated as one of the greatest, if not the greatest, of the realist writers prominent in the 19th century, and The Mill on the Floss does justice to this claim in its complex characterisation and focus on ordinary lives.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    CHILDHOOD


    Maggie Tulliver is a little girl who lives at Dorlcote Mill on the fictional River Floss, near the fictional town of St Oggs. She is an intelligent, passionate child, who is devoted to her older brother, Tom. Maggie constantly seeks Tom’s approval, but he is harsh in his judgements, and when she falls short of his expectations he punishes her, usually by cruel expressions of disapproval and by shunning her company. On one such occasion, Maggie becomes envious of her cousin, the mild Lucy Deane, whom Tom has adopted as a substitute for Maggie. In a fit of passion Maggie pushes Lucy into muddy grass. Aware of the wrath she will incur, Maggie acts on a fantasy and runs away to join the gypsies. When she is returned to her father, he is angered by her ill-treatment at the hands of her mother and brother.


    Maggie falls short of her mother’s limited and conventional expectations of little girls. She is unable to maintain a neat appearance, and her hair in particular, which is difficult to curl, is a source of frustration. When Maggie is criticised at a family occasion she cuts her hair in protest, much to everyone’s shock.


    Tom is sent away to be schooled by a clergyman under his father’s misguided belief that he will receive a practical education that will prepare him for business and make him a suitable opponent to lawyers. When Maggie visits Tom she is intrigued and delighted by the books and she hopes to participate in his lessons, but the clergyman deprecates her obvious intelligence by reasoning that although girls may show quickness of mind, their capacity is always shallow. Maggie becomes friendly with her brother’s schoolmate, Philip, the hunchbacked son of the lawyer, Mr Wakem. Her father regards Mr Wakem with enmity as the representative of the neighbouring farmers and millers with whom he engages in constant legal battles over water rights.


    BANKRUPTCY


    Mr Tulliver loses his lawsuit against a wealthy neighbouring farmer. In his distress he falls from his horse and temporarily loses his senses, so that Maggie is the only person he continues to recognise. He gradually recovers his health, though not his mental equanimity.


    Mrs Tulliver is devastated by the loss of her material possessions, and appears more troubled over such things than she is about her husband. Maggie is filled with sorrow for her father, whereas Tom begins to have some critical feeling towards Mr Tulliver, and feels the disgrace of bankruptcy keenly.


    Mrs Tulliver’s siblings, the Dodson sisters, are unsympathetic and refuse to help the family in any significant way. They are more concerned about the dishonour brought on the family than their suffering. In their domineering and punishing attitude during the crisis, they demonstrate the worst in their characters and show themselves to be grasping, insensitive, severe and venal.


    Tom, by contrast, shows his self-command, personal strength and practical judgement to good effect. He claims that his father never intended his sister, Mrs Moss, to repay the money he had loaned her, and suggests that the promissory note be destroyed so that the creditors will not be able to call in the loan. He seeks career advice from his uncle, the self-satisfied Mr Deane, who does little to encourage him and disparages his education in Euclid and Latin as useless to business, but, thanks to the good influence of his daughter, Lucy, he does find Tom a job in a warehouse.


    Mrs Tulliver makes an ill-advised visit to Mr Wakem to beg him not to buy the mill because of the immense grudge her husband bears towards him. However, in doing this she alerts him to the possibility and, though he had not intended to do so before her visit, he subsequently purchases the mill. He offers Mr Tulliver the position of manager. Mr Tulliver is compelled in spite of his aversion to accept this humiliating proposal. He asks Tom to write a statement in the Bible committing to avenging his father against Wakem or his progeny. Maggie begs him not to, but Tom insists on complying.


    FRIENDSHIP AND LOVE


    Whilst Tom works in the dreary warehouse and attends bookkeeping lessons at night, Maggie is miserable at home. When she meets Phillip on her favourite walk, she is torn between the pleasure of renewing their friendship and the pain of hurting her father and brother. In spite of her misgivings, Maggie continues to meet Philip for a year. Eventually Philip tells her that he loves her. Although she feels no romantic love for Philip, Maggie is confident that it would give her great pleasure to be with him and to look after him. When Tom becomes aware of Maggie’s liaison with Philip, he forces her to break off all further contact.


    Soon after this, Tom announces that he has made sufficient money through trading to settle Mr Tulliver’s outstanding debts. The family’s joy is short-lived, for Mr Tulliver becomes ill and dies in the course of the night after he has whipped Mr Wakem in a fit of vengefulness.


    After two years of teaching, Maggie returns to stay at the residence of Lucy and her father, where Mrs Tulliver has been acting as housekeeper since Mrs Deane’s death. Lucy is as good as engaged to Stephen Guest, the good-humoured son of a wealthy businessman.


    Since Philip is a regular visitor to Lucy’s home, Tom accepts that Maggie will socialise with him. Philip, in turn, informs his father of his love for Maggie and persuades him to sell the mill so that Tom can return to the family home.


