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A Bicentenary Message from the Chairman (UK) 

May I start by congratulating the Japanese branch on producing 
such excellent essays. I have read and enjoyed them all. They are 
full of interesting insights into the writing of George Eliot and I 
find it inspiring that though we have totally different cultures we 
can still find such a huge amount of common ground by studying 
George Eliot. I suppose her humanity, wisdom and compassion 
do translate into recognisable aspirations across many societies in 
many different parts of the world. But our links with your branch 
are precious to us and much valued.

You have of course found ways of celebrating the bicentenary 
in Japan, not least through this special journal. In the UK we have 
had a whole year of celebrating, and as I write, the birthday is still a 
few weeks away. We started the bicentenary year with a conference 
in Geneva, the city the young Mary Ann visited with her friends the 
Brays soon after the death of her beloved father.

We have tried to create original work to celebrate the bicentenary 
and one of those was a one woman show by Lesley Smith. Lesley 
specialises in researching strong, interesting women, and then 
creating a one hour monologue about them. We commissioned her 
to do one on George Eliot and to deliver it in three different venues 
during the year. It is a wonderful experience and has been very 
popular.

Out vice-chairman, Vivienne Wood, who some of you met 
when you visited us in 2012, and others met this summer on the 
George Eliot Country Tour, has adapted several of Eliot’s novels 
for the stage, and many were performed by students from our local 
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college in Nuneaton. For the bicentenary, Vivienne adapted one 
of George Eliot’s early short stories Mr Gilfil’s Love Story for the 
stage. The story is set at Cheverel Manor but we know it is based on 
Eliot’s memories of Arbury Hall and so our local theatre company 
performed it outdoors in the grounds of Arbury Hall, and in 
several other outdoor venues as well. But it was very special to see it 
performed in the grounds where the story was set.

We did a similar thing in Chilvers Coton church, George Eliot’s 
Shepperton, where a local choir chose and sang appropriate music 
which was interspersed with readings we chose from The Sad 
Fortunes of Reverend Amos Barton. It was very successful. Another 
event in Nuneaton was an evening of Flamenco dancing which 
was linked to The Spanish Gypsy and where we ate Spanish food. 
There have been numerous talks and slide shows by members of the 
Fellowship in local towns like Warwick, Kenilworth, Coventry and 
Leamington, all well attended.

The Fellowship also produced some special bicentenary 
merchandise using the new portrait by local artist Alisha Miller, 
a copy of whose postcard was in an earlier Newsletter. So people 
can purchase notebooks, pens, mugs, fridge magnets, pin badges 
all bearing the portrait of George Eliot. One very special event 
was the spoken performance of George Eliot excerpts by Gabriel 
Woolf and Rosalind Shanks. It was a repeat performance of the 
very first occasion that Gabriel did these reading fifty years ago, 
and we had a giant cake with his portrait on it and gave them lots of 
presents to celebrate that amazing achievement. Gabriel is to be our 
guest of honour at the Westminster Abbey wreath laying on 22nd 
November.

Our Nuneaton wreaths laying was also very special this year 
with a record number of wreath laid and an enthusiastic turnout 
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by members and friends. We are working with schools and with 
the George Eliot Hospital to bring more information to more local 
people, and we have produced a children’s version of Silas Marner 
which will be widely distributed. Several new leaflets and postcards 
have been produced for the special year and several new books 
have been published this year, details of which will be in the next 
Newsletter and next year’s George Eliot Review.

For me, one of the highlights of the year was to take delegates 
from the University of Leicester International George Eliot 
Conference on a George Eliot Country Tour. I was reminded of 
doing something similar with some of your members in 2012, and 
it was a great joy to see some of your members standing on the 
lawn in front of South Farm, looking up at the bedroom window 
of the room where Mary Ann Evans was born. Who would have 
thought then that two hundred years later people from across the 
world would be gathering beneath that window in awe and wonder 
at what she was to achieve.

Thank you to all the Japanese members who share that awe and 
wonder at the extraordinary writer who so enriches all our lives.

John Burton
Chairman 
The George Eliot Fellowship, UK
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Foreword 

Some 22 years have passed since the George Eliot Fellowship 
of Japan was founded in 1997. To look back on how it came into 
existence, it was the legendary figure of Kathleen Adams who 
suggested an idea of forming the Japanese Branch to Yoshitsugu 
Uchida (emeritus professor of Tezukayama Gakuin University) who 
was then taking an initiative in organizing a group of enthusiastic 
scholars on Eliot. Hiroshi Ebine (emeritus professor of Tokyo 
University) and Shizuko Kawamoto (emeritus professor of Tsuda 
University), then leading scholars of the English Literary Society 
of Japan, in response to his efforts, joined hands in support of the 
trailblazer. Thus, the Japanese Branch was founded with well over 
100 members.

Recently, however, membership enrolment keeps on declining 
largely due to the dwindling of a privileged position of English and 
American literature in the general scheme of Higher Education for 
English in Japan. At the moment, we have ninety one members, and 
a long-term declining seems to be unavoidable. We are, moreover, 
faced with the aging problem of our Branch with the recruitment 
of young scholars and postgraduate students getting fewer. Despite 
the decline in number, our sincere love for Eliot has never been 
wavered. Thank Heaven! 

When our Branch was established, we heard a great deal how   
late Kathleen and Bill Adams had been devoted to singing the 
praise of that nineteenth-century Midland’s cultural icon, and how, 
in cooperation with the couple, leading academics of the time were 
working their way toward the remarkable improvement of Eliot’s 
reputation which was once lost during the decades of the two World 

［5］



6

Wars. In those days, we were closely concerned with revaluating 
Eliot in the context of nineteenth-century dialogue between literary 
culture and science. Fortunately for us, here in Japan as well we 
could find an echo of that interest in her reappraisal in English-
speaking world.

Since the Japanese Branch marked a humble start, we have 
been unremittingly employed in the research of Eliot’s works 
and the introduction of her literary achievements to the Japanese 
reading public, as illustrated by collected translation of her 
novels in Japanese. Thanks to our members’ genuine devotion, 
this project has been steadily progressing, and we are expecting 
to see its completion in the near future. We are hoping to show 
internationally that all these efforts have been made toward a better 
understanding of our cultural identities through the interpretation 
of this literary giant. It is in this context of an international cultural 
exchange that we have launched the plan of publishing a special 
English issue of the George Eliot Review of Japan in commemoration 
of the bicentenary anniversary of her birth. We are wholeheartedly 
wishing that this challenge will bear humble fruits in holding a 
cross-cultural dialogue in an international arena.

It is increasingly known here that Eliot represents the voice 
of nineteenth-century Europe, as well as being the centrepiece of 
the British literary heritage, and that her novels and other works 
offer ample food for thought in revaluating human problems of the 
present age in this shrinking international world. This is why we 
are convinced that her works offer interesting viewpoints in order 
for us Japanese to take a close look at the relative positions of our 
age and nineteenth-century Britain as reflected in the mirror of her 
works. A collection of essays taken up in this issue is just a small 
part of our critical approaches we have amassed these 20 years. Still, 
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we believe that here we see some of the results of our dialogue with 
Eliot’s works and the modern critical studies of her achievements 
accessible in English. Themes taken up here are wide-ranging; for 
example, Eliot’s deepening realism, an analysis of social, historical 
backgrounds of her novels, a gender issue, a critical view of late 
nineteenth-century colonialism and imperialism, and others. 
Appreciations, here dealt with, of individual works cover her earlier 
essays and novels as well as her later novels such as Middlemarch 
and Daniel Deronda. We sincerely hope that they will shed some 
light in reconsidering Eliot’s achievements from a cross-cultural 
point of view.

Needless to say, we have a totally different historical and cultural 
heritage from English-speaking communities with a dissimilar 
system of language. We must admit that this has made it difficult for 
us simply to read Eliot’s English with its characteristic ambiguity, 
and to keep abreast of the criticism of her works in English-
speaking culture. While facing up to the linguistic challenge, we 
are wishing to make critical approaches that may be different from 
English-speakers’. Indeed, it is not for us to say whether we have 
achieved our purpose in this respect with the present issue. Still we 
believe that this will give us an opportunity to make a meaningful 
cultural exchange. We are, therefore, ever ready to give ear to 
candid remarks from all quarters, and to become more aware of our 
relative position in the international arena. 

Shintetsu Fukunaga
Chairperson 
 The George Eliot Fellowship of Japan
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A Story of Janet, Mrs. Robert Dempster in 
Scenes of Clerical Life 

Midori Uematsu 

I. Introduction

History records the great events of the age, while novels tell of 
the everyday life of ordinary folk. In her novel Northanger Abbey, 
Jane Austen questions where we can find the feelings and hearts 
of the ordinary people of her time.1 In the 19th century, novelists 
such as the Brontë sisters tried to depict the miserable reality of the 
age in connection with contemporary social matters. For example, 
Anne Brontë did not hesitate to express the real truth of ordinary 
people’s lives in her novel, The Tennant of Wildfell Hall, nor did 
Emily Brontë in Wuthering Heights. They created some of the vilest 
characters in English literature on the basis of the defectiveness 
of the laws at that time.2 Critics disliked the wicked characters 
they created, but their sister, Charlotte Brontë, defended them in 
“Biographical Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell” and “Editor’s Preface 
to the New [1850] Edition of Wuthering Heights.”3

George Eliot is said to be a realistic English novelist of the 19th 
century because in her works she described in detail the natural 
scenery of the countryside and the common people that existed 
there. However, I believe she is not an ordinary realistic novelist who 
only pictures the natural scenes of the countryside of the day. She 
also describes the true feelings and hearts of contemporary people 
by depicting their relationships without concealing the evil side. Like 
the Brontë sisters she depicted wicked male characters in her novels, 
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whom most novelists of the day hesitated to portray. This paper 
examines how George Eliot tried to report the times and the hearts 
and feelings of the people, especially those of married women, in her 
short story “Janet’s Repentance” in Scenes of Clerical Life. Through 
this work she gained the reputation of being a realistic novelist 
because she drew vivid pictures of contemporary countryside life. 
However, I would like to examine how the author tried to describe 
the true reality of the people of the time, especially their marital 
lives-the often wicked husband and the correspondingly miserable 
wife-with reference to the defectiveness of the judicial system of 
divorce (or separation ) in those days. 

II. “Janet’s Repentance” Part 1
 

“Janet’s Repentance” presents several evil and cruel scenes 
of ordinary people’s everyday lives, which Eliot’s contemporaries 
would not like to record, but rather forget. They could hardly admit 
that there were such darker sides to their age. Especially in “Janet’s 
Repentance”, George Eliot discusses the wife’s bad habit of drinking 
and the husband’s violence toward his wife in daily marital life. 
When her editor advised her to “soften your picture as much as 
you can,”（The George Eliot Letters II, 344; emphasis in original; 
hereafter Letters）the author answered him that in reality the 
husband was, in fact, far more evil.4  She bravely recorded the facts 
of immorality of the time. Below are letters between the editor Mr. 
Blackwood ( the publishing company’s owner) and George Eliot: 

. . . Dempster is rather too barefaced a brute and I am sorry that the 

poor wife’s sufferings should have driven her to so unsentimental a 
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resource as beer. Still it is true to nature. The case is but too common, 

and I have no right to pass any opinion on this part of the story until I 

see more of it. I shall be very glad if in returning the proof you can send 

me a further portion of M.S. as I feel very confident that what is coming 

will more than dissipate the slight doubts I feel about the popular 

qualities of this first part. (Letter from John Blackwood to George Eliot, 

8 June 1857 [Letters II, 344])

. . . Everything is softened from the fact, so far as art is permitted to soften 

and yet to remain essentially true. The real town was more vicious than 

my Milby; the real Dempster was far more disgusting than mine; the 

real Janet alas! had a far sadder end than mine, who will melt away from 

the reader’s sight in purity, happiness and beauty. (Letter from George 

Eliot to John Blackwood, 11 June 1857 [Letters II, 347])

My sketches both of churchmen and dissenters, with whom I am almost 

equally acquainted, are drawn from close observation of them in real 

life, and not at all from hearsay or from the descriptions of novelists. 

(Letter from George Eliot to John Blackwood, 11 June 1857 [Letters II, 

347-48])

The parsonage itself is an important place of the collected 
memories (lieu de mémoire, to borrow Pierre Nora’s memorable 
phrase)5 of the parishioners. One of the characteristics of the 19th 
century parsonage was the enlargement of its various roles.6 Since 
the church was the center of the village, where many people and 
their memories gathered, it effectively collected and recorded the 
history and traditions of the village. The common consciousness of 
the villagers’ community existed there, as a witness of the regional 
history. The parsonage in Milby in this story was such a place. 
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George Eliot collected the true feelings and facts of the parsonage, 
which she saw there, “. . . a real bit in the religious history of 
England that happened about eight-and-twenty years ago” (Letters 
II. 347). “There is nothing to be done with the story, but either to 
let Dempster and Janet and the rest be as I see them, or to renounce 
it as too painful.” (Letters II, 348)  Thus, “ in my sketch of Milby 
feelings on the advent of Mr. Tryan. . . ” (Letters II, 347) George 
Eliot created “lieu de mémoire” in Janet Dempster, drawing out her 
feelings in connection with the collective feelings of the village. 

III. Reality of Janet’s Married Life

What Janet recorded here was the cruel memories of her 
marriage-which is what the age wanted to hide. The details the 
author recorded are related precisely to the cause of obtaining 
laws at that time, in other words, the flawed nature of the laws 
concerning marital relations, specifically the Divorce Act and the 
Married Women’s Property Act. 

In 19th-century social life, a woman’s dream was to gain a happy 
marriage. After marriage many women came to find that the reality 
was quite different. However, since marriage was the goal of a 
woman, no one wanted to show the real scenes of unhappy married 
life. George Eliot is different. She describes Janet’s miserable 
married life. Janet complained that she could not know the real 
state of a marriage before:

‘. . . How could I know what would come? Why didn’t you tell me, 

mother?-why　did you let me marry? You knew what brutes men 

could be; and there’s no help for me-no hope. I can’t kill myself, I’ve 
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tried; but I can’t leave this world and go to another. There may be no 

pity for me there, as there is none here.’ (281-82)

Her husband cast her off from the house:

When Janet sat down shivering on the door-stone, with the door shut upon 

her past life, and the future black and unshapen before her as the night, the 

scenes of her childhood, her youth and her painful womanhood, rushed 

back upon her consciousness, and made one picture with her present 

desolation. The petted child taking her newest toy to bed with her-the 

young girl, proud in strength and beauty, dreaming that life was an easy 

thing, and that it was pitiful weakness to be unhappy-the bride, passing 

with trembling joy from the outer court to the inner sanctuary of woman’s 

life-the wife, beginning her initiation into sorrow, wounded, resenting, 

yet still hoping and forgiving-the poor bruised woman, seeking through 

weary years the one refuge of despair, oblivion: . . . . (286)

After 15 years of married life, she had come to know that her 
marriage was not what she had dreamed. Her mother-in-law’s 
wicked attitude towards her and her husband’s violence were what 
she had to endure in her everyday life, and she searched for relief by 
drinking alcohol. Her husband shut her out in order to use violence 
to command her, because it was a legal stance:

‘If you don’t come, I’ll kill you.’

Another pause, and she heard him turn back into the dining-room. He 

was gone for a light-perhaps for a weapon. Perhaps he would kill her. 

Let him. Life was as hideous as death. For years she had been rushing 

on to some unknown but certain horror; and now she was close upon it 

. . . . (284-85; emphasis in original)
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So, “He seized her with his heavy grasp by the shoulder, and pushed 
her before him” (285). The law permitted him to use violence to 
coerce her. A wife relied solely on her husband, even if he was 
wicked. Once married, there was no escape for a woman from that 
marriage; she should maintain her pitiful married life to the end. 
Was there any way of escaping from this miserable state?

IV. The Reality of the Time: the Married Women’s Property Act, 
the Divorce Act and Private Separation Deeds7

In 19th-century Britain, “the remolding of the English laws and 
complete overhaul of an antiquated and chaotic system of courts” 
(Holcombe 4) was one of the most important issues. Especially for 
gentlewomen of the English middle class the passing of the Divorce 
Act and the Married Women’s Property Act, which influenced the 
basis of matrimonial conditions for women, were newly emergent 
causes: 

In the eyes of the common law, married women had no identity 

apart from their husbands. As the saying went, in law “husband and 

wife are one person and the husband is that person”. Where property 

was concerned, this meant in practice that a husband assumed legal 

possession or control of all property that belonged to his wife upon 

marriage and any property that might come to her during marriage. 

(Holcombe 4-5)

In this condition were they, especially the women, really happy 
after marriage, all throughout their lives? There was no law which 
allowed them to divorce. 
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Thanks to Mrs. Caroline Norton’s pamphlets amongst others, 
the Custody of Children Act was passed in 1839, which allowed 
mothers limited rights to their children. However, that was effectual 
only with a husband’s agreement. As for breaking up the marriage 
it was very severe for the female, because women did not have any 
identity both in the law and Parliament.

As for breaking up a marriage in the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries there were several ways of separation which were obtained 
in common law and canon law in an ecclesiastical courts and equity 
law in the Court of Chancery. However, in these three systems, 
there were no common languages and judgments regarding 
matrimonial causes and so there came to be confusion. After all, 
it was difficult for men and women to acquire a definite decision 
about the termination of a marriage. 

Separation Deeds were a comparatively easy way for a couple to 
obtain separation, and dealt with two methods, “judicial separation 
in the ecclesiastical court” (Stone p183) and “private separation by a 
conveyance” (Stone 141). By a judicial separation deed, both parties 
agreed not to harass each other after separating. A husband could 
get “separation” simply by the wife’s being guilty of adultery, while 
a wife must prove both adultery and fatal violence by her husband. 
Thus, the private separation deed by a conveyance was easier to 
dissolve an unhappy marriage. For both husband and wife, it was 
a more convenient way to terminate marital life so that the couple 
could be allowed to separate. 

. . . The principal reason for the continued growth in the use of the 

private separation deed was its convenience as a way of dissolving a 

broken marriage which did not involve adultery or extreme cruelty, and 

so could not be terminated in any other way. Among the less affluent, it 



16

was also popular as a cheap way of terminating all marriages, even ones 

involving adultery. (Stone 159)

The Divorce Act of 1857 provided some improvement to cases 
involving the custody of younger children, but not enough, since 
any time a mother wanted to have the children, the permission 
of the father was needed. The father was considered the rightful 
guardian. Additionally,  if  a woman tried to maintain an 
independent life after terminating her marriage, she should obtain 
the right to her private property both before and after. There came 
long struggles to enact the Married Women’s Property Act in 19th 
century Britain. 

V. “Janet’s Repentance” Part 2 

Janet could not escape from her husband judiciously, as she 
well knew. She declared “Dear Mrs Pettifer, don’t let anyone know I 
am here. Keep it a secret. If he finds out, he will come and drag me 
back again” (291). What Janet recorded is the cruel memories of her 
marriage. That is the real memory of the 19th century. The feelings 
of her life described frankly and clearly here tell the true story of a 
woman of the age: 

. . . Her husband would never consent to her living away from him: she 

was become necessary to his tyranny; he would never willingly loosen 

his grasp on her. She had a vague notion of some protection the law 

might give her, if she could prove her life in danger from him; but she 

shrank utterly, as she had always done, from any active, public resistance 

or vengeance: she felt too crushed, too faulty, too liable to reproach, to 
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have the courage, even if she had had the wish, to put herself openly in 

the position of a wronged woman seeking redress. She had no strength 

to sustain her in a course of self-defense and independence: there was 

a darker shadow over her life than the dread of her husband-it was 

the shadow of self-despair. The easiest thing would be to go away and 

hide herself from him. But then there was her mother: Robert had all 

her little property in his hands, and that little was scarcely enough to 

keep her in comfort without his aid. If Janet went away alone, he would 

be sure to persecute her mother; and if she did go away-what then? 

She must work to maintain herself; she must exert herself, weary and 

hopeless as she was, to begin life afresh. How hard that seemed to her! 

(292; emphasis in original)

The quotation above is just what the ordinary wife might experience 
every day, which people of the day would not like to see. Furthermore, 
the husband who was the representative of the family and protected by 
law said openly that he could use violence against his wife: 

. . . ‘I’ve got the law on my side. . . . I know the law. . . . I’ll hunt you down 

like a hare. . . . prove it. . .  I’ll grind you to powder. . . . small powder. . . . 

(here his voice dropped to a low tone of shuddering disgust) powder on 

the bed-clothes. . . . running about. . . . black lice. . . . they are coming in 

swarms. . . . Janet! come and take them away. . . curse you! why don’t you 

come? Janet!’ (321) 

Janet Dempster had not found how to escape from this miserable 
state and her mother suggested that the only way was to gain a private 
separation deed: 

‘. . . That was certainly good advice of Mr Tyran’s you told me of last 
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night-that we should consult some one that may interfere for you with 

your husband; and I’ve been turning it over in my mind while I’ve been 

lying awake in the night. I think nobody will do so well as Mr. Benjamin 

Landor, for we must have a man that knows the law, and that Robert is 

rather afraid of. And perhaps he could bring about an agreement for 

you to live apart. Your husband’s bound to maintain you, you know; 

and, if you liked, we could move away from Milby and live somewhere 

else.’ (308)

The violence of the husband, the drinking habit of the wife, and 
their separation (after all, a disaster in social terms) were the reality 
of the dirtier parts of the marriage. For everyone, but especially 
for women, marriage should be a happy goal of life. There was 
scarcely any way to obtain a divorce or break up a marriage. For 
women, separation in ecclesiastical courts was one way to get out of 
their marriage, however it was difficult to gain. Furthermore, since 
common law, equity courts and ecclesiastical courts gave different 
judgements on separation, the solution was far more difficult to 
reach. Like Janet’s mother, Gwendolen in Daniel Deronda, thought 
of flight but she found it was not easy for women:

. . .What could she say to justify her flight? Her uncle would tell her 

to go back. Her mother would cry. Her aunt and Anna would look at 

her with wondering alarm. Her husband would have power to compel 

her. She had absolutely nothing that she could allege against him in 

judicious or judicial ears. And to ‘insist on separation!’ . . . Moreover, 

her capability of rectitude told her again and again that she had no right 

to complain of her contract, or to withdraw from it. (Daniel Deronda 

603)
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For Janet, a comparatively easier way is to gain the admittance 
of “separation by the deed,” which Janet’s mother suggested to 
her. However, as Janet said, it was not emotionally, legally, or 
economically so easy to obtain separation. Her husband would 
prohibit it and, even if he used violence, deny it. Janet believed that 
if she could run away from him secretly, he had the right to get 
her back. That was the true reality of the time: the Divorce Act and 
the Married Women’s Property Act were proposed in Parliament 
unsuccessfully every year, and movements to pass the acts began in 
earnest in the early 19th century.  

VI. Conclusion

The parsonage is an important and precious place where the 
individual and collective memories of the people are gathered. The 
author unites the individual memories of Janet and the collective 
memories of the people who came there to show the records of the 
age in Scenes of Clerical Life. “Janet’s Repentance” pictures such 
memory between Janet and Parson Tryan as “lieu de mémoire”:

But there is another memorial of Edgar Tryan, which bears a fuller 

record: it is Janet Dempster, rescued from self-despair, strengthened 

with divine hopes, and now looking back on years of purity and helpful 

labor. The man who has left such a memorial behind him, must have 

been one whose heart beat with true compassion, and whose lips were 

moved by fervent faith. (350)

In the 19th century, which was called the century of reform, 
George Eliot was a writer who tried to leave the memories of 
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the time eternally in her novels. The author tells of the sorrows 
and evils of everyday life in “Janet’s Repentance”. Thus the true 
individual lives of women are portrayed in their everyday fight, 
however severe.

George Eliot is generally said to be a realistic novelist because 
she describes the scenes of the countryside at that time in England. 
I quite agree with this comment, not because she wrote of the real 
lives of the countryside of her time, but because she also recorded 
the reality of the feelings and hearts of women in connection with 
the social issues of the age. Thus, George Eliot is a far more realistic 
novelist than any other in 19th century Britain.

In 1870, the Married Women’s Property Act that was passed in 
Parliament remained unsatisfactory for women, because by this law 
the representative person in a marriage was still the man, and the 
woman needed the permission of her husband to gain rights even to 
her private property. At last in 1882 the reformed Married Women’s 
Property Act was passed and became law. It was a great success for 
women, encouraging the suffrage movement until 1919. The cause 
to enact laws for married women and “their passage was clearly a 
landmark on Victorian women’s road to liberation” (Holcombe 28). 
We can see the reality of the actual struggles of a wife in “Janet’s 
Repentance”, an everlasting record of the age.

 
Notes 

This paper is based on the original Japanese thesis by Midori 
Uematsu, ‘“Kioku no Ba’ Toshiteno Janet Dempster-Scenes of 
Clerical Life Kara” [“Janet Dempster as ‘Lieu de mémoire’ in Scenes 
of Clerical Life”], which is changed in this English version. My 
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special thanks to Prof. Thomas Meyer and Ms. Wendy Kobayashi, 
who have commented on the English version of this paper. 

1. The characters discuss history in Jane Austen’s, Northanger 
Abbey:

“Yes, I am fond of history.”

“I wish I were too. I read it a little as a duty, but it tells me nothing 

that does not either vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes and 

kings, with wars or pestilence, in every page; the men all so good 

for nothing, and hardly any women at all-. . . . ” (104)

2. I have written some essays on the works of Bronte sisters’ 
connecting with the social causes, especially with family laws 
at that time: “A Study of Wuthering Heights: Yearning for 
Freedom,,“Wuthering Heights as ‘Lieu de mémoire,’” “Arthur 
Huntingdon in ‘The Tenant of Wildfell Hall” and so on. 

3. Currer Bell (Charlotte Brontë) talks about it in “Biographical 
Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell”:

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall by Acton Bell, had likewise an 

unfavourable reception. . . what she saw sank very deeply into her 

mind; it did her harm. She brooded over it till she believed it to be a 

duty to reproduce every detail (of course with fictitious characters, 

incidents, and situations) as a warning to others. She hated her 

work, but would pursue it . . . . She must be honest; she must not 

varnish, soften, or conceal. (xlvii)

Currer Bell also talks about Heathcliff in “Editor’s Preface to the 
New Edition[1850] of Wuthering Heights”:
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Whether it is right or advisable to create things like Heathcliff, I 

do not  know: I scarcely think it is. But this I know; the writer who 

possesses the creative gift owns something of which he is not always 

master-something that at times strangely wills and works for itself. 

(liii) 

4.  George Eliot was very proud of her characterization. About 
the characters of Mill on the Floss, she argued that she would 
not change the characters for her  arts:   

. . . Maggie’s position towards Stephen-is too vital a part of 

my whole conception and purpose for me to be converted to the 

condemnation of it. . . 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. . . then, it seems to me, the ethics of 

art are too narrow, and must be widened to correspond with a 

widening psychology. (Letter from George Eliot to John Blackwood, 

9 July 1860 (Letters III, 317-18; emphasis in original)

5.  “Lieu de mémoire”: The words come from Pierre Nora in 
Kioku no Ba translated by Minoru Tanigawa. Pierre Nora 
created the expression, “lieu de mémorie, kioku no ba, the 
place of the memories” to explain the collected memories of 
the society of the time. I applied it to every place where the 
memories and the records of the common people of the day 
gathered.

6.  Yamaguchi Midori emphasized the enlargement of the role 
of the parsonage, in “The Birth of the ‘Religious Family 
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Enterprise’: Changes in the Anglican Church and George Eliot’s 
Scenes of Clerical Life,” Bulletin of Daito Bunka University: The 
Humanities, pp. 1-10.

7.  Chapter IV in this paper owes to Lee Holcombe’s, “Victorian 
Wives and Property: Reform of the Married Women’s Property 
Law, 1857-1882,” in A Widening Sphere: Changing Role of 
Victorian Women, edited by Martha Vicinus, pp. 3-28. Regarding 
“the Separation Deeds” this paper owes to Lawrence Stone, Road 
to Divorce: England 1530-1987, pp. 141-230. 
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Mr. David Faux, Corrupt Confectioner: George Eliot and 
Commercial Societies

Hiroshi Oshima 

1. Two Provincial Market Towns: The Old and New Styles of 
Commerce

Written in 1860, but not published until 1864, “Brother Jacob” 
is a satirical  novella which clearly reflects George Eliot’s concerns 
about the world of commerce. This paper aimed to analyse 
commercial societies in “Brother Jacob” while examining Eliot’s 
astute views and critiques of modern capitalism.

The second and third chapters of “Brother Jacob” are set in the 
small provincial market town of Grimworth in the early 1820s.1 
Eliot’s concise and realistic description of the small market town is 
worth noting in light of its historical and social context.

Historically speaking, “market town” refers to a privileged 
town that held the right to hold market fairs regularly, normally 
one or two days per week, to provide daily goods and services 
to the neighbourhood. English market towns date back to the 
Middle Ages, and they prospered between the sixteenth and 
early eighteenth centuries. Considering that the inn located in 
Grimworth was called “the Woolpack” (57), it is suggested that 
Grimworth was an old market town developed in conjunction with 
the wool trade, itself a long-established staple trade in England, and 
that it was located on the road travelled by wool commodity traders 
across the country.2

At first, rural producers and itinerant peddlers practiced 

［25］
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retailing by selling their wares in the marketplace. Later, as the 
rural market grew, many peddlers settled and kept shops in the 
market town. During the Industrial Revolution, rapid urbanization 
increased the proliferation of retail shops in provincial towns. 
Consequently, in the Victorian era, shopkeeping was established 
as the predominant form of commerce. In accordance with 
this historical background, there were a number of retail shops 
mentioned by the narrator in the Grimworth marketplace. Further, 
eighteenth-century retail shops in the provinces-especially those 
up to the first two or three quarters of the eighteenth century-
were mainly general shops (Stobart and Bailey 396-99; Fowler 
47; Braudel 64-67), but in early nineteenth-century Grimworth, 
retail specialization was practiced.3 For example, drapers, grocers, 
and butchers all ran their own shops for the church-going public 
and the dissenters (57). Furthermore, the existence of “a wool-
factor” (67) in “the larger market town of Cattleton” (58) indicated 
the appearance of “the orthodox type of distribution” in which 
the producer lost his character as a merchant, and numerous 
middlemen, including factors as the key position, intervened 
between the producer and the customer (Shaw 71-72).4 These 
historical sketches imply that Eliot attempted to partially take the 
role of a novelist-historian which characterized her other works.5   

More worthy of note is the difference between the old and 
the new business models. At present, there was “no competition” 
in Grimworth (57): “Hitherto, it had been held a point of honour 
by the families in Grimworth parish to buy their sugar and their 
flannel at the shops where their fathers and mothers had bought 
them before,” and the shopkeepers “liked doing a quiet business 
in which they were sure of their customers, and could calculate 
their returns to a nicety” (57). However, most of the tradespeople 
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in Grimworth were conscious that “the times” were changing, 
from the old-fashioned business methods to a new one, thereby 
introducing “the system of neck-and-neck trading” in which shop 
windows were decorated with “a factitious charm” and made 
seductive by “contrast and tickets,” and customers came to enjoy the 
“vagrant spirit of shopping” (57-58). At nearby Cattleton, business 
was already conducted “on a system of small profits and quick 
returns, the fashions were of the freshest, and goods of all kinds 
might be bought at an advantage” (58). 

The new business style was nothing but free competition based 
on the “mere cash nexus” that Carlyle criticized in his pamphlet 
Chartism (1839; Carlyle 162-64). In other words, it was a specific 
example of laissez-faire capitalism, which was advocated by Adam 
Smith and had emerged in England since the Industrial Revolution. 
In this sense, the comparison between the old and new styles of 
commerce in “Brother Jacob” during the transitional period of 
the Industrial Revolution harkens back to the transition from the 
commercial societies of the former pre-industrial age to Eliot’s era, 
that is, the mid-Victorian period after the Industrial Revolution. 
Thus, this comparison enabled Eliot to view mid-Victorian 
commercial society from a historical perspective and consider some 
problematic issues with that society. 

Of special significance was that Eliot perceived a lack of 
“personal virtues” (70) in the shopkeeper engaged in the new 
business style. “Mr. David Faux, Confectioner”6 started his business 
without competitors in the traditional market town of Grimworth, 
but he was in the vanguard of the new business style as shown 
overtly by his brilliantly decorated shop windows. In order to 
advance his own personal “prosperity” and become “a person of 
influence in the parish” (64), David Faux cunningly disguised 
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himself as Mr. Edward Freely, a scion of “a very good family” (58), 
and soon resorted to his favourite tricks and “contrivance” (68), 
including “flattery” (69). Socioeconomically, he embodied a corrupt 
type of homo economicus, or economic man-one “greatly given to 
calculate consequences” for his own sake(54), utilizing a hedonistic 
form of utilitarianism while seeking his own pleasure and interests 
alone (i.e., laissez-faire).7 Thus, utilitarianism and laissez-faire-
the two related principles that become central to the ethos of mid-
Victorian England with great economic prosperity-played a major 
role in “the calculating confectioner” (62) and resulted in his lack of 
personal virtues.8

2. The Adulteration of Food and Its Problems: The Topical 
Allusion

Another noteworthy example of David Faux’s lack of personal 
virtues is the adulteration of food. The narrator inserted the 
following comment on “the sweet-tasted . . . ingenious white 
shapes” crunched by “the pupils at the old school”:

When I think of the sweet-tasted swans and other ingenious white 

shapes crunched by the small teeth of that rising generation, I am glad 

to remember that a certain amount of calcareous food has been held 

good for young creatures whose bones are not quite formed; for I have 

observed these delicacies to have an inorganic flavour which would 

have recommended them greatly to that young lady of the ‘Spectator’s’ 

acquaintance who habitually made her dessert on the stems of tobacco-

pipes. (62)
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In this passage, the Victorian reader must have seen the topical 
allusion to the practice of food adulteration, a practice that 
attracted unprecedented public concern as a great social evil in 
those days. Before analysing this passage, it would be useful to see 
how the practice of food adulteration and the public concern spread 
throughout England from a sociohistorical perspective.

2.1. Food Adulteration and Its Awareness in England: A Brief 
Social History

Food adulteration rarely mattered in primitive, agrarian, and 
self-sufficient societies. The issue only arose with the emergence of a 
consumer public distinct from food producers, manufacturers, and 
vendors. Thus, the adulteration of food is essentially a phenomenon 
of urban life (Burnett 86).

In England, food adulteration began with the emergence 
of a distinct form of town life in the first few centuries after the 
Norman Conquest, but at that time it was not widely practiced. 
However, as industrialization and urbanization progressed, and a 
larger quantity of goods were to be purchased and consumed, the 
practice of food adulteration became astonishingly widespread 
(Burnett 86-87). Hence, from the late eighteenth century when 
the Industrial Revolution started, criticism of food adulteration 
began to mount through journalists and in literature. For instance, 
Smollett’s Humphrey Clinker (1771) described various practices of 
adulteration in the great resort town of Bath as well as metropolitan 
London, including the following cases of wine and bread:

As to the intoxicating potion, sold for wine, it is a vile, unpalatable, and 

pernicious sophistication, balderdashed with cyder, corn-spirit, and 

the juice of sloes. . . . The bread I eat in London, is a deleterious paste, 
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mixed up with chalk, alum, and bone-ashes; insipid to the taste, and 

destructive to the constitution. The good people are not ignorant of this 

adulteration; but they prefer it to wholesome bread, because it is whiter 

than the meal of corn: thus they sacrifice their taste and their health, 

and the lives of their tender infants, to a most absurd gratification of a 

mis-judging eye. . . . (120)

To this point, only the traders and producers practising adulteration 
had been censured, but Smollett considered the adulteration of 
food from both the viewpoints of the producer and the consumer. 
He discerningly impeached the consumers in London that were 
seeking “a most absurd gratification of a mis-judging eye.”

At first, these critiques of food adulteration by journalists and 
in literature were regarded as exaggeration or prejudice. However, 
by the early nineteenth century-overlapping with the historical 
background of “Brother Jacob”-an analytical chemist named 
Frederic Accum published A Treatise on Adulterations of Food and 
Culinary Poisons (1820) in which he scientifically disclosed, to the 
surprise of many, that almost all prepared food and drinks sold 
in London were adulterated to some degree. Further, he was bold 
enough to publish the list of fraudulent dealers, including their 
names, and denounced their “eager and insatiable thirst for gain” 
(Accum 30). 

Later in the 1840s, while citing several examples in his Condition 
of the Working Class in England (1845), Frederic Engels observed, 
“Dealers and manufacturers adulterate all kinds of provisions in 
an atrocious manner, and without the slightest regard to the health 
of the consumers” (102). Like Accum, he condemned “the money-
greed of the middle-class [dealers and manufacturers]” (102) 
behind the atrocious food adulteration and rightly emphasized the 
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need for legal regulations. In 1848, an analytical chemist named J. 
Mitchell exposed “the growing evil” of food adulteration in London 
shops in his Treatise on the Falsification of Food (v). 

Despite mounting criticism and evidence, no effective regulations 
were enacted because enlightened legislators of all parties had come 
to accept the policy of laissez-faire according to Adam Smith by the 
end of the Napoleonic Wars (1815), and the commercial world had 
a deep commitment to the principle of caveat emptor  (let the buyer 
beware) (Burnett 94; Altick 173). It was not until the 1850s that the 
situation began to improve. 

In 1851, the medical journal the Lancet established the Analytical 
Sanitary Commission (hereafter referred to as the Commission). 
Every week or two, between 1851 and 1854, it printed the 
Commission’s “Records of the Results of Microscopical and Chemical 
Analyses of the Solids and Fluids Consumed by All Classes of the 
Public” (“Analytical Sanitary Commission” 20). The survey included 
the most rigorous and advanced testing to which foods had ever 
been subjected. After reporting that serious, and often dangerous, 
adulteration was occurring to practically every food which would be 
profitable to adulterate, the results of the investigation were widely 
accepted as entirely reliable (Burnett 216-17).9 

The weekly satirical magazine Punch also launched a campaign 
against adulteration in 1851, publishing a series of articles entitled 
“Punch’s Sermons to Tradesmen” in which the Baker-Imp, the 
Grocer-Imp, the Milk-man Imp, the Confectioner-Imp, and the 
Publican-Imp were condemned (“Punch’s Sermons”). In a February 
1851 article titled “The Lancet’s Detective Force,” Punch warmly 
praised the establishment of the Commission as “a new order of 
constabulary” and “a great boon for the public” as its function was 
to “investigate and expose the fraudulent adulteration of articles of 
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food practiced by a set of scoundrels under the names of grocers 
and other tradesmen” (“The Lancet’s Detective Force”). Later, Punch 
continued to denounce food adulteration through “The Use of 
Adulteration” (1855; Figure 1), “What to Eat, What to Drink” (1855), 
“The Great Lozenge-Maker” (1858; Figure 2),10 and so forth. 

As a result of the influential reports of the Commission and 
other campaigns, a select committee was organized by Parliament 
to investigate food adulteration; thereafter, the first general 
adulteration act (the Adulteration of Foods Act) was passed in 1860, 
the year in which “Brother Jacob” was written. This act empowered 
local authorities to appoint public analysts who would examine 
samples of food and drink, but it did not make the appointment 
mandatory. Subsequently, amendments in 1872, 1875, 1879, and 
1899 were enacted to reinforce the regulation of adulteration, thus 
leading to the disappearance of pernicious food adulteration by the 
end of the Victorian era (Paulus 136-39; Burnett 227-35).

 
2.2. Adulterated Foods in “Brother Jacob” 

The period of writing and publishing “Brother Jacob” coincides 
with the time when both food adulteration and public awareness of 
the practice were peaking in England. Evidently, George Eliot was 
concerned with the issue. Several references are found in her works: 
(i) “bad pickles” as one of “many unwholesome commodities” in 
“Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” (162); (ii) “cream as a thinnish 
white fluid” that might be thickened or adulterated with “calves’ 
brains” in “The Sad Fortunes of the Rev. Amos Burton” (45); (iii) 
“the poisonous adulteration of goods” in “Address to Working Men, 
by Felix Holt” (338); and (iv) “any chalky mixture meant to pass for 
milk” and “poisonous pickles” in Middlemarch (172, 176).

“The sweet-tasted swans and other ingenious white shapes” 
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with “an inorganic flavour”, as mentioned in “Brother Jacob,” are 
similar references to food adulteration. According to the Lancet 
report, sugar confectionery, eaten mainly by children, were heavily 
adulterated:

. . . crystallized white sugar is less easily adulterated than granulated 

brown. It appears, however, that cheap confectionery is much more 

extensively adulterated than any kind of sugar; gamboge, lead, copper, 

mercury, chalk, starch, plaster, pipe-clay, Cornish-clay, are items in a list 

of strange things met with in cheap sweetmeats; some as a fraudulent 

substitute for white sugar, and some as colouring ingredients. (Dodd 

433)

“[G]amboge, lead, copper, mercury” are the substances used for 
added colouring, while “chalk, starch, plaster, pipe-clay,” and 
“Cornish-clay” are substituted for white sugar. In connection with 
this report, a letter to the Times published on 11 November 1858, 
and an article “Sweets without Poison” published in Punch on 20 
November 1858, were particularly interesting. In the former letter, 
Dr. Arthur H. Hassall (the principal analyst in the Commission) 
reaffirmed that several kinds of sugar confectionery, including 
lozenges, were often adulterated with “sulphate of lime or plaster 
of Paris” (“Adulterations”). The latter article was in direct response 
to Hassall’s letter. Referring to the fact that “existing lollipops” were 
generally adulterated with a “white” and “indigestible” substance, 
“commonly called plaster of Paris,” Punch warned against the “black 
. . . villainy,” which was “capable of introducing pernicious plaster of 
Paris, under the mask of sugar, into the intestinal canal” (“Sweets”). 
The cheap sweetmeats consumed by the pupils at the Yellow 
Coat School (i.e., charity school) were indeed “a certain amount 
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of calcareous food,” but, as intimated by “an inorganic flavour,” 
we should consider that the white sweetmeats were more or less 
adulterated with plaster of Paris, a white and indigestible adulterant 
that was widely known to the public through the Times and Punch. 
Ironically, the cheap confectionery at Freely’s shop was far from 
nutritious food high in calcium as claimed. 

Moreover, this irony is fortified by the narrator’s reference to 
“that young lady of the ‘Spectator’s’ acquaintance who habitually 
made her dessert on the stems of tobacco-pipes.” One of the 
common materials for tobacco pipes was pipe clay, certainly one 
of the adulterants listed in the report of the Lancet. Therefore, “an 
inorganic flavour” suggested that not only plaster of Paris but also 
pipe clay was added to the white sweetmeats. According to the 
Spectator of 15 July 1712, the young lady was a “Green-sickness” 
girl (337). At a boarding school, she continually ate tobacco pipes 
and then chalk, wax, garden wall, and coal until she was “the very 
picture of death,” and she looked like “a mere skeleton” (336-37). 
The narrator’s reference to the young lady was an indirect warning 
against poor health to which children would succumb as they 
continued to eat adulterated foods.11 

In the second chapter of “Brother Jacob,” there were two 
more indirect references to adulteration. One concerns teas. The 
tradespeople in Grimworth surmised concerning Faux’s business 
as follows: “If grocery, then it was to be hoped that no mother of a 
family would trust the teas of an untried grocer” (58; my emphasis). 
The other concerns sugars: “. . . in giving her [Mrs Chaloner] useful 
hints about choosing sugars he [David Faux] had thrown much light 
on the dishonesty of other tradesmen” (60; my emphases). These 
passages, together with the narrator’s ironic comment on the white 
confectionery at Faux’s shop, would enable the reader to consider 
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a close relationship between adulteration and David Faux. He had 
“the widest views of the sugar department” (46) and was familiar 
with “the dishonesty of other tradesmen.” If it could be inferred 
that “ingenious white shapes” with “an inorganic flavour” were 
adulterated, then it was only natural to suspect that the colourful 
sugar confectionery and pastries in his shop might be coloured 
with unwholesome colouring ingredients, such as “gamboge, lead, 
copper,” and “mercury.” In those days, pernicious colouring was so 
widespread that Dr. Edward Lankester, in a lecture in March 1860, 
startled his audience by relating how the consumption of green 
blancmanges and yellow Bath buns resulted in death or near-death. 
He recommended “as a matter of precaution, no coloured sweets 
should be eaten” (Jones 12-13). 

Moreover, the very colourful goods at David Faux’s shop 
were compared to “a rainbow”: “It certainly made a blaze of 
light and colour, almost as if a rainbow had suddenly descended 
into the market-place, when, one morning, the shutters were 
taken down from the new shop, and the two windows displayed 
their decoration” (58). This comparison is suggestive. Given the 
possible food adulteration, it could be said that the apparently 
colourful confections and pastries possessed “a brilliant but 
illusive attraction or a deceptive allurement,” which the rainbow 
represents symbolically and traditionally (“Rainbow,” Dictionary 
of Mythology). Then, we are led to wonder retrospectively whether 
the yellow lozenges (49) that David had given to Jacob in the first 
chapter might have also been adulterated.12 Further, according 
to a Romantic convention, the appearance and disappearance of 
a rainbow is symbolic of transitoriness (“Rainbow,” Dictionary 
of Symbols). In a few months after the disclosure of his identity, 
Faux’s shop “was again to let, and Mr David Faux, alias Mr Edward 
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Freely, had gone-nobody at Grimworth knew whither” (83). 
His shop existed ephemerally, just like a rainbow, which only 
appears temporarily. The beautiful image of “a rainbow” suddenly 
descending into the marketplace subtly foreshadowed the transience 
or ephemerality of Faux’s colourful confectionery shop.

Last, judging from what the tradespeople in Grimworth 
mentioned concerning “the teas of an untried grocer,” the inhabitants 
of Grimworth seemed to have known that the adulteration of food 
was a widespread practice. David was a newcomer. His personality 
and the quality of his products were uncertain. Nevertheless, 
the consumers in Grimworth sooner or later abandoned their 
traditional “home-made” dishes (62) and snapped at his “ready-
made” food (61). They were not ignorant of the potential risks 
of adulteration, yet they had purchased his delicious, colourful, 
ready-made products to satisfy their eyes, their palates, and their 
convenience. Smollett’s criticism of consumers in London-
the criticism that “they sacrifice their taste and their health, and 
the lives of their tender infants, to a most absurd gratification of 
a mis-judging eye . . .”-would be applicable to the consumers 
in Grimworth if not for their taste. Eliot’s critique of a modern 
commercial society was twofold: she criticized not only the 
tradesmen for their fraudulence and lack of personal virtues, but 
also the consumers for their absurd purchasing preferences when 
seeking their own misjudged pleasures and misguided convenience.

3. The Loss of Business Ethics and the Prevalence of Spiritual 
Poverty

After the emergence of a commercial society wherein every 
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man lived by a barter exchange system, there were indeed immoral 
and dishonest merchants lacking personal virtue. However, in 
the mid-Victorian era, the lack of virtues was beyond the level of 
individuals. In 1875, public analyst Wentworth Lascelles Scott made 
a comparison between the ancient craft guilds and the modern 
associations. He harshly accused the latter on account of their utter 
lack of business ethics:

There is, however, this remarkable difference between the ancient craft 

guilds and the modern associations, that the former were especially 

solicitous about the good conduct of their craftsmen generally, and 

professed to discourage adulteration and sophistication of all kinds, 

frequently depriving members of their own body of the means of 

following their calling, if convicted of such offences; while the licensed 

victuallers’, the druggists’, the grocers’, and other associations of our 

time, not only express no material disapproval of such conduct, but 

frequently put the whole weight of their influence, organisation, and 

finances against a much-needed prosecution, and are only too happy if 

they can succeed in defeating the ends of justice on any terms. (429)

Briefly, the abandonment of business ethics was prevalent throughout 
the industry. The lack of personal virtues was no longer limited to 
each individual, but instead extended over the entire business world. 
In previous eras, market crosses were erected in marketplaces to 
serve as reminders to traders of “the importance of honest dealing, 
according to the Faith” (Harrison 12); in the mid-Victorian era, the 
traditional self-regulatory craft guilds had ceased to exist. In their 
stead, religious scepticism, laissez-faire practices, and utilitarian 
individualism flourished. As a result, the lack of virtue prevailed to 
unprecedented levels from individuals to the commercial society in 
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general, thus eroding the mid-Victorian capitalist society.
In a broader perspective, this loss of business ethics was probably 

tethered to the problem of spiritual poverty that Max Weber had 
predicted as the future of a capitalist society. According to Weber, 
the spirit of capitalism-an ethical life style which originated 
in the Protestant ethic and comprised Franklinian virtues, such 
as industry, sincerity, and frugality-would contribute to the 
growth of modern capitalism; however, the spirit itself would then 
disappear as the capitalist society was established. Its disappearance 
would mean that secular utilitarianism would develop and gradually 
strip the pursuit of wealth of its religious and ethical meaning. 
Further, an “iron cage” of bureaucratic and rational control, based 
originally on the Protestant ethic, would be strengthened (Weber 
181-82; Yamauchi 95-98). Thus, the more developed a capitalist 
society became, the more people locked in the strengthened “iron 
cage” would increasingly lack spiritual and cultural values. Weber 
prophesized of “[s]pecialists without spirit, sensualists without 
heart”; “this nullity” would emerge in the last stage of capitalist 
development (Weber 182). He warned of the prevalence of spiritual 
poverty he felt was intrinsic to the development of capitalism. As 
well as the economic poverty demonstrated in the so-called “two 
nations,” the capitalist society had to confront the problem of 
spiritual poverty (Otsuka 159). The loss of business ethics in mid-
Victorian commercial society may be regarded as a symptom of the 
prevalence of spiritual poverty in an expanding capitalist society; 
similarly, we may find a precursor to “this nullity” in Mr. David 
Faux, the corrupt confectioner who heartlessly broke off his family 
ties and focused on his own self-interests and pleasures, after very 
slyly calculating the consequences.

In “Brother Jacob,” George Eliot sketched the changing 



39

commercial societies of provincial market towns and criticized the 
modern capitalist society mainly through transforming business 
models and the lack of virtues. Her depiction and moral critique 
are succinct but penetrating, implicitly anticipating Weberian 
sociological insight into modern capitalism. Although “Brother 
Jacob” remains relatively unappreciated (Gray, “Brother Jacob” 
41), it is a significant socioeconomical tale which contributes to 
the exploration of the relationship between Eliot and commercial 
societies.

Fig. 1. “The Use of Adulteration.” Punch, vol. 29, 1855, p. 47.
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Fig. 2. “The Great Lozenge-Maker.” Punch, vol. 35, 1858, p. 207. 

Fig. 3. “Sample of Coffee Adulterated with Both Chicory and Roasted Wheat” 

(microscopic image). Hassall, Adulterations, Fig. 30, p. 127.

Notes 
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This paper is based on “George Eliot to Shogyoshakai” (a pre-
sentation delivered at the 55th Annual Meeting of the Chugoku Shi-
koku Branch of the English Society of Japan at Shimane University 
on 3 November 2002), “‘Brother Jacob’ Ron: Saihyoka no Kokoromi 
(1),” “‘Brother Jacob’ no Genjitsuteki Sekai nikansuru Oboegaki,” 
and “‘Buraza Jeikobu’ Ron-Akutoku Shonin toshiteno Deibiddo.”

 
1.  It is not clear when “Brother Jacob” is set. Considering the ref-

erences to a “a Mechanics’ Institute” (46) and “guineas” (49) in 
the first chapter, and to “Lalla Rookh” (60) and “a sovereign’s 
worth” (77) in the second and third chapters, it is safe to as-
sume that the second and third chapters were set in the early 
1820s. For details, see “‘Buraza Jeikobu’ ni okeru Hutatsu no 
Kinka.” 

2. Regarding the inn name of “the Woolpack,” social historian O. 
S. Orwin points out the following: “. . . the survival, here and 
there, of inn signs, such as the Bishop Blaize (the patron saint 
of woolcombers), the Wool Pack and the Packhorse, suggests 
places on the road travelled by the commodity across the 
country” (29; emphases in original).

The Oxford English Dictionary describes a woolpack as “[a] 
large bag into which a quantity of wool or fleeces is packed 
for carriage or sale”; the quantity is a horse’s load, containing 
17 stone and 2 pounds, or 240 pounds weight (108.862 kg) 
(“Wool-Pack”; “Pack”). It is said that in medieval England 
“woolpacks . . . formed the riches of England and were the 
envy of other nations” (Walford 162).

3. According to Chartres, “many of the specific trades, such as 
those of grocer and draper, had been established in market 
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towns and the larger villages by the first quarter of [the nine-
teenth century], while Fowler points out that “by the 1770s 
shops dedicated to the sale of specialist items were common-
place in urban areas” (Chartres 308; Fowler 46). Anyway, we 
may say that retail specialization was established between the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Although the 
change to specialist trading was “perhaps the most significant 
development in the history of retailing,” general shopkeeping 
did not decline in the villages: “‘[g]eneral store’ defined most 
village shops from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century 
and beyond,” and in the Victorian countryside “it was the 
gradual spread of general shopkeeping which was of primary 
importance” (Fowler 46; Stobart and Bailey 414; Chartres 
308). 

4. According to The Oxford English Dictionary, the word “wool-
factor” was first recorded as late as 1801 (“Factor”). However, 
the orthodox type of distribution, including factors (com-
mission agents) and other middlemen, appeared between the 
mid-seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries and was “al-
most universal in the early decades of the nineteenth century,” 
while the traditional packman merchants, called the Manches-
ter Men, were made nearly extinct (Yamashita 75; Shaw 72; 
Clapham 220-21). Subsequently, this orthodox type of distri-
bution gradually transitioned to the next type of “direct sell-
ing,” and (wool-)factors disappeared accordingly (Yamashita 
75; Shaw 72-75). Thus, a (wool-) factor is a merchant during 
the transitional period from the mid-seventeenth to early 
nineteenth centuries.

5. Cf. Knoepflmacher 9, 45n7. 
6. “Brother Jacob” was originally written under the title “Mr. Da-
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vid Faux, Confectioner” (Haight 340). 
7. Dale examines David’s relation to utilitarianism and the lais-

sez-faire economics further, in light of the new world of com-
merce and capital represented in The Mill on the Floss (21-24). 
Although Dale considers Adam Smith (1723-90) and Jeremy 
Bentham (1748-1832) as David’s contemporaries, it is unlikely 
that Smith is his contemporary, since David is supposed to be 
born in the mid-1890s (Dale 22; Oshima, “‘Buraza Jeikobu’ 
niokeru Futatsu no Kinka” 163-65).

8. It is interesting that the contrast between the small and large 
market towns which Eliot described in “Brother Jacob” is simi-
lar to what John Stuart Mill observed concerning “a tradesman 
in a small country town” and “a man setting up in business in 
the crowded streets of a great city” in his essay “Civilization,” 
published in 1836 (Mill 14). Mill also noticed the loss of “the 
private virtues” in a tradesman of a great city, referring to the 
growth of “quackery,” and to the “evil” that “[s]uccess, in so 
crowded a field, depends not upon what a person is, but upon 
what he seems” (15). Mill attributed this evil to “the desire of 
wealth” and “immense competition” (11, 15).

        In the 1830s, when “Civilization” was published, Mill had 
overcome his mental crisis and was converting from Benth-
amite utilitarianism to a revised utilitarianism through which 
he came to recognize “‘social feelings’ rather than narrow 
self-satisfaction as the ultimate criterion of happiness and 
morality” (Altick 138-39). In economic views and political 
ideas, Eliot had affinities with Mill and his advocacy of revised 
utilitarianism (Hardman 249, 258). Their similar view of the 
contemporary commercial society was one example of their 
affinity.
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9. The reports of the Lancet in popularized versions circulated 
nationally through the daily press and periodical literature 
(Burnett 218, 223).  In addition, in 1855, the complete reports 
of the Commission were published in a bulky volume with 
159 microscopic engravings. Titled Food and Its Adulterations; 
Comprising the Reports of the Analytical Sanitary Commission 
of “The Lancet” for the Years 1851 to 1854 Inclusive, Revised 
and Extended, the volume was published by the chief analyst 
of the Commission, Arthur Hassall. Subsequently, Hassall 
published a revised edition with 225 engravings titled Adulter-
ations Detected or Plain Instructions for the Discovery of Frauds 
in Food and Medicine in 1857, its second edition 1861 (Figure 
3); and in 1876 he published Food: Its Adulterations, and the 
Methods for Their Detection (Gray, By Candlelight, 163-65, 
168). Hassall’s volumes also helped expose the issue of adul-
teration to the public.

10. “The Great Lozenge-Maker,” a cartoon by John Leech, pub-
lished in November 1858, illustrated the Bradford sweets poi-
soning case, in which “21 people died, with a further 200 or so 
becoming severely ill with arsenic poisoning within a day or 
so” (“1858 Braford Sweets Poisoning”). This shocking poison-
ing was caused by the practice of adulterating sweets. In this 
case, the lozenges called “humbugs” were accidentally mixed 
with arsenic instead of “daff,” a cheap substitute for expensive 
sugar (“1858 Braford Sweets Poisoning”). The incident con-
tributed to the passage of the 1860 Adulteration of Foods Act 
and the 1868 Pharmacy Act, legislation regulating the sale of 
poisons and dangerous drugs (Paulus 27-29). It is noteworthy 
that the Bradford poisoning occurred in late October 1858, 
when it was around two years before the writing of “Brother 
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Jacob” and six years before its publishing; the infamous inci-
dent was still a fresh memory to George Eliot and Victorian 
readers in the 1860s.  Thus, in the third chapter of “Brother 
Jacob,” when Jacob suddenly appeared at David’s shop and “laid 
his left hand on some Bath buns,” David “wished the Bath 
buns might by chance have arsenic in them” (77). These words 
must have reminded most mid-Victorian readers of the scan-
dalous sweets poisoning in Bradford. 

11. Whenever the Spectator was mentioned, the narrator was 
ironic and satirical, as was the other reference to it in “the 
story of ‘Inkle and Yarico’” (46; Spectator,13 March 1711). 

12. The yellow colour of the lozenges is associated with that of 
the guineas, and a colour additive as well. The investigations 
of Dr. Hassall showed that yellow lozenges (ginger lozenges) 
were artificially coloured with chromate of lead and contained 
a little wheat-flour (Hassall, Food 610).
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Adaptations of “Inkle and Yarico” and 
Shattered Colonial Illusions in “Brother Jacob,” Felix Holt, 

the Radical and Daniel Deronda

Nanae Hama 

Introduction

In 1860 George Eliot experienced one of the most important 
years of her life, both for her personal development and professionally. 
According to The Journals of George Eliot, she met the three sons of 
her common-law husband George Henry Lewes (1817-78): Charles 
Lee (1842-91), 18 years old; Thornton Arnott (1844-69), 16; and 
Herbert Arthur (1846-75), 14 (50). On July 1, Eliot and Lewes 
visited Hofwyl, Switzerland, on their way home from Italy to take 
Charles (84-86), and on August 27, she mentioned that the family 
was expecting Thornton home from Hofwyl (86). From that period, 
her fondness for Lewes’s sons grew, and she developed a family-like 
relationship with them. Also on August 27, 1860 George Eliot said 
that she had written a tale, “Mr. David Faux, confectioner” since her 
return from Italy (86), which later appeared anonymously in The 
Cornhill Magazine in July 1864, with the new title “Brother Jacob.”

At that time, Lewes was endeavouring to obtain work for his 
sons in “developing colonies” with the East Indian Service (Adams 
145). With the help of Anthony Trollope, Charles found work with 
the post office after he finished school and passed the Civil Service 
examination, which Thornton failed (Rignall 221-22). Lewes 
consulted Sir Bulwer-Lytton on his son’s future and learned that 
Barbara Bodichon recommended that he be sent to Natal in South 

［51］
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Africa (Letters 107). On October 17, 1863 Thornton left for Natal, 
where he later met Herbert, who studied farming in Scotland. It 
would be no surprise to find that her new involvement with the 
Lewes family in the 1860s was one of the reasons that she came to 
consider colonialism or imperialism, which may have had a large 
impact on later works.

In fact, compared to her earlier works, the scope of Eliot’s works 
broadened after “Brother Jacob”: the settings of Scenes of Clerical 
Life (1858), Adam Bede (1859) and The Mill on the Floss (1860) are 
in a fictionalised rural England. “Brother Jacob” is the first Eliot 
production that deals with a place outside of England: its main 
character, David Faux, leaves for Jamaica and returns to England. 
Felix Holt, the Radical (1866) and Daniel Deronda (1876) follow a 
similar path: in Felix Holt, Harold Transome returns to England from 
Smyrna in Turkey, and Henry Grandcourt in Daniel Deronda boasts 
of his past experience in the East. They stay in the colonies or other 
areas of British influence abroad,1 coming home without correcting 
their imperial consciousness of racial or gender-related superiority. 
Additionally, in writing the imperial experiences of these characters, 
Eliot was hinting at the legend of “Inkle and Yarico.”

This article discusses how George Eliot adapted the popular 
legend of “Inkle and Yarico” to describe the imperial consciousness 
of her characters. Firstly, a brief genealogy of the “Inkle and Yarico” 
legend is provided to clearly distinguish her peculiar use of it in 
the sections that follow later. In the second section, the lack of 
success of characters in “Brother Jacob,” Felix Holt and Daniel 
Deronda are discussed. An analysis of George Eliot’s adaptation of 
“Inkle and Yarico” is not commonly attempted, with the exception 
of an explanatory note by a scholar in an Oxford or Penguin 
edition. Consideration of Eliot’s characters in terms of the “Inkle 



53

and Yarico” legend can help readers to understand Eliot’s attitude 
towards imperialism.

I. The Genealogy of “Inkle and Yarico”

The “Inkle and Yarico” legend can be traced back to Richard 
Ligon’s A True and Exact History of the Island of Barbados (1657), 
which tells the story of a nameless young Englishman. In this 
tale, an English sailor is driven to shore. He meets a young Indian 
woman named Yarico who falls in love with him at first sight and 
hides him in a cave, where she cares for him until he can return to 
the shore. The day that he leaves the place, however, he “[forgets] 
the kindness of the poor maid . . . and [sells] her for a slave” (107). 
Inspired by this story, Richard Steel added incidents to Ligon’s 
version to make his “Inkle and Yarico,” published in The Spectator 
on March 13, 1711; in this story, Thomas Inkle, a 20-year-old 
Englishman, leaves for the West Indies to make a fortune through 
trade and merchandise. When on an island, he is seen by Indians, 
and in fleeing them, goes into a forest and later he is taken to a 
cave by the young Indian woman Yarico, who visits him every 
day, bearing fruit for him. Over time, the two of them develop a 
language together, and Inkle decides to take her home with him 
to England.2 After several months of this, Yarico spies a vessel and 
signals to it. Under cover of night, they leave and successfully arrive 
in Barbados, an English territory. Inkle comes across a slave market 
and decides to sell Yarico to a merchant, to recoup some of the loss 
of time and money occasioned by his staying with her. She tells him 
that she is pregnant with his child, but “he only [makes] use of that 
information, to rise in his demands upon the purchaser” (67), to 
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cover the loss that he should have gained.
In Steel’s story, he gives Ligon’s anonymous young Englishman a 

name, Thomas Inkle, giving him an individuality. Further, as Steven 
Epley notes, “Steel injected emotionalism into the story” (201), 
introducing a sexual relationship. No longer being Ligon’s simple 
mercantile tale of a master and a slave, Steel’s Yarico embraces love 
and sex, and the presence of these issues makes the circumstances 
of the impregnated and betrayed Yarico intensely tragic.

 Similar pieces of work followed Steel, but a striking difference, 
as Frank Felsenstein explained, is that “in many of its later 
adaptations the burden of the tale shifts increasingly from gender to 
slavery” (13).3 A representative work is the comic opera by George 
Colman the Younger (first staged in 1787). Colman’s Inkle plans 
to marry a woman who is likely to raise him higher on the social 
ladder, but he fails. This woman marries a different man, and Inkle 
is left behind, alone with Yarico. As Daniel O’Quinn states, this 
opera was first staged the same year the Society for the Abolition 
of the Slave Trade was established (391), and this work was the first 
anti-slavery opera. Interestingly, Colman did not portray the amoral 
Englishmen of the colony or a master-slave relationship, instead 
making Inkle a figure of fun.

The most recent version of this story was written by a Guyanese 
writer, Beryl Gilroy, in her Inkle and Yarico (1996). In this work, 
Tommy Inkle, the narrator and the youngest of three sons in an 
upper-class British family, leaves for Barbados, without his fiancée 
Alice. Bad weather in the Caribbean sea forces him to take shelter 
from it. As in the other stories in this tradition, he is rescued by 
Yarico and then sells her for the £130 he needed to return to English 
society. During a business trip to St. Lucia, he comes across his lost 
fiancée by chance, and learns that she is married, and her husband 
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is an abolitionist, which forms a strong contrast to Inkle, who 
marries an Irish peasant woman and travels the country as an anti-
abolitionist. According to Adele S. Newson, while Gilroy followed 
Steel’s “Inkle and Yarico” she featured problems of race, class and 
culture (436), describing the two extremely different lives that Alice 
and Inkle chose: one life spent in support of abolitionists and the 
other spent representing anti-abolitionists.

Steel’s adaptation of “Inkle and Yarico” is a male narrative 
focusing on Inkle’s immorality and slavery, while Gilroy’s is a 
female one that foregrounds Yarico’s tragedy in the relationship 
of race, class and culture. What topic is focused on in George 
Eliot’s version? Frank Felsenstein, drawing attention in his notes 
to Laurence Marsden Price’s Inkle and Yarico Album (1937), writes 
that “Price does not discuss George Eliot’s ‘Brother Jacob’” (51). 
Since the relationship of “Inkle to Yarico” is hinted at in her work, 
readers who are familiar with this story are able to understand in 
advance how the male character can be judged. How did George 
Eliot portray him and his fate? Why and how did she adapt this 
typical colonial story? The following sections will discuss “Brother 
Jacob,” Felix Holt and Daniel Deronda in detail in their relationship 
to the story of “Inkle and Yarico.”

II. Colonial Illusion Collapsed in “Brother Jacob”

There is no clear, localisable historical setting for “Brother 
Jacob,” but it is thought to take place in the mid-1820s to around 
1830.4 During this period, the state of the colonies was an agenda 
item in parliament, as Eric Williams describes it, “[i]n 1832 another 
committee of the House of Commons reported that concerned 
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distress had existed in the British West Indies for the past ten or 
twelve years . . . greatly aggregated within the last three or four” 
(282). In Jamaica, a large riot took place between 1831 and 1832, 
and the revolt against the white settlers was reaching its peak. 
Although the situation was already alarming in the 1820s, David 
Faux nevertheless decides to stay in Jamaica.

Although colonialism and imperialism are not only relevant to 
the time that David begins his journey but also to the plot depicting 
his departure and homecoming, critics have neglected this feature. 
In 1991, a change finally took place in criticism, in the works of 
Susan de Sola Rodstein and Carl Plasa, which focus on David as 
being in a position to acquire a large amount of sugar, a colonial 
product made by slaves, and of Melissa Valiska Gregory, who 
centres the relationship between Nemesis to David and imperialism. 
Here, colonialism is also of interest, but the primary issue here is 
the imperial consciousness that David and the people around him 
share, with focusing on George Eliot’s stance towards it in terms of 
references to “Inkle and Yarico.”

David dreams of economic success abroad and is not afraid of 
exhibiting his prejudices against Jamaica, having “a general idea [of 
it] as a country where the population [is] chiefly black, it [appears] 
to him the most propitious destination for an emigrant who, to 
begin with, [have] the broad and easily recognisable merit of 
whiteness” (47).5 Even prior to his departure to Jamaica, he believes 
that he has enough power to assert his influence on the local people 
due to his skin colour, and he shows an imperial consciousness, 
which indicates that he should be in a superior position. Eliot does 
not limit this sense uniquely to David alone; instead, it is shown 
as belonging to her characters and readers, expressed as a “general 
idea” at that time. David’s illusion is expressed in the following 
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terms: “[s]uch a striking young man as he would be sure to be well 
received in the West Indies. . . . It [is] probable that some Princess 
Yarico would want him to marry her, and make him presents 
of very large jewels beforehand . . .” (53). David here naïvely 
believes Steel’s version of the story, while he changes Yarico to 
being Princess Yarico to illustrate himself being treated by royalty. 
Furthermore, David exhibits a narrow perspective, expressing his 
sorrow “for poor Mr Inkle” (46), and he sympathises with him, as 
he struggled in a strange land, without considering Inkle’s cruelty 
towards Yarico. Although the narrator presents an excuse for him, 
saying that “his ideas might not have been below a certain mark of 
the literary calling” (46), David nevertheless represents the general 
sense that people in the day had in the 1820s and 1830s.

The first chapter of “Brother Jacob” ends with David’s departure 
to the West Indies (likely Jamaica),6 and the second chapter begins 
with a depiction of his life a few years later when he returns to 
England, after he has changed his name to Edward Freely. David’s 
colonial life is not directly portrayed, but it appears that he has not 
met with success in the colony. The narrator says, “Certainly, this 
result was contrary to David’s own expectations. He had looked 
forward, you are aware, to a brilliant career among ‘the blacks’; 
but, either because they had already seen too many white men, or 
for some other reasons, they did not at once recognise him as a 
superior order of human being; besides, there were no princesses 
among them” (72). His lack of colonial knowledge has brought him 
there at the worst time. The sentence of “there were no princesses 
among them” shows David’s belief that some Yaricos would 
be found in the region, where he thought he would be warmly 
welcomed and would receive special treatment.

He does not return to his hometown but he begins a new life, by 
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opening a confectionery store in the country town of Grimworth. 
Most of the residents of the town are middle-class women who 
have never been out of England. For them, the only way to learn 
of the outside world is through reading such works as Byron’s “The 
Corsair” (1814) and “Siege of Corinth” (1816) or Thomas Moore’s 
“Lalla Rookh” (1817). They are passionate about the East, but they 
rely on Byron’s representations of Turkey and Moore’s of Kashmir. 
They have no clear idea of what these places are really like; what is 
worse, they cannot distinguish between Turkey, India and Jamaica. 
Here, it is natural that the eligible bachelor David, who has actually 
been across the sea, would be a favourite for them. For the first 
time in his life, in this small, narrow community, David successfully 
becomes “something very remarkable” (46).

In the middle of the story, David becomes engaged to Penelope, 
the granddaughter of a local squire; this is an opportunity for him 
to gain prominence in the British countryside, and it also appears to 
be an opportunity for Penelope to attract attention. She needs her 
future husband to be a “remarkable personage” (66), and she hopes 
to become something more than ordinary through being connected 
with this type of man. Penelope wants to get engaged to marry a 
gentleman, but then she chooses David after comparing the two. She 
considers David “[a] man who had been to the Indies, and knew the 
sea so well” (66), comparing him to Captain Cook and Robinson 
Crusoe. Penelope does not recognise the story where her Robinson 
Crusoe steps into a colony and adopts a master-slave relationship. In 
“Brother Jacob,” David’s colonialist mindset is shared with the local 
English in his town, who believe their colony is a promised land that 
will grant them financial and social success. David uses this belief 
system to develop his standing in this small community.

The power structure that David hoped to create in Jamaica is 
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eventually realised in Grimworth, and through the illusions shared 
between David and the people of Grimworth, a colonial alliance is 
created, in which Jamaica takes the lowest place in the hierarchy. 
Then, David’s elder brother Jacob appears in the shop that David 
runs, where he informs the town that Edward Freely is his brother 
David Faux, who has stolen his mother’s fortune and been to the 
West Indies. This intelligence subverts the power structure, and the 
middle-class people of Grimworth realise how naïve they were to 
believe David’s story without verification.

Although Eliot allows David to live within the dream that 
white colonists will always succeed in their colonies, she withholds 
success from him. Furthermore, she shows that this dream is 
shared among the people of a small town, and uses the character 
of Jacob and his intellectual disabilities to open eyes of the towns 
people. When David says, “Was this the upshot of travelling to the 
Indies, and acquiring experience combined with anecdote?” (79), 
he is coming to the realisation that the story of “Inkle and Yarico” 
is composed of colonial illusion. David does not become Inkle in 
Jamaica, and there is no Yarico waiting for him there. Eliot uses 
“Inkle and Yarico” as a typical colonial image for “Brother Jacob” 
to criticise imperial consciousness and shows how ignorance and 
prejudice can lead to misrecognition of reality, making a fool of 
David and those around him.

III. Inkle’s Return in Felix Holt

Felix Holt is set in September 1832, which is officially remembered 
as belonging to the period of political turmoil that immediately 
followed the Great Reform Bill and lasted until the next Reform 
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Bill. At the beginning of the novel, people are waiting for Harold 
Transome to come home from Smyrna after 15 years away. He is 
not the title character, but all the attention is on Harold from the 
beginning of this story, and he dominates several plots through the 
history of his family, its secrets, his son Harry and the question of 
the ownership of the Transome residence.

Much work has discussed whether Felix Holt is a political 
novel, but Alicia Carroll claims in Dark Smiles (2003) that the 
political issues in the novel have overshadowed the Orientalism 
and sexuality in the book. Although she does not mention “Inkle 
and Yarico” in her discussion, the story of it is relevant to the 
sexuality of Felix Holt. Here as well, imperial consciousness and the 
scepticism of colonialism are featured in this context.

Cranford (1853), one of Eliot’s favourite books, ends with the 
sudden return of the character Peter Jenkyns from India. He is 
called “the Aga” (149) and “as rich as a Nabob” (152-53), and he is 
welcomed by his neighbours as an equal to the Ottoman and Indian 
officials. On his return, his family and town regain their mental 
and financial calm. In a similar way, Felix Holt begins with Harold’s 
return. His poor correspondence has left Mrs. Transome with little 
knowledge of his life in Smyrna. Nevertheless, he is expected to be 
“coming back with a fortune to keep up the establishment” (85). As 
in “Brother Jacob,” a general illusion is shared that the colonies and 
equivalent regions are promised lands where the British can find 
financial success, expressing the imperialist consciousness of their 
British superiority. Eliot portrays this consciousness in this work, 
and it is shared by the residents of Treby Magna.

Harold’s return is linked in the minds of his neighbours to the 
return of colonial elites from the colonies, which he takes advantage 
of, knowing that his fortune is too little to reconstruct the Transome 
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residence; he tells glorious stories, such as how well he lived in 
Smyrna and how well he was suited to the colonial climate and 
food. The locals begin to develop an image of him based on the 
information that he offers, but there is not enough information 
to fill the 15 years. No one knows that he is an anti-moralist who 
bought a Greek slave and had a son by her. The “Inkle and Yarico” 
story has relevance here. In Ligon’s story, a man sells a woman as a 
slave, and in Steel’s story, while the couple love each other and are 
expecting a baby, Inkle sells Yarico as a slave. In Felix Holt, Harold 
buys a woman who was originally a slave, and she is now described 
as “dead” (351) by Harold. No further information is provided, so 
it is uncertain whether he has bought her to save her or use her, 
but it is clear that he has participated in the slave trade, whether 
intentionally or not. 

In Steel’s “Inkle and Yarico,” Inkle plans to bring Yarico back 
to his country and help her experience the culture of his civilised 
society, and in Felix Holt, Harold takes his son Harry and his 
servant Dominic home. The presence of these two characters 
indicate Harold’s position as a successful colonialist, and the 
townspeople treat him in this way; interestingly, Harold never 
tries to Anglicise Harry and Dominic, as Steel’s Inkle plans to do. 
Instead, he is enthusiastic about changing the Transome residence. 
In Transome Court, Harold acquires a servant and ignores outright 
how the family live, outright changing the interior layout to how 
he likes it. He adds spices to change the taste of his home-cooked 
food to his favourite flavours of distant lands, which shows an 
Oriental preference rather dominant in Harold. Unlike David Faux 
in “Brother Jacob,” Harold’s imperial consciousness is not simple; 
he has some attachment to or fondness for the Orient. Not satisfied 
with holding these feeling within himself, he has this typical English 
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home repainted in a Harold-style Oriental way, extending even to 
the small England on the dishes. Harold thus expresses his sense 
that he is the central figure in Transome Court, and he forcibly 
remakes the quality he might have had abroad.

After his return, Harold eyes a political post, which he 
previously rejected. He expresses his appeal with the words “I am an 
Oriental, you know” (91). This does not mean that Harold abandons 
Britain, but he has crossed over a boundary to the East, proud of his 
knowledge of it. His arrogance gains strength, as does his fondness 
of mastery (31). He is “ready to despise them [his neighbours] as 
blockheads. . . . The blockheads must be forced to respect him” (31), 
and his sense of superiority, cultivated in Smyrna, spreads in Treby 
Magna. This sense is not limited to people in colonies but extends 
to his family members and voters because he plans to be a central 
figure in his family and in the world of politics. In other words, 
colonials, his family and the voters are joined in his empire, and 
they are pieces to be manipulated as he desires.

However, there is a dark cloud on the horizon: his “lack of local 
experience” (17), which Mrs. Transome notes from the beginning. 
Eliot is aware of this as a real problem that those returning from 
abroad will naturally have, and she considers it a barrier to resettling 
in England. For Harold, running as a Radical is unreasonable because 
the town is divided between Tories and Whigs. His uncle tells him 
that running as a Radical will affect his ability to start a new life 
and will affect the position of his family (34), informing him that 
his career, future and relatives would be hurt. Harold’s imperial 
consciousness prompts him to say, “I must be master of my own 
actions” (35). The word “disgrace” (34) that his uncle repeatedly 
pronounces makes it clear how outrageous his choice is.

Harold is planning to marry Esther, the pastor’s daughter in the 
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hope of gaining a stronger position in established society. Esther 
loves the poet Byron, finding a Byron-style Orientalised image in 
Harold, and she idealises him. Like the women in “Brother Jacob,” 
Esther has little knowledge and unconditionally admires Harold 
until she learns that he has bought a slave and has had a child by 
her, at which point she throws away her Byron and renounces both 
Harold and the Orient.

Although she mimics the sexual relationship in Steel’s “Inkle 
and Yarico,” Eliot avoids stating outright that there was love 
between Harold and his Yarico. She emphasises Harold’s lack of 
morality, rather than his sympathy for a Yarico, his ex-slave wife, 
and she describes his life after the return to England, which neither 
Ligon nor Steel did. Both of them wrote Inkle’s bad behaviour off 
as belonging to the past, but Eliot indicates that Harold’s imperial 
consciousness cannot easily disappear, and places his continued 
use of the town’s ignorance in a critical light. Harold found a Yarico 
in Smyrna and had a son with her, taking him and the servant 
Dominic home like loot to show his power. After all, Harold, who 
has lost the opportunity to marry and become a politician, is 
abandoned and unable to succeed in his old society.

IV. Deaths of Inkle and Yarico in Daniel Deronda

In his Principles of Political Economy (1848), John Stuart Mill 
describes the colonial attitude of the English towards the West 
Indies, in which they were “hardly to be looked upon as countries” 
and they are “the places where England finds it convenient to 
carry on the production of sugar, coffee and a few other tropical 
commodities” (685-86). Although he states that the region is only 
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a source of money for England, this is slightly different in Daniel 
Deronda, which is set in 1864-66. This is the only time that George 
Eliot uses in medias res in all her works, namely, opening at the 
moment when Daniel Deronda witnesses Gwendolen Harleth 
gambling in Germany. The readers will wonder how and where 
Gwendolen has obtained the money that she is losing in this 
moment.

At the beginning of the story, Gwendolen’s mother tells her that 
her father (Gwendolen’s grandfather) has a plantation in the West 
Indies (17). No further details are given, other than its location in 
Barbados (279), but no one in the family took over the place after 
his death. Gwendolen’s family no longer maintains the power that 
her grandfather had, even as an absentee owner, which eliminates 
the slave-owner relationship in the story. Neither does the colonial 
site bring, broadly speaking, financial benefits to Gwendolen’s 
family or England. Gwendolen’s mother explains, “[a]ll the property 
our poor father saved for us goes to pay the liabilities,” and the 
bankruptcy of Grapnell and Co., to which Gwendolen’s mother has 
entrusted her money, ruins them (10).7 What Eliot describes here 
as the colonial wealth is not preserved for the family because of the 
absence of men (husbands, fathers, brothers), allowing the ignorant 
and incompetent women to become heirs.

To bring her family out of financial hardship, Gwendolen plans 
to be a governess, but her relationship to Grandcourt changes her 
mind. This relationship develops from Chapters 9 to 13 and reaches 
its height in Chapter 27, but Gwendolen’s future unhappiness is 
hinted at. Two weeks after their first meeting at an archery event, 
they reunite at a dance and promise to go horse riding together. 
While riding, Gwendolen is hopeful of marriage with Grandcourt, 
but when the pressure of marriage comes closer, she is embarrassed 
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and cannot be herself. Then, something happens to reduce their 
distance: Gwendolen drops a whip, and Grandcourt picks it up 
(114). This whip plays the role of matchmaker to connect the young 
couple. Soon after this, Grandcourt visits Gwendolen to make an 
official marriage proposal, riding “on his beautiful black Yarico” 
(251), a horse. This name is mentioned only once in the entire work, 
and neither the Oxford edition nor the Penguin edition indicate its 
origin. In Daniel Deronda, Grandcourt creates a master-subordinate 
relationship with his horse by controlling and domesticating it, and 
in that he gives the name Yarico to it to represent female inferiority 
and sexuality under control when used for Gwendolen.

On the night of the dance party, Grandcourt speaks with 
Gwendolen alone, but his poor speech and lack of vigour limits 
the conversation. He tries his best to excite her by vaguely asking, 
“Do you like danger?” and he adds, “You would probably like tiger-
hunting or pig-sticking. I saw some of that for a season or two in the 
East” (93), marking a typical Orientalism of hunting. Not only here 
but also in the whip scene, George Eliot notes that “[h]e had hunted 
the tiger” (115), making a connection between Grandcourt and 
hunting. He is always trying to make up for his lack of masculinity, 
including his lack of eloquence and strength, by talking about his 
daredevil hunting in the Orient. Grandcourt’s purpose in coming to 
Diplow was to hunt (“he comes to Diplow for the hunting” 76), but 
there may be the implication that women are his prey. Even before 
he makes his proposal, Gwendolen is doomed to be a Yarico, a 
victim of his power. She cannot leave Grandcourt, in a metaphorical 
master-slave relationship in their marriage. Among her accessories, 
Grandcourt gives her a necklace called “rein” (299), which becomes 
a symbol of bondage and inconvenience. The narrator also says 
that “[t]he cord which united her with this lover and which she 
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had hitherto held by the hand, was now being flung over her neck” 
(299). Gwendolen is not treated as a wife but feels domesticated by 
her husband, whose image overlaps the horse named Yarico that 
Grandcourt has ridden on the day of the proposal.

Gwendolen reluctantly accompanies Grandcourt on a boat 
trip where the destination is “a plantation of sugar-canes” (575), 
an unlikely honeymoon destination. The most striking difference 
here from other versions of the “Inkle and Yarico” story is that 
Grandcourt already has Gwendolen when he takes his journey, 
and he has no colonial illusions because in this work, the colonies 
are no longer promised lands. In fact, as with Gwendolen’s family, 
where the Barbadian plantation is of no benefit to her family, which 
is part of what prompts her to marry Grandcourt, the presumptive 
heir of a large estate and baronetcy. In short, Gwendolen relies on 
his domestic fortune, rather than on an uncertain colonial fortune. 
Further, apart from the typical versions of the “Inkle and Yarico” 
story, Grandcourt is drowned after falling off a boat, watched by 
his wife. Eliot thus gives Grandcourt a Nemesis to him, as David 
in “Brother Jacob” and Harold in Felix Holt have. In these novels, 
David and Harold fail or might have failed abroad, and they fail 
again in England; but in Daniel Deronda, Grandcourt dies abroad, 
and his narrative is given to an end there. Although Grandcourt, 
having a “telescope” in his hand and “pausing occasionally to point 
out a sail on the horizon” (575), imitates an imperialist, he is not 
allowed to be one.

With his death, all assets should be transferred to Gwendolen 
as his wife, but she faces the fact of Grandcourt’s illegitimate son. 
Grandcourt has met Lydia Glasher, then wife of a colonel, nine 
years before the beginning of the story, and Grandourt has had 
three daughters and one son with her. That is, he needs no Yarico 
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in the West Indies: he finds two Yaricos in England, and he has 
betrayed her and his children, just as occurred with Yarico. In 
the early stories of “Inkle and Yarico,” Inkle embodies cruelty or 
selfishness, and Yarico is a victim, always described as “the poor 
maid” (Ligon 107) and “the poor girl” (Steel 67), in terms of 
both gender and sex, emphasising her weakness and inferiority. 
However, in Daniel Deronda, the Yarico relationship is not entirely 
clear because Grandcourt does not use women to climb in the 
social ladder; rather, Gwendolen and Lydia both are described as 
accomplices who mercenarily use him to benefit from his social 
status and the promised fortune of a large estate. While George 
Eliot does follow the tradition of the “Inkle and Yarico” story in 
this work, she provides a narrative that is deeper on Yarico’s side, 
putting much value on domestic manors than oversea colonies.

Conclusion

The Journals of George Eliot show that on March 8, 1869, 
Thornton Lewes arrived from Natal, “sadly wasted by suffering” 
(136), and about seven months later, on October 19, he died (139). 
Because Eliot lost him by a disease he contracted in the course of 
his colonial activities, she likely understood that the relationship 
between the British Empire and its colonies, prior to her writing 
“Brother Jacob” and Felix Holt, was not as glorious as generally 
thought. In fact, as Nancy Henry notes, in 1861 Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Magazine published a two-part article, “The Indian 
Civil Service: Its Rise and Fall,” which deals with the risks of youths 
living isolated in the colonies, apart from their families (45). At this 
time, Eliot and Lewes were writing for the magazine and may have 
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thus encountered colonial realities by reading such articles. So, she 
wrote against the colonial illusion in “Brother Jacob” and Felix Holt, 
and she also targeted for criticism those who simply and foolishly 
believed that the colonies and returnees from abroad must be 
prosperous. The most strikingly different from Liggon’s and Steel’s 
versions of “Inkle and Yarico” is that Eliot made stories of Inkle 
coming home, and she never allowed him to have domestic success, 
while using traditional “Inkle and Yarico” motifs: her Inkles are 
subject to colonial illusions and exploit women in terms of gender 
and sexuality, and her Yaricos are victims.

While in Daniel Deronda, the colonies are not a financial 
resource for England, and her Inkle and his surroundings are not 
subjects of simple illusions. In this work, the “Inkle and Yarico” 
motifs have less of a connection with foreign countries than in the 
other two stories, and there is a hint in some cases that Gwendolen 
and Lydia use Yarico’s position to elevate themselves in society. 
Examining three works in the light of the “Inkle and Yarico” story 
is effective in understanding George Eliot’s reaction to imperial 
consciousness, especially to illusion as a source of wealth, and it 
is clear that the “Inkle and Yarico” motif is to be found in Eliot’s 
works.

 
Notes 

1. Ottoman Turkey was in no sense a British colony, but this 
essay groups Smyrna with those overseas possessions because, 
as John Rignall notes, “it was central to the so-called ‘Easter 
Question’, and Britain sought to develop its influence in the 
region to counter Russian advances and to safeguard the route 
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to India” (74).
2. Thomas Inkle expresses “how happy he should be to have her 

in his country, where she should be clothed in such silks as 
his waistcoat was made of, and be carried in houses drawn by 
horses, without being exposed to wind or weather” (66-67).

3. Steven Epley argues that Charlotte Temple (1791) by Susanna 
Rowson can be read as an adaptation of the Inkle and Yarico 
story, even though no clear naming of those two characters 
occurs. In that novel, Montraville seduces Charlotte and 
abandons her when she is pregnant. Despite Felsenstein’s 
argument that the Inkle and Yarico story shifts from gender 
to slavery after Steel, Epley suggests that Charlotte Temple is 
moralising and emotional (207). Many readers sympathised 
with Charlotte’s fate, and she was granted a vault stone in the 
graveyard of Trinity Church.

4. Helen Small, editor of the Oxford version, and Sally 
Shuttleworth, the editor of the Penguin version, note 
references to the Mechanics Institutes (established in 1823) 
and roller shutters. Small explains that the roller shutters 
are “made of iron ribs first introduced in the late 1830s,” 
so the story should be “some time before the 1830s” (101). 
Shuttleworth specifies the setting more in detail: “A slave 
rising took place in Demerara in 1823, which was suppressed 
with great harshness by the planters who argued that English 
missionaries had incited the slaves to rebellion. This detail 
suggests that the story is therefore set sometimes after 1823 
and before emancipation which took place in 1833” (98).

5. All the citations from “Brother Jacob” in this article are from 
the Penguin edition.

6. Although David has been in Jamaica, he returns from 
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Kingstown, the capital of St. Vincent and the Grenadines, an 
island country lying in the eastern Caribbean. This error, if 
it is one, is found all the way back to the original publication 
in The Cornhill Magazine. The authors of A George Eliot 
Dictionary explain the place “Kingston (Real). The place in 
Jamaica,” but their note discusses Kingstown instead (124). It 
still needs to be discussed whether George Eliot knew these 
places to be different or mixed up Jamaica and St. Vincent and 
the Grenadines because of the similar pronunciation of the 
towns’ names.

7. Grapnell and Co. is a fictional investment company that only 
appears in Daniel Deronda. Jane Irwin finds in Eliot’s notes 
for the story, “Commercial Panic. May, Overend & Gurney” 
(PF711, 96a), probably giving the model for this occurrence.
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“Two creatures slowly turning to marble”:
Sculpturesque Images in George Eliot’s Middlemarch 

and Edward Burne-Jones’s Painting 

Maho Sakoda 

I. Introduction

In 1870, the painter and sculptor, George Frederic Watts, sent 
one of his works to George Eliot. The gift was the bust statue of 
Clytie (1868-78). It was carried to the novelist by their mutual 
friends and painters, Edward Burne-Jones and Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti. Eliot wrote to Watts in response to the gift on 11 January 
of 1870 that “You have sent me the finest present I ever had in all 
my life, and I wish you knew better than I can tell you how much 
good it has done me . . . The Bust looks grander and grander in 
my eyes now that I can turn to it from time to time” (67).1 The 
reason why Watts sent the bust to Eliot is unknown. In fact, they 
had not met in person then. One thing, however, is certain. Eliot 
was well acquainted with art, so it was indeed appropriate for Watts 
to send Clytie to the novelist, as she would definitely appreciate it. 
At the time, Eliot was increasingly socialising with a number of 
contemporary artists, especially after the 1860s.2 Among these was 
Burne-Jones, who took Watts’s gift to Eliot. Burne-Jones was a pupil 
of Watts. This tutor, who had started his artistic career by learning 
sculpture rather than painting, encouraged Burne-Jones to study 
antiquity including the Elgin Marbles. Indeed, it is important to 
note here that Eliot and Burne-Jones both showed their interest 
in sculpture in their own ways. In 1870, Eliot had been writing 
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Middlemarch (1871-2) when she received the bust, and Burne-Jones 
would have been working on the first version of the series, Pygmalion 
and the Image (1868-70). Middlemarch includes substantial references 
to sculpture, while Burne-Jones’s later paintings such as the series 
of Pygmalion, Perseus, and The Legend of Briar Rose flourish with 
sculptural representations. 

This essay focuses on Eliot’s and Burne-Jones’s mutual interest 
in sculpture, exploring the ways in which the novelist and the 
painter each employed images of sculpture in their own work. 
Then it discusses the sense of movement and stillness that these 
representations of sculpture bring to Middlemarch and Burne-
Jones’s Pygmalion and Perseus series, respectively. 

The friendship between George Eliot and Edward Burne-Jones 
is substantially recorded. Two years after Burne-Jones started a 
notorious affair with the young Greek woman, Maria Zambaco, 
he began a friendship with Eliot and her partner, George Henry 
Lewes, in 1868. Eliot visited Burne-Jones’s studio, and regularly 
met and corresponded with his wife, Georgiana.3 Burne-Jones, 
likewise, was enchanted by Eliot’s intelligence, recalling that “there 
is no one living better to talk to”; “Her knowledge is really deep, 
and her heart [is] one of the most sympathetic to me I ever knew” 
(Burne-Jones, II, 4 ). Georgiana, in Memorials, states that when 
Eliot visited Burne-Jones, they enjoyed discussing Homer and lost 
Greek poems in 1879 (94). This record underlines the fact that the 
writer and the painter shared many interests, including antiquity, in 
particular, Greek art and literature. In addition to their intellectual 
pursuits, one of their mutual interests was sculpture, which this 
essay addresses in the following discussion. 

The Victorian period saw a growing number of sculptures that 
glorified the British empire. Yet sculptors began exploring not only 
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a commemorative function but also aesthetic values in sculpture, 
reconsidering the status of sculpture as art following the late 1870s. 
Critic and writer, Edmund Gosse, called this significant sculptural 
revival the “New Sculpture.”4 The new movement reflected the 
revival of antique sculpture, while yet seeking a new expression 
and a new form of that medium. Prior to this revival, however, 
Burne-Jones, George Frederic Watts, and Frederic Leighton had 
already been exploring the sculptural representations found in 
painting during the 1860s. Drawing inspiration from antiquity, the 
painters delineated marble-like physiques in a two-dimensional 
medium, and subsequently Leighton and Watts began engaging 
themselves in sculpture. Their work hence became an inspiration 
to a new generation of sculptors such as Alfred Gilbert and Hamo 
Thornycroft. 

In an article published in The Art Journal in 1894, Gosse states 
that Watts’s Clytie was “the forerunner of the New Sculpture” (139).  
Watts’s Clytie has both marble and bronze version, yet the latter 
one is better known [Plate 1]. According to Ovid’s Metamorphosis, 
a water nymph, Clytie, was devastated by her unrequited love for 
Apollo, and transformed herself into a sunflower as her head was 
turning toward the sun every day. In the bust, Watts uniquely 
creates a sense of movement. The head dramatically turns to the 
right back, indicating her physical metamorphosis. At the same 
time, the artist also conveys another dramatic movement on the 
part of not only the appearance but also the internal world of Clytie. 
The supple texture and undulating surface of Clytie crystalise her 
intensified emotion. This dramatic expression, the movement of 
texture, represents both outer and inner forces, thereby encouraging 
the viewer to imagine both the external and internal activities of 
Clytie, while the statue remains, in actual reality, quite still. With 
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the New Sculpture movement, the sculptors thus made an attempt 
to revitalise static statues by displaying this concept of movement 
between a subtle movement in human emotion and stillness in 
the materials. Such reconsideration of the relationship between 
movement and stillness, therefore, was one of the vital elements of 
the New Sculpture. 

II. Middlemarch

Like Watt’s Clytie, the statues or the images of sculptures 
depicted in Eliot’s Middlemarch suggest both aspects of movement 
and stillness. In the scene in the Vatican Museum, Eliot introduces 
some statues, which imply and symbolise the transformation of the 
characters’ inner worlds that cannot be visible in the physical world. 
The realities of emotional movement including struggle and pain 
that the characters undergo are clearly embodied in the form of 
these sculptures in the novel. 

Dorothea Brooke, in Chapter 19, silently stands in front of the 
marble statue, Sleeping Ariadne, while realising her marital life is 
far different from what she had expected. As Abigail S. Rischin 
discusses, the Ariadne statue anticipates her potential desire that 
starts to develop by frequently seeing Will Ladislaw (1122). Indeed, 
the statue seems to parallel her immobilised desire in this scene. Yet 
it is also worthy of noting here that Dorothea, at that very moment, 
is undergoing a subtle change of feelings. Ladislaw and his artist 
friend Adolf Naumann found Dorothea, admiring her standing 
still in front of the statue. The reader as well as the viewers in the 
novel, at this point, does not yet know the fact that Dorothea has 
found her marital life disappointing. The next chapter of the novel 
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discloses that she has had an argument with her husband Edward 
Casaubon during her honeymoon in Rome. Consequently, when 
Ladislaw and Naumann enjoy viewing Dorothea at the Vatican, it is 
when she is staying in the museum after the argument. Despite the 
fact that Dorothea is experiencing an emotional wave, Ladislaw and 
Naumann observe her tranquility. She seemingly remains still in 
the midst of turbulence in front of the statue of Ariadne. Here Eliot 
implicitly juxtaposes the apparent stillness of the physical world 
and a small change of Dorothea’s psychological world. 

Like the pairing of Dorothea and the Ariadne statue, Eliot also 
presents another pair, namely, Ladislaw and the Belvedere Torso. The 
scene where Ladislaw stands in front of the statue of the Belvedere 
Torso is depicted as follows: 

One fine morning a young man [Ladislaw] whose hair was not 

immoderately long, but abundant and curly, and who was otherwise 

English in his equipment, had just turned his back on the Belvedere 

Torso in the Vatican and was looking out on the magnificent view of 

the mountains from the adjoining round vestibule. He was sufficiently 

absorbed not to notice the approach of a dark-eyed, animated German 

who came up to him . . . . (219) 

Ladislaw is partially introduced by race, described as that “a young 
man whose hair was not immoderately long, but abundant and 
curly” and “English in his equipment” (219). Eliot attempts a visual 
effect by juxtaposing the Belvedere Torso and the image of the 
young, self-absorbed Ladislaw, who, like the statue, remains still. 
It is as though this pair of bodies are meant to be viewed together. 
As in the scene of Dorothea and the statue of Sleeping Ariadne, he 
seems to be contemplating profoundly. A remarkable contrast thus 
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is offered between the ancient, immortal, and solid material of the 
torso and the modern, living, young beauty of Ladislaw. As opposed 
to the immobile statue, Ladislaw’s lively inner world was so busy 
that he did not realise the presence of his friend approaching him. 
It is worth further considering the implications of this particular 
pairing of Ladislaw and the statue. 

The Belvedere Torso [Plate 2] influenced a number of artists, 
including Michelangelo. Especially, the eighteenth-century art 
historian Joan Joachim Winckelmann greatly admired the Belvedere 
Torso in History of the Art of Antiquity (1764), noting that it offers 
“a highly idealized form and beauty, but they are like the surge of 
a calm sea, flowing sublimely in a gently changing beat” (201). In 
the static surface of the torso, according to Winckelmann, there 
is a subtle but vital movement, as though “flowing sublimely in 
a gently changing beat” (201). This analogy of sea and wave to 
the Greek sculpture, especially its contours, can also be found 
in Winckelmann’s description of the statue of Apollo Belvedere: 
“A beautiful youthful creature is fashioned from such forms like 
the unity of the surface of the sea, which from a distance appears 
flat and still, like a mirror, even though it is constantly in motion 
and rolls in waves” (197). Winckelmann imagines that the static 
statue that seemingly remains motionless, like the surface of a 
mirror, also possesses an energetic movement as in sea waves, thus 
inducing the viewer to sense the subtle flow of the sculptural body. 
These contours can project both the elements of an accomplished 
form and the living impulses in motion. This idea of metaphorical 
movement being charted in these static sculptures, in fact, is also 
quite conspicuous in Middlemarch.5 

Like the contour of the Belvedere Torso, Ladislaw’s appearance 
exhibits a fullness of physical movement. When Dorothea meets 



79

him for the second time in Rome, the narrator describes him in the 
following way: 

The first impression on seeing Will was one of sunny brightness, 

which added to the uncertainty of his changing expression. Surely, his 

very features changed their form; his jaw looked sometimes large and 

sometimes small; and the little ripple in his nose was a preparation for 

metamorphosis. (241; my emphasis)

The features of Ladislaw’s face, his changing nose and jaw, appear 
to be transforming as though suggesting his flexible susceptibility and 
unconventional character. Like the waves in constant motion that 
Winckelmann perceived on the sculptural surface, Ladislaw’s nose, 
interestingly enough, has “the little ripple” (241). His seemingly moving 
facial parts imply a holistic metamorphosis of his susceptibility, elastic 
sympathy, and emotions for Dorothea that would start forming later. 
His mobile features contrast that of his rival, Casaubon, who is as “fixed 
and unchangeable as bone” (230). 

George Eliot highlights essential truth by using a contrast 
between the external and internal realms of the characters. The 
eighteenth-century writer and art critic, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, 
states that the subtle physical actions and inner experiences of 
human beings, such as pain and suffering, cannot be conveyed by 
the plastic arts including painting and sculpture (13). Taking the 
statue of Laocoön as an example, Lessing maintains that sculpture 
is not an appropriate medium to use to represent the father and 
the sons in agony, in particular, the former suffering from being 
attacked by the serpent. According to him, the transitory moment 
of his pain and suffering should not be fixated and immobilised by 
sculpture, for it seems unnatural to give such moments continuity 



80

as a frozen form (36-38). Plastic arts, Lessing argues, can effectively 
depict physical objects, form, or colour in space, enabling the 
viewer to acknowledge them clearly; on the other hand, narratives 
in literature should highlight a subtle and single movement, such as 
the single moment of action depicting Laocoön in agony (16-17). 
Namely, Lessing associates plastic arts with stillness, whereas he 
associates literature with transitory movement.    

Scholars have pointed out that George Eliot acknowledged 
Lessing’s aesthetic theory and did demonstrate her interpretation. 
Hugh Witemeyer, for example, notes Lessing’s influence on Eliot in 
the following comments by Ladislaw in Middlemarch: “Language 
gives a fuller image, which is all the better for being vague”; “As 
if a woman were a mere coloured superficies! You must wait for 
movement and tone. There is a difference in their very breathing: 
they change from moment to moment” (22). Indeed, Ladislaw’s 
speech can be interpreted as Lessing’s direct influence on Eliot, 
advocating for her viewpoint that supports Lessing (Witemeyer, 
43-4); still, the novel does chart a more elaborated consideration 
of this subject.6 Rather than grouping literature and visual arts into 
movement and stillness, I argue that Eliot makes the most of both 
effects. She does depict movement in her characters’ internal worlds 
and stillness in the physical world simultaneously. In so doing, 
she often uses the phenomenon of transformation into marble 
as a rhetorical device to highlight the moment when the force of 
external reality violently intervenes into the internal world. 

When Dorothea hears from Lydgate that her husband’s death is 
approaching, Eliot illustrates this scene in the following way:

There was silence for a few moments, while Dorothea sat as if she had 

been turned to marble, though the life within her was so intense that her 
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mind had never before swept in brief time over an equal range of scenes 

and motives. (323; my emphasis) 

The novelist creates the stillness by turning Dorothea to marble. 
In this way, a stark contrast to her restless world is underlined. The 
employment of sculptural representations in such instances can 
thus be linked to the melding of Eliot’s conception of the vigorous 
and physical, the metaphysical and psychological forces that are 
present in the medium of sculpture. 

The device of sculpture in Middlemarch is introduced most 
tellingly when Eliot depicts the unstable relationship between 
Dorothea and Ladislaw. When Dorothea happens to enter a 
room in which Ladislaw is alone with Rosamond Vincy, having a 
conversation while holding the latter’s hand, all three are shocked. 
Ladislaw immediately assumes that he has given Dorothea, whom 
he has admired, the impression that he is flirting with the married 
woman. Eliot communicates his reaction in the following way: “Will 
Ladislaw, starting up, looked around also, and meeting Dorothea’s 
eyes with a new lighting in them, seemed changing to marble” (832) 
[My italics added]. Such confusion and despair illustrate the peak 
of his psychological turbulence that is embodied in the metaphor of 
sculpture. As Ladislaw endures emotional pain, Eliot uses the image 
of the body turning to stone to underscore his invisible psychological 
status, in contrast to the apparent stillness seen in the actual reality.

Eliot utilises this petrification to effectively describe the extent 
to which Ladislaw’s presence affects Dorothea and vice versa. The 
sharp contrast between movement and stillness thus illuminates 
a subtle change in the pair and their relationship. Ladislaw in his 
twice farewell scenes with Dorothea are also depicted as a statue as 
follows: 
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The blood had mounted to his [Ladislaw’s] face and neck, and he looked 

almost angry. It had seemed to him as if they were like two creatures 

slowly turning to marble in each other’s presence, while their hearts were 

conscious and their eyes were yearning. (588; my emphasis)

 It was all one flash to Dorothea-his last words-his distant bow to 

her as he reached the door-the sense that he was no longer there. She 

sank into the chair, and for a few moments sat there like a statue, while 

images and emotions were hurrying upon her. (683; my emphasis)

For Eliot, turning into a set material acts as the sign of the 
indescribable and metaphorical forces overwhelming the characters. 
Dorothea’s and Ladislaw’s realisations of their inner selves occur 
when they each become aware of the presence of the other. Eliot 
introduces this metamorphosis in their internal realms while at the 
same time freezing the moment by referring to sculpture. In effect, 
the changing realities that one cannot capture by one’s eye become 
visualised. The first quotation above in particular projects the 
intensified inner force of this pair who are only conscious of each 
other’s presence, whereas the physical world is shown as appearing 
to be stopped still. 

In 1873, Burne-Jones exhibited a painting entitled Love among 
the Ruins. [Plate 3] Eliot greatly admired the work and wrote a letter 
to the painter in which she said:

 
And I want in gratitude to tell you that your work makes life larger 

and more beautiful to me-I mean that historical life of all the world 

in which our little personal share of her seems a mere standing room 

from which we can look all round, and chiefly backward. Perhaps the 

work has a strain of special sadness in it-perhaps a deeper sense of 
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the tremendous outer forces which urge us than of the inner impulse 

towards heroic struggle and achievement . . . .  (Letters 391)

In Love among the Ruins, the couple sit still, embracing each other 
in the foreground, as if they are turning into one aesthetic object. 
The way the couple sit evokes the statues of the Elgin Marbles by 
showing delicate lines of drapery. In the background, the portal 
of the building, with the frieze of putti, stands still, corresponding 
to the couple’s outward stillness. In the foreground on the left, on 
the other hand, the rose briars energetically spring forth, creating 
a sense of mobility, which also connotes the young couple’s inner 
worlds. As the pair of Ladislaw and Dorothea, the couple seems 
to be turning into a single statue, detaching themselves from the 
physical world. In spite of the stillness, however, the intense energy 
of this young couple and their emotion are in great motion. 

III. Pygmalion and Perseus Series

Bearing the juxtaposition of movement and stillness in Eliot’s 
Middlemarch in mind, the current discussion now focuses on the 
work of Burne-Jones. Like Eliot, Burne-Jones shows a particular 
interest in expressing the elements of movement and stillness in his 
work by using the device of sculpturesque figures. Concerning the 
sexual dimorphism of the human body, he clearly states that: 

A woman’s shape is best in repose, but the fine thing about a man is that 

he is such a splendid machine, so you can put him in motion, and make 

as many knobs and joints and muscle about him as you can. (Burne-

Jones, II, 269)
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This conception reflects the traditional Victorian gender polarity 
in which men become actively represented while women remain 
passive. Yet it is still worthwhile to consider this statement in terms 
of another aspect of juxtaposition, namely, movement and stillness 
(Østermark-Johansen 195). The concept of women in repose and 
men in motion is exemplified in his Pygmalion and the Image series 
(1875-78) and the Perseus series (1885-88). In the Pygmalion 
myth, the female sculpture is brought to life by the desire of the 
male protagonist, and the composition of Burne-Jones’s Pygmalion 
painting then shows a striking contrast of movement and stillness. 
In the second version of the series entitled The Hand Refrains 
(1875-78) [Plate 4], the sculptor, standing in repose, appears to 
be introverted, contemplating in front of the ideal statue he has 
created. The statue likewise stands as still as it is. Whereas the 
pair seemingly represents the aspect of stillness, there is a crucial 
movement that is concentrated in the figure of Pygmalion-his 
drapery. Burne-Jones delicately depicts the rhythmical flow of 
the Pygmalion’s robe. The folds of drapery can notably be seen 
in classical sculptures. Herbert Read states that the flow of robes 
creates the illusion of movement, which is further demonstrated 
in the figures in the Parthenon frieze. In observing one of the 
fragments of the frieze depicting the procession, Read explains that:

The diaphanous tunics and skirts of the maidens were used by the 

sculptor to give an overall rippling effect, and this, combined with the 

disposition of the limbs in the action of walking, seems to give activity 

to the whole composition. The suggestion of movement is mainly due to 

the repetition of parallel folds of drapery, here gently kicked forward by 

the movement of the feet, the projection of the knees, and the swaying 

of the fringe of the upper garment. (90)  
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The illusion of movement in this apparent stillness is one of the 
devices Burne-Jones employs in his Pygmalion series. In The Hand 
Refrains, the robe of the male figure displays the rippling and flowing 
effects that create movement. His pose is unstable, and the folds of 
the drapery communicate an intense moment in which his passion 
for his sculpture is beginning to transform itself into actual desire. 
It follows that Burne-Jones juxtaposes women as a statue in stillness 
and men seemingly in stillness as though being a statue, while yet still 
experiencing an emotional struggle in his internal world.  

Burne-Jones’s sculpturesque rendering as a painting manifests 
his passion for sculpture. Recalling a conversation with the 
painter, a friend of the painter, Lady Lewis, states: “He once told 
me the best saying about art was one of Michelangelo’s: the nearer 
painting to sculpture, the better for painting; the nearer sculpture 
to painting, the worse for painting” (Christian 77). The friend then 
asked Burne-Jones if he had ever wanted to be a sculptor, and he 
answered that “Often” and “if ever my eyes grow dim . . . I will give 
up painting and take to sculpture” (Christian 77).  His creative work 
indicates his preoccupation with the presence of sculpture, echoing 
the motto that “the nearer the painting to sculpture, the better for 
painting.” Greek sculpture and Renaissance art greatly influenced 
Burne-Jones’s rendering of the human form. Among these 
influences are the Elgin Marbles and Michelangelo. Watts regarded 
himself as a pupil of Phidias, and, as mentioned earlier, encouraged 
Burne-Jones to study classic art.7 As for Michelangelo, Burne-Jones 
greatly admired the Sistine Chapel ceiling.8

Noting Michelangelo’s sculpture work, Walter Pater in one of 
his essays entitled ‘Luca della Robbia’ in Studies in the History of the 
Renaissance (1873) makes an observation on Michelangelo’s work. 
In contrast to Greek sculptors prioritising the outward-form, Pater 
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argues that:

[Michelangelo was a man] with a genius spiritualised by the reverie of 

the middle-age, penetrated by its spirit of inwardness and introspection, 

living not a mere outward life like the Greek, but a life full of inward 

experiences, sorrows, consolations, a system which sacrificed what was 

inward could not satisfy him. (38) 

Pater views the sculpture of Michelangelo as embodying the 
experience of inward exploration. Indeed, Burne-Jones inherited 
the spirit of Michelangelo, often dealing with the themes of human 
love, sorrow, temptation, and struggle. His paintings draw attention 
to the inward realms, reducing the depiction of the figures’ action. 
Burne-Jones’s representations may even appear to be still. On 
the contrary, like Eliot’s sculptural representations, this outward 
stillness connotes an invisible activity in their internal worlds. 

One of Burne-Jones’s Perseus series, entitled The Rock of Doom 
(1885-88; see plate 5), further shows the juxtaposition between 
movement and stillness in sculptural representations. The 
composition of this painting bears a strong resemblance to that of 
The Hand Refrains by displaying a symmetry of the men in clothes 
and the women as nude. Andromeda, on the right, is posing in a 
traditional contrapposto, her body smooth like a marble statue. This 
representation evokes the Venus de Milo, discovered in 1820. On 
the other hand, the figure of Perseus in The Rock of Doom, although 
he wears amour, resembles another Greek statue, Apollo Belvedere 
at the Vatican. Burne-Jones’s male figures play an essential role in 
his recurrent device of sculpture and show the further symmetry 
of sculpture types. Namely, in his work, men appear to be bronze 
sculpture, whereas women are marble sculpture. Burne-Jones’s 
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Perseus figure is rendered with a smooth contour and shiny surface 
reflecting much light, thereby evoking the bronze sculpture of a 
nude male. The armored body of Perseus, which is expected to be 
hard, is finished with a smooth and delicate touch, indicating a fluid 
movement of the surface. 

Bronze became a significant material for sculpture in the 
nineteenth century. Ancient sculptures made of marble were 
seen as Roman copies of Greek works, and the originals were 
believed to have been cast in bronze. Bronze statues contributed 
to the development of British sculpture in the New Sculpture 
movement in the late nineteenth-century. Auguste Rodin and 
Frederic Leighton as well as Watts initiated this art movement in 
Europe, and Elizabeth Prettejohn suggests that “Leighton’s and 
Rodin’s statues demonstrate what a bronze ‘original’ could look like. 
Both approaches are faithful to the possibilities of their respective 
materials, so they produce very different results; Leighton and 
Rodin exploit the capacity of bronze to expand into three-
dimensional space, as well as its nuances of texture, . . . ” (157-58).  

Before the 1870s, bronze was an unpopular material and mainly 
used for monuments, and thus clearly associated with a lack of 
ideality or imagination (Getsy 21). However, Leighton’s bronze 
statue, An Athlete Wrestling with a Python, shown at the Royal 
Academy in 1877, became an important icon for the Victorian art 
world and thus a pivotal piece. Young sculptors including Alfred 
Gilbert and Hamo Thornycroft contributed further to revitalizing 
British bronze sculptures. The former, in fact, was influenced by 
Burne-Jones’s work. Compared to heavy marble, bronze made it 
possible to express light, delicate and flexible nuance, and allow 
a naturalistic rendering (Prettejohn 152). What is remarkable in 
this new sculptural movement was the creation of a new image of 
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the male physique since bronze was increasingly used for the male 
nude to emphasise the unity of naturalistic rendering and certain 
aesthetic aspects of body. Furthermore, Read observes Rodin’s 
St. John the Baptist in the following way: “By using bronze with 
reflective surface, this combination of roughness and smoothness 
produces a play of light that, as one moves around the object 
or moves the object around, gives animation to it; it seems to 
move itself ” (97-8). Creating the illusion of movement in bronze, 
especially through the surface of the body closely relates to the style 
Burne-Jones attempted in The Rock of Doom. 

The armour of Perseus at first glance may epitomise an element 
of traditional Victorian masculinity, but the figure seems far from 
masculine. Caroline Arscott comments on his male representations 
that: “In psychic terms and in terms of the physical envelope, the 
male protagonist of Burne-Jones’s narratives struggles to hold 
himself together” (‘Mutability and Deformity’, 1); and further “The 
sensitive melancholic heroes hesitate, brood and quiver, displaying 
the flexibility and points of vulnerability in their metal and leather 
outfits” (‘Mutability and Deformity’ 4). In The Rock of Doom, 
despite such a masculine attribution as armour, Perseus looks 
ephemeral, fragile, introverted, and having lack of energy. Standing 
in front of a beautiful statuesque woman, as seen in Pygmalion of 
The Hand Refrains, Perseus only poses reflectively. His supple, light, 
and delicate physique is also emphasised by the armour. The subtle 
movement on the bronze-like surface of the armour connotes 
human aspects like emotional wave and struggle, thereby inviting 
the viewer to observe this hero’s internal worlds in motion. His 
posture also seems unbalanced in contrast to Andromeda who is 
standing still. Meanwhile, the head of Medusa is in the sack that 
Perseus carries on his right shoulder. The hero can turn the sea 
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monster into stone by using the head, which implies the context of 
transformation from the living to the dead, namely from movement 
to stillness. 

There is another interesting aspect in the landscape of The Rock of 
Doom. The small ripples of the sea depicted as landscape is well worth 
exploring. We have already noted the small ripples that appear in the 
face of Ladislaw in Middlemarch and Winckelmann’s comparison of 
sea waves to the Belvedere Torso. Similarly, in the painting by Burne-
Jones, the small ripples of the sea correspond to Perseus’s physique. 
The two show a similar colour tone and rhythmic pattern. As a result, 
the illusion of movement and the sense of vital energy are created 
on the surface of Perseus’s armour. George Eliot describes Ladislaw’s 
rippling nose as “preparation for metamorphosis,” and thus, the 
rippling of Perseus’s armour anticipates the Perseus’s reparation for 
his transformation into a hero.

In The Rock of Doom, the composition that delineates a 
contrast between a marble-like statue in stillness and bronze-like 
statue in movement is compelling, and especially in the latter, the 
representation of motion significantly projects the movement of 
interior forces. The similar structure is also seen in George Eliot’s 
Middlemarch. In Eliot’s recurring device which is turning her 
characters into marble, there are an invisible and considerable 
movement of internal forces and the stillness of the physical world.

IV. Conclusion 

Sculpturesque images become a vital means to convey the 
complicated existence of movement in the internal world and 
stillness in the external world in the works of both George Eliot and 
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Edward Burne-Jones. In Chapter 20 of Middlemarch, the narrator 
states: “If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human 
life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart 
beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side 
of silence” (226) [My italics added]. That small movements and 
sounds can roar in spite of apparent stillness leads one to recognise 
both visible stillness and the invisible movement exemplified by 
the novelists’ and painters’ sculpturesque representations. For 
Victorians, Greek sculpture represented a universal value: These 
perfect and harmonious forms embodied the affinity of aesthetics 
and ethics: truth, goodness, and beauty. The concrete material 
forms in marble literally sustained immortal values. While taking 
inspiration from Greek sculpture, nineteenth century sculptors 
attempted to reconfigure their forms and ideas. The traditional 
forms of antiquity were revitalized by the use of bronze materials 
in the New Sculpture. The artists’ focus also shifted from the 
expression of stability to that of the mutability. Eliot and Burne-
Jones thus make use of those particular universal forms to 
convey the universal theme of human’s inner lives that include 
love, struggle, and pain. In doing so, realistic visions of human 
imagination and one’s innermost life are crystalised, allowing the 
reader, or the viewer, to see one’s truth of life in a new light.
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[Plate 1] George F. Watts, Clytie (1868-78)  
Tate, London

[Plate 2] The Belvedere Torso, 
the Vatican Museums  

[Plate 3] Edward Burne-Jones, Love among the Ruins (1893) 
Wightwick Manner, West Midlands

[Plate 4] Edward Burne-Jones                                                                                   
The Hand Refrains (1878)                                                                                          
Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery                                                                   

[Plate 5] Edward Burne-Jones 
The Rock of Doom (1885-8) 
Staatsgallerie Stuttgart
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Notes 

An earlier version of this paper was presented in Japanese at the 
22nd annual conference of the George Eliot Fellowship of Japan at 
Otani University on 8 December 2018.

1. This letter is cited in Haight, “George Eliot and Watts’s Clytie”. 
2. The relationships between Eliot’s novels and visual arts have 

often been discussed. For further exploration on this topic, 
see Hugh Witemeyer, George Eliot and the Visual Arts (1979) ; 
Andrew Leng,‘ Dorothea Brooke’s “Awakening Consciousness” 
and the Pre-Raphaelite Aesthetic in Middlemarch’ in George 
P. Landow, The Victorian Web, http://www.victorianweb.org/
authors/eliot/middlemarch/leng2.html Accessed 29 July 2019; 
Hilary Fraser, ‘Titian’s IL Bravo and George Eliot’s Tito: A 
Painted Record’ in Nineteenth-Century Literature, vol. 2, no. 
2, Sept,1995, pp.210-7; Sophia Andres, The Pre-Raphaelite 
Art of the Victorian Novel: Narrative Challenges to the Visual 
Gendered Boundaries, 2005; Rebecca Rainof, “George Eliot’s 
Screaming Statues, Laocoon, and the Pre-Raphaelites” in 
Studies in English Literature 1500-1900, vol. 54, no. 4, Autumn, 
2014, pp.875- 99. 

3. The diary of George Henry Lewes notes: “We went to Burne-
Jones to see his pictures” on 13 March, 1873.’ Letters, vol. 5, 
pp. 390-91. Eliot also wrote a long letter to Burne-Jones on 20 
March 1873. As Leonée Ormond points out, Eliot preferred 
visiting artists, including Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Burne-
Jones, and seeing their works at their studios privately rather 
than going to public exhibitions. Ormond, ‘George Eliot and 
The Victorian Art World’ in Review, p. 27.
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4. Edmund Gosse’s series of writing entitled ‘The New Sculpture’ 
appeared in Art Journal in 1894. See ‘The New Sculpture 1879-
1894’, Art Journal 56, 1894, pp.133-42; pp.199-203; pp.277-82; 
pp. 306-11.

5. Although George Eliot read Winckelmann’s book, Witemeyer 
maintains that “[Eliot] strongly disagreed with German 
neoclassicism in the Winckelmann tradition.”  The scholar, 
however, did not explore this point further. See Witemeyer, 
George Eliot and the Visual Arts, p. 24.

6. A recent discussion by Rebecca Rainof, for example, has 
shown that narrative movement and visual stillness is further 
developed in Daniel Deronda.  See “George Eliot’s Screaming 
Statues, Laocoon, and the Pre-Raphaelites”, pp.876. 

7. Burne-Jones lived nearby the British Museum, which he 
frequently visited to seek inspiration. He wrote to his son in 
1875: “I have worked at the British Museum lately looking up 
all the most ancient ways of pourtraying [sic] Medusa, and I 
know much more about it than I did, and will tell you about 
it some day”. He recalls one day that: “I know that if there had 
been one cast from ancient Greek sculpture or one faithful 
copy of a great Italian picture to be seen in Birmingham when 
I was a boy, I should have begun to paint ten years before I 
did.” Memorials, vol. II, p. 58; p.100.

8. Lene Østermark-Johansen pointed out that its influence can be 
seen in Godhead Fires from his Pygmalion series. Walter Pater 
and the Language of Sculpture, p.197.



94

Works Cited

Arscott, Caroline. William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones: Interlacings. 
Yale UP, 2008. 

—. “Mutability and Deformity: Models of the Body and the Art of 
Edward Burne-Jones.” 19: Interdisciplinary Studies in the Long 
Nineteenth Century, 29 July 2019, www.19.bbk.ac.uk/articles/
abstract/10.16995/ntn.482/.

Burne-Jones, Georgiana. Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones. Vols. 
1-2, Macmillan, 1904. 

Christian, John. ‘Burne-Jones and Sculpture’ in Pre-Raphaelite 
Sculpture: Nature and Imagination in British Sculpture 1848-
1914. Edited by Benedict Read and Joanna Barnes, The Henry 
Moore Foundation, 1991, pp. 77-91.

Corbett, David Peters. “Visuality and Unmediation in Burne-Jones’s 
Laus Veneris.” Art History, vol. 24, no. 1, Feb. 2001, pp. 83-102. 

Droth, Martina, Jason Edwards, and Michael Hatt, editors. Sculpture 
Victorious: Art in an Age of Invention, 1837-1901. Yale UP, 
2014. 

Eliot, George. Middlemarch. Edited by W. J. Hervey, Penguin Books, 
1986. 

Getsy, David J. Body Doubles: Sculpture in Britain 1877-1905. Yale 
UP, 2004. 

Gosse, Edmund. “The New Sculpture 1879-1894.” The Art Journal, 
1894, pp.133-42, 199-203, 277-82, 306-11.

Haight, Gordon S., editor. The George Eliot Letters. Vol. 5, Yale UP, 
1954.

—. “ George Eliot and Watts’ Clytie.” The Yale University Library 
Gazette, vol. 56, no. 3/4, April 1982, pp. 65-69.

Harris, Margaret and Judith Johnston, editors. The Journals of 



95

George Eliot. Cambridge UP, 1998. 
Henry, Nancy. The Life of George Eliot. John Wiley, 2012.
Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim. Laocoon: An Essay upon the Limit 

of Painting and Poetry, with remarks illustrative of various 
points in the history of ancient art (1767). Translated by Ellen 
Forthingham, Roberts Brother, 1887. 

Ormond, Leonée. “George Eliot and the Victorian Art World.” The 
George Eliot Review no. 36, 2005, pp. 25-38. 

Østernark-Johansen, Lene. Walter Pater and the Language of Sculpture. 
Ashgate, 2011. 

Pater, Walter. Studies in the History of the Renaissance. Edited by 
Matthew Beaumont, Oxford UP, 2010.  

Prettejohn, Elizabeth. The Modernity of Ancient Sculpture: Greek 
Sculpture and Modern Art from Winckelmann to Picasso. 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. 

Rainof, Rebecca. “George Eliot’s Screaming Statues, Laocoon, and 
the Pre-Raphaelites.” Studies in English Literature 1500-1900, 
vol. 54, no. 4, Autumn 2014, pp. 875- 99. 

Read, Hebert. The Art of Sculpture. Princeton UP, 1977.
Rischin, Abigail S. “Beside the Reclining Statue: Ekphrasis, Narrative 

and Desire in Middlemarch.” PMLA, vol. 111, no. 5, October 
1996, pp. 1121-32. 

Winckelmann, Johann Joachim. History of the Art of Antiquity. 
Translated by Harry Francis Mallgrave, Getty Publications, 
2006. 

Witemeyer, Hugh. George Eliot and Visual Arts. Yale UP, 1979.



97

A Vision of George Eliot’s Ethical Humanism in the 
Portrayal of the Bulstrodes in Middlemarch

Shintetsu Fukunaga 

Introduction

Among the intertwined plots of human drama in Middlemarch 
(hereafter to be called MM), Bulstrode the banker’s psychological 
portrait poses an intriguing question of George Eliot’s vision of 
what her critics call ethical humanism. The novelist’s extraordinary 
grasp of human psychology in depicting inmost recesses of his soul 
seems to suggest her own discourse which she must have nurtured 
in the process of her spiritual history. The way in which his high 
pretension as a man of faith is belied by an appalling reality of 
selfishness is so penetrating that the reader is encouraged to find in 
the picture a mirror to reflect his own soul. In this sense, Bulstrode’s 
discourse invites us to Eliot’s authorial vision at its best.  “Will not 
a tiny speck very close to our vision blot out the glory of the world, 
and leave only a margin by which we see the blot? I know no speck 
so troublesome as self.” (42: 419)1 This optic metaphor is thought to 
come directly from the author’s own voice in delineating Casaubon,  
the Anglican clergyman and mythologist. One wonders whether 
this is no less true of Bulstrode’s picture. At the heart of Eliot’s 
vision lies a central awareness of human fallibility. To attain genuine 
self-fulfilment, therefore, is a rarity that few of us find ourselves 
capable of. We could hardly think of a more convincing picture of 
a painful path to self-knowledge than Bulstrode’s tale of inviting a 
deserved fall from his self-appointed moral height. 

［97］
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What captivates the reader’s imagination is that Bulstrode’s drama 
of Nemesis2 overtaking him is closely followed by a story of his wife’s 
forgiveness of her spouse’s unresolved past. This sequence of the plots 
seems to carry in it the authorial vision of ethical humanism; and it 
may be susceptible to the reader’s interpretation that coming to terms 
with his true self through trials and sufferings is inevitable in his 
crises of life; only then is he capable of following the path of self-
reconciliation and mutual acceptance as persons. This represents a 
whole story of conjugal crisis and moral redemption as enacted by 
the Bulstrodes’ burgeoning marital reconciliation. 

What claims our attention in Eliot’s style of depicting the Bulstrodes’ 
moral crises is its psychological acumen clothed partly in Christian 
phraseology, and partly in physiological and neuroscientific 
terminology. Behind this stylistic feature lies the author’s course 
of inner dialogue between her Christian legacy and her emerging 
awareness of scientific worldview shared with George Henry Lewes, 
her de facto spouse. This dialogue had been heatedly conducted since 
her initiation into German Higher Criticism3 in her early twenties. 
As a result, an enduring question lodged itself in her mind: what is 
the proper study of man as the Creator’s child, and what the proper 
area of inquiry and knowledge in grasping human life upon Earth? 
This pivotal question is recognised as ever present throughout Eliot’s 
writing career. Our attention, then, will be focussed on this question 
as is translated into her discourse of character portrayal. 

 Eliot’s idea of the novel as an organic whole, then, is seen to 
be permeated thoroughly by a vision of the character as a child of 
history. Major characters including Dorothea, Ladislaw, Casaubon, 
Lydgate, and Rosamond, are presented more or less as the offspring 
of historical soils; and each imbibes class consciousness, religious 
climate, and vocational ethos. As the novel’s subtitle “A Study of 
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Provincial Life” suggests, a comprehensive overview of its historical 
background of the age of the First Reform Bill comes into focus 
from time to time. Thus, individual characters are positioned in the 
framework of the author’s anthropological and sociological map, 
constantly coming into and going out of focus. The Bulstrodes’ 
characterisation is no exception to this rule. They are integral 
members of an organic network of community not unlike one made 
up of fauna and flora.

We have suggested that the Bulstrodes’ sequential plots carry an 
authorial vision of ethical humanism. This may be an outcome of 
Eliot’s long and hard inward debate performed in the process of her 
self-formation. Even before starting her writing career, she labored 
under a persistent dilemma between her conservative religious frame 
of mind and her luminous critical spirit. This is the pattern of the 
inner conflict she was destined to share with representative voices of 
the scientific age such as Carlyle, Tennyson, and Matthew Arnold. 
As Houghton puts it, “Whether to follow the critical mind whatever 
its destructive effect on religious faith or to follow the will to believe 
and abandon reason could become for some Victorians . . . the two 
horns of a dilemma”(106). However much they felt dissatisfied with, 
and frustrated by, the outmoded precepts of the Established Church, 
still, in Houghton’s view, “they felt the hopes and consolations, so 
deeply imbedded by the Bible-readings and church services of their 
youth, . . . The unbeliever had the emotions of the believer” (106). We 
could think of few novelists who fit better into this pattern of pious 
unbelievers than the adolescent Marian Evans.  

Right from the opening of MM we meet with a meaningful 
mode of the narrator’s question: “Who that cares much to know 
the history of man, and how the mysterious mixture behaves under 
the varying experiments of Time, has not dwelt, at least briefly, on 
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the life of Saint Theresa, . . ?” (Prelude 3) Thus are we introduced 
into a worldview held by an experimental scientist and story-teller. 
It then dawns upon us that “the history of man” is seen from the 
viewpoint of a geologist or biologist; and that an eye of research 
into human history has its expanded depth into prehistory. In 
addition, “mysterious mixture” reminds us of a view of human 
being as physical as well as psychological organism inviting us to 
explore its mystery as handiwork of nature. This way of thinking 
behind Eliot’s narrative discourse can be seen as early as 1851 in an 
essay on Mackay, an exponent of Higher Criticism in nineteenth-
century Britain. Eliot recognised in the natural world “the presence 
of undeviating law in the material and moral world-of that 
invariability of sequence (“R. W. Mackay’s The Progress of the 
Intellect” 21), and pursued her point on this basis that “human duty 
is comprised in the earnest study of this law and patient obedience 
to its teaching” (21). This mode of questioning turned out to be 
an increasingly dominant motive force in her fictional writing as 
her joint scientific research with Lewes progressed. We discern 
in the discourse of the Bulstrodes’ tale a sustained awareness of 
the law of human nature working out its course. Moreover, the 
narrator’s tireless efforts in testing and verifying this process, 
coupled with an ardent quest for “life beyond self ” (Prelude 3) on 
the part of the protagonists and the author, give authority to the 
narrative experiment.4 We are, therefore, left to see the sequence of 
things hammering out its own consequences. With the purpose of 
clarifying the secrets of the narrative art, let us focus our attention 
on the Bulstrodes’ discourse.
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I. An Analysis of Religious Hypocrisy: Experiment in Style 

To put it simply, Bulstrode’s career in Middlemarch represents 
a castle built upon the quicksand of illusory prestige and credibility. 
For some twenty years since his arrival in the town he had been 
employed in establishing his authority through his banker’s 
connections with Evangelicalism5 within the Established Church 
as its spiritual leverage. As a matter of fact, however, his existence 
as a power broker has been a “whited sepulchre” (Mat. 23:27) with 
its inside make-up in danger of being uncovered at any moment 
due to his unresolved moral problem. This is all the more reason 
why he has been unremittingly preoccupied with nurturing his 
influences within the local community, championing the sacred 
cause of “furthering God’s kingdom.” His charity, readily extended 
to town’s people of all ranks, has been taken as mixed blessings. 
For, in giving numerous private loans to them, it is his custom 
to “inquire strictly into the circumstances both before and after” 
(16: 155). Thus, he “gathers a domain in his neighbours’ hope and 
fear as well as gratitude” (16: 155). The narrator then goes on to 
penetrate his power base: “power, when once it has got into that 
subtle region, propagates itself, spreading out of all proportion to 
its external means” (16: 155). In this way, her searching eye throws 
a light on an invisible mechanism of those in power exercising 
their influence which is hardly comparable to the benefits of their 
monetary obligations. We see here Eliot’s sociological insight into 
the psychological intricacies of power politics between man and 
man. Thus are we invited to see how easily the individual’s freedom 
could be stifled by an alluring cobweb of material benefits offered. 

All the while, though, Bulstrode was painfully aware of his inner 
conflict between the vaunted persona of sainthood and the muffled 
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whispers of his shady past in his days in London.6 While trying to 
put behind him his uneasy memory of business malpractices, his 
deliberate efforts have been made toward climbing up the social 
ladder in order to join a respectable circle. His move to Middlemarch 
in his middle years was a means to this end. In addition, his bond of 
marriage to a sister of wealthy manufacturer and mayor Walter Vincy 
was a premeditated course of action on his part. 

Now, Bulstrode believes himself secure in his banking business, 
and social credibility of a sort in this town. Still, however, he feels 
it an exacting psychological need, though unconscious, to keep 
down his festering trauma hidden in his unvisited corner as best he 
can from town’s people and his wife in particular, for, his instinct 
whispers that Harriet, his wife must never know his dubious past. 
As long as she remains blandly ignorant of it, they can afford to 
retain a restful, though imperfect, bond of love. After all, she is a 
native daughter of provincial Middlemarch with her unquestioning 
conviction that “to be saved in the Church [of England] was more 
respectable” (61: 614). With the unbridgeable gap between them, he 
is “rather afraid of this ingenuous wife, whose imitative piety and 
native worldliness were equally sincere” (61: 614). 

However, this seeming peace, with its unspoken chasm sunken 
beneath their consciousness, is shaken to its foundations, once a 
chance encounter with a bum with a name of Raffles, who knows 
Bulstrode’s past inside out, threatens to bedevil him. Unfortunately 
for the man of faith, this dissolute villain finds in him an easy prey 
to intimidate and extort money from. What is worse, the outlaw has 
an uncanny sense of language with an instinct to touch the former 
accomplice’s tender spot. His ominous appearance is, to the banker, 
a bolt out of the blue. 
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Five minutes before, the expanse of his life had been submerged in its 

evening sunshine which shone backward to its remembered morning: 

sin seemed to be a question of doctrine and inward penitence, 

humiliation an exercise of the closet, . . . And now, as if by some 

hideous magic, this loud red figure [Raffles] had risen before him in 

unmanageable solidity-an incorporate past which had not entered 

into his imagination of chastisements. (53: 523)

What catches our imagination is a picture of sudden transformation 
in the protagonist’s inner landscape. Thus, his course of life is 
glanced at, and is condensed into a piece of word picture looked 
at from his own viewpoint. In it the smug and serene tenor of his 
life is suggested with everything settled into hardened habit; and 
even hurtful episodes have long been submerged into oblivion. 
And all the while, his recollection seems safely detoxed from 
unsavory memories. However, his self-complacent mood is broken 
by the incursion of an ugly agent from his own past. Thus, he finds 
himself in a nightmarish precariousness of his own making. All 
his doctrinal self-examination is found to be powerless against this 
onslaught of a moral tempest. In a word, this has turned out to be 
his real crisis. 

II. Scientific Terminology Enmeshed in Fictional Language

In Bulstrode’s previous chamber meditations, it has been the 
life-long habit of his mind to clothe his egoistic terrors in doctrinal 
phrases to obtain God’s pardon. Now, however, 

. . . within all the automatic succession of theoretic phrases-distinct 
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and inmost as the shiver and the ache of oncoming fever when we are 

discussing abstract pain-was the forecast of disgrace in the presence 

of his neighbours and of his own wife. (53: 525-26)

We recognise here a turning-point in his life, as he finds himself 
cornered. He has realised the inadequacy of his confession before 
God in general terminology alone. An acute pain coming out of evil 
forebodings assaults him as though bodily pain eats into his whole 
frame. What strikes us is that his fear and anxiety are not felt on an 
emotional plane alone, occurring also physiologically, as the phrase 
“the shiver and the ache of oncoming fever” implies. This mode 
of description points to the narrator’s medical perception that our 
body and mind are an organic whole in close communication with 
the environment. 

At this critical moment, Bulstrode’s inner conflict is thus rendered 
from his own subjective viewpoint coloured by the narrator’s implicit 
moral vision:

The terror of being judged sharpens the memory: it sends an inevitable 

glare over that long-unvisited past which has been habitually recalled 

only in general phrases. Even without memory, the life is bound into 

one by a zone of dependence in growth and decay: but intense memory 

forces a man to own his blameworthy past. With memory set smarting 

like a reopened wound, a man’s past is not simply a dead history, an 

outworn preparation of the present: it is not a repented error shaken 

loose from the life: it is a still quivering part of himself, bringing 

shudders and bitter flavours and the tinglings of a merited shame. (61: 

615)

Here, we discern Eliot’s organic vision of the human condition at 
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its most insightful: Our individual existence is just a changing knot 
in a network of community at once biological and cultural. This is 
why we, as an individual, cannot find our authentic selves without 
communal interdependence. Moreover, our communal network of 
assessments makes it impossible for us to conceal our past without 
incurring worthy punishment. Sooner or later, “everything lies bare 
and exposed to the eyes of him [God] to whom we must render 
account.” (Heb. 4: 13) This is a central vision Eliot inherited from 
her deeply ingrained Christian heritage. What interests us is that 
it is interlaced with the organic vision of science she shared with 
Lewes: “Even without memory, the life is bound into one by a zone 
of dependence in growth and decay.” It may sound strange to some 
readers to see such dissimilar words occur in this context. But on 
investigation, in the light of biology, they turn out to make sense 
pointing to a significant role of memory as an integral part of 
personality, as we will see later. 

In this respect, Lewes gives a fundamental definition of a living 
organism: the vital organism is 

an apparatus for the composition and decomposition of substances. . 

. . on the objective side, the organism is more than an automation; it 

is a chemical laboratory and a vital system. On the subjective side the 

neuro-muscular system gives place to the soul; its actions are feelings. 

(The Study of Psychology 23)

This radical concept of the human physiological and psychological 
make-up is so thoroughly digested in Eliot’s sensibility as to well 
up at any moment in her fictional style. Our body and mind are, 
in Lewes’s view, a vital whole, “an apparatus for morphological 
evolution and dynamic consensus” (23). As individuals, we, 
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therefore, hold congruity as a flesh biologically and psychologically 
repeating composition and decomposition as a unit of organic life. 
A logical consequence of this is that if we leave our past conduct 
unresolved in our moral configuration, we cannot establish our 
identity as a consistent moral agent. An all-seeing eye is, after all, 
in operation at once within and without us, with its retribution 
ready at any moment. This is the implication of Bulstrode’s bitter 
bewilderment.

Immediately after the passage quoted above, comes a vivid 
picture of his emotional turmoil:

Into this second life [life in Middlemarch] Bulstrode’s past had now 

risen, only the pleasures of it seeming to have lost their quality. Night 

and day, without interruption save of brief sleep which only wove 

retrospect and fear into a fantastic present, he felt the scenes of his 

earlier life coming between him and everything else, as obstinately as 

when we look through the window from a lighted room, the objects we 

turn our backs on are still before us, instead of the grass and the trees. 

The successive events inward and outward were there in one view: 

though each might be dwelt on in turn, the rest still kept their hold in 

the consciousness. (61: 615) 

Here, an analogy between human psychology and physical phenomena 
occurs. Again, we are reminded of “the presence of undeviating law 
in the material and moral world-of that invariability of sequence.” 
What is uppermost in Bulstrode’s emotional life is the inveterate 
voice of his own memory. However much he has tried to repress it 
into a hidden corner of his heart, it is in the nature of memory to 
survive and do its proper job. Simply put, its operation is beyond 
the power of his conscious thought. Its excruciating onrush does 
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not allow him a moment’s rest. His past has, at last, overtaken him. 
There is no escape where he can find comfort except to accept the 
whole truth inwardly and outwardly, and to make his necessary 
atonement. This is nothing but the process of memory prompting 
us to reconcile our past and present, and to compensate for our 
conduct in the past. Here we see the author’s Christian outlook 
meeting her scientific worldview. 

Concerning Bulstrode’s sense of an impending crisis, Ermarth 
gives an inspiring interpretation of MM’s narrative strategy: “a larger 
system of social perception and understanding erected around Mr. 
Bulstrode’s fraud” (124) is found to be almost stalemated. 

. . . a completely foreign system of intelligibility . . . intrudes even 

into Middlemarchers’ awareness. In this continuous compounding of 

apparently extraneous matter we begin to hear the roar7 that lies on the 

other side of silence-the “noise” factored out by any system in order to 

remain intelligible. (124) 

Such intrusions of a “foreign system of intelligibility” as embodied 
by Raffles’s, in Ermarth’s view, “shift the context-widening it, 
and creating instability in the narrative perspective” (124); and 
“the points of encounter between one system and another . . . are 
the cruxes of George Eliot’s novel” (124). Pursuing her point, she 
observes that “Such occasions bring two or more grammatical 
systems8 into mutual influence or conflict, and such confrontations 
are the growing points of the novel” (125). Ermarth’s view is an 
arresting example of metaphor pointing to MM’s biologically 
conceived structure and its corresponding style. To put it simply, 
the whole novel constitutes a map, and every incident and character 
is placed in its relative position which is itself in a constant state 
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of flux; and every encounter makes eddies and ripples producing 
effects throughout the organic world. We are also made aware of  
organic activities, with many of them silently in operation at least to 
the human ear, as the phrase “the roar that lies on the other side of 
silence” implies. These are, in fact, authentic primary forces giving 
and denying life at their pleasure. 

 If we take a look back at the role of memory as an integral part 
of personality in Eliot’s narrative art, Lewes’s viewpoint again sheds 
some light:

Subjected to varying stimulations, and combinations of stimulation, it 

[the Sensorium] acquires new aptitudes, new modes of response; and 

is incessantly modified, if not in its elementary structure, at any rate 

in the fluctuating disposition of its elements. It thus forms, as it were, 

a spiritual mechanism superadded to the material mechanism. This is 

Experience on the subjective side, and is equivalent, on the objective 

side, to a new central organ. (The Study of Psychology 32-33)

According to Lewes, humans’ vital organisation is made up of 
physiological and psychological dimensions. While the physiological 
side is amenable to biological laws of the physical world,9 the 
psychological side is, more or less, a product of social and historical 
media; for we are children of a historical community as well as 
being children of the natural environment, and our social being 
is moulded predominantly by communal memories inherited 
from time immemorial. The individual’s psychology, therefore, is 
shaped at once by the accumulated beliefs and prejudices stored 
up in communal language and by his own personal experience. 
This is why individual and communal experience and the storage 
of memory on the part of the individual play a significant role 
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in integrating him as a member of community. In this respect, 
Eliot owed a significant debt to Lewes who was firmly convinced 
that “Language is the creator and sustainer of that Ideal World in 
which the noblest part of human activity finds a theatre, the world 
of Thought and Spiritual Insight, of Knowledge and Duty, loftily 
elevated above that of Sense and Appetite” (The Foundations of a 
Creed 167). 

Our share of experience and memory by means of language is 
acknowledged as a momentous factor in the individual’s character 
formation in MM. An example in support of this idea is presented 
by an episode of Bulstrode’s wallowing in an interminable-looking 
labyrinth of Raffles’s intimidation. His obsessive fear of this is 
doomed to be exaggerated by his morbid imagination in fear 
of imminent disgrace, since “Foreseeing, to men of Bulstrode’s 
anxious temperament, is often worse than seeing” (68: 688). Thus, 
his inveterate fear is seen to be ever aggravated in cumulative effect 
by his fear of this world instead of “the fear of the Lord.”10 His 
doctrinal intimacy with Biblical wisdom has been imperceptibly 
cancelled out by his love of dominance: “Who can know how much 
of his most inward life is made up of the thoughts he believes other 
men to have about him, until that fabric of opinion is threatened 
with ruin?” (68: 688). Here, the narrator’s piercing insight into 
Bulstrode’s deepest psychological mechanism brings to light a vivid 
picture of incorrigibility of egoism. 

Under his agony of suffering caused by Raffles’s unabated 
molestation, Bulstrode takes the step of making him stay in his 
recently purchased mansion called Stone Court. This is taken in 
the hope of keeping his nuisance away from his wife’s eye. In the 
midst of an irresistible urge to get rid of this pest, he pleads to the 
Almighty his consuming wish to avert the worst evil. Shrinking 
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from direct lies, an uncontrollable impulse for subtle misdeeds still 
rushed him along in its tide. 

. . . many of these misdeeds were like the subtle muscular movements 

which are not taken account of in the consciousness, though they bring 

about the end that we fix our mind on and desire. And it is only what 

we are vividly conscious of that we can vividly imagine to be seen by 

Omniscience. (68: 686-87)

A murderous urge would not be silenced, eventually gaining the 
upper hand over Bulstrode’s whole frame. Here, the narrator’s 
eye brings into focus a subtle movement of the protagonist’s 
subconscious drive. In the midst of all the conflict between impulse 
and moral sensibility, it visualises, and drives home to us, the 
limitation of our self-investigation. For, all-seeing “omniscience” is 
not always capable of lighting up the dark corner of our being. After 
all, we are out and out stained by the smear of egoism. Selfishness 
is not just an attribute of our emotional being. It permeates 
through our physiological and psychological organisation. Thus, 
the metaphor of muscle movement uncoordinated with our will 
is pointedly illustrative of this pivotal awareness on the part of the 
author. 

How, then, are we capable of emerging from this incorrigible 
egoism? The narrator, in answer to the reader’s expected question, 
gives suggestions in her narrative voice: “profitable investments 
in trades where the power of the prince of this world showed its 
most active devices, became sanctified by a right application of the 
profits in the hands of God’s servant” (61: 619). Occasioned by this 
psychological sophistry on the part of the banker, she gives her 
own voice: “There is no general doctrine which is not capable of 
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eating out our morality if unchecked by the deep-seated habit of 
direct fellow-feeling with individual fellow-men” (61: 619). These 
words strike us as welling up directly from the author’s innermost 
conviction. For, prior to her novelist career, she had articulated her 
idea of God:

The idea of a God who not only sympathizes with all we feel and endure 

for our fellow-men, but who will pour new life into our too languid 

love, and give firmness to our vacillating purpose, is an extension 

and multiplication of the effects produced by human sympathy;  

(“Evangelical Teaching: Dr Cumming” 168-69)

Here, we can hear Marian’s own voice, nurtured in the cradle 
of her moral sensibility. This vision of “human sympathy” is a 
crystallisation of her conversion from Evangelicalism to ethical 
humanism.11  Her walk away from the murky mood of strict self-
conquest towards a breezy climate of good sense and a tolerant 
approach to human weakness is evident here. Moreover, a spirit of 
free intellectual inquiry is part and parcel of her artistic vision. 

In the midst of Bulstrode’s fear-stricken self-inquiry: “by what 
means he could recover peace and trust-by what sacrifice he 
could stay the rod” (61: 620), a narrative voice makes itself heard: 
“For religion can only change when the emotions which fill it are 
changed; and the religion of personal fear remains nearly at the 
level of the savage” (61: 620). Again, we are reminded of Marian’s 
sensitivity to fear and anxiety since her childhood. Her path 
of authorship had been a sustained effort of transforming this 
susceptibility to negative emotions into an ever-growing awareness 
of “life beyond self.” This is why the narrative comment strikes a 
deep chord in us as coming directly from her pulse of life. 
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Soon after the death of Raffles under dubious circumstances, 
a rumour spreads throughout Middlemarch; and in people’s minds 
fragments of facts relevant to this news are mixed with unfounded 
conjectures; and coincidentally cholera breaks out leaving mass 
hysteria in its wake. Thus, the inhabitants’ sense of impending threats 
begins to get out of hand; and a surveillance committee meeting is 
convened to take quick measures to hold it down; the prominent 
figures and doctors get together on that occasion. Lydgate12 and 
Bulstrode are present there, finding themselves vulnerable to the 
harsh hysterical mood of the party. An orchestrated movement on the 
part of some ruling figures surfaces; and to Bulstrode’s bewilderment, 
he finds himself a target of accusing fingers pointed on suspicion of 
manslaughter. This marks a moment of disgrace too devastating for 
him to face up to.  

Then “The quick vision13 that his life was after all a failure, that 
he was a dishonoured man, . . . that God had disowned him before 
men and left him unscreened to the triumphant scorn” (71: 726) of 
his adversaries becomes uppermost in his frenzied consciousness, 
as well as in Lydgate’s compassionate