    In spite of their efforts to resist, Maggie and Stephen are strongly attracted to each other. In an effort to escape, Maggie accepts another position at a school. On a fateful boat trip, Stephen allows the boat to drift on, until Maggie, roused from a dreamlike state, perceives that they have rowed too far and will not be able to return that day. Much to Stephen’s dismay and anger, Maggie refuses to elope with him, insisting instead on returning to St Oggs. She finds herself harshly chastised by Tom and ostracised by society.


    When the Floss floods, Maggie is washed off on a paddle boat. With almost superhuman effort she reaches the mill house and rescues Tom, but their boat is shortly struck by a mass of floating machinery, and the two drown in each other’s arms.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MAGGIE TULLIVER


    We meet the protagonist, Maggie Tulliver when she is a little girl, and in the course of the novel we watch her mature into early adulthood. Maggie is a very intelligent, imaginative and affectionate child. She has an impetuous nature which leads her to act in the passion of the moment without thinking about future consequences. Maggie is frustrated by conventions which dictate her behaviour as a girl and essentially restrict her. For example, her active, adventurous nature causes her to be chastised by her mother for her failure to maintain the neat, clean appearance considered essential for girls. Mrs Tulliver also regrets that Maggie takes after her father’s side of the family in her dark skin.


    TOM TULLIVER


    Tom prefers the physical to the intellectual, and action to reflection. His harsh, and even cruel, tendencies are displayed in boyhood in his repeatedly unkind treatment of animals. He suppresses his more generous instincts towards his sister as he aspires to a cold, harsh manly ideal. However, when not threatened by Maggie’s superior intelligence, and when he does not feel the need to assert his dominance, Tom has a kind-hearted and generous facet to his personality. He is also direct and upright.


    MR TULLIVER


    Mr Tulliver is very fond of Maggie and he defends her against the opprobrium of her mother. He is proud of her intelligence but disappointed that his daughter, rather than his son, is the bright one. Mr Tulliver has a predilection for legal battles. In his mind lawyers, and particularly Mr Wakem, are associated with the cunning of the devil. After his financial ruin Mr Tulliver becomes bitter and bent on revenge. He lacks the self-awareness to take responsibility for his actions; instead he blames his misfortunes on bad luck or the evil-doing of others. His hot-headed behaviour causes much grief for his family. For example, his outburst against Wakem after the success of the creditors’ lunch undercuts Tom’s pleasure in his achievement, and fills Maggie with disturbing memories of the violent encounter.


    MRS TULLIVER


    Mrs Tulliver is a good-natured woman. However, she is unintelligent and her interest and understanding are limited to the traditional female occupation of housekeeping. She is, therefore, unable to appreciate Maggie’s talents of intellect and imagination. She is also excessively, and comically, concerned with dress and appearance. Mrs Tulliver favours Tom who, in his fair colouring, takes after her family, the Dodsons. However, when Mr Tulliver is ruined and the family loses their servants, Mrs Tulliver insists on doing the harsh work that will damage the hands, so that Maggie can maintain her genteel appearance. She supports Maggie when, upon her return from the fateful boat trip with Stephen, Tom turns her away from home.


    LUCY DEANE


    Maggie’s cousin, Lucy, is decorous and demure, and to some extent she serves as a foil for Maggie. Her yielding, timid nature contrasts with and thereby highlights Maggie’s more forceful and intense personality. When they are both children, Lucy’s blonde curls, neat attire and quiet behaviour are approved of by the adults. She is also generous-hearted, mild and trusting.


    MRS GLEGG


    The eldest of the Dodsons is concerned in everything to assert the Dodsons’ superiority over other families. The domineering Mrs Glegg clashes with Mr Tulliver, who refuses to yield to her. She is a cross woman, and the novel hardly ever shows or describes her in positive terms, until she surprises us by taking Maggie’s side when she is ostracised by society and rejected by Tom.


    MRS PULLET


    The second eldest of the Dodson girls is a weepy hypochondriac. Married to a wealthy, independent farmer, she occupies herself chiefly with fashion and with the state of her health. The childless Mrs Pullet is extremely particular about the cleanliness and order of her house. Like her elder sister, she is more concerned about the reputation of the Dodson family than about the wellbeing of the individuals within the family.


    MRS MOSS


    Mr Tulliver’s younger sister is married to an impoverished farmer and is mother to eight children. She is fond of Maggie, who bears a strong resemblance to her younger self, and she appreciates Maggie’s sharpness of mind.


    PHILIP WAKEM


    Philip is the hunchbacked son of Mr Wakem. He arouses compassion in many, and repulsion in some, and is seldom referred to by other characters without some allusion, direct or indirect, to his deformed physique. Philip is bitter about his deformity, and he tends toward morbidity. He loves music and is an accomplished artist, though he is dissatisfied with what he


    STEPHEN GUEST
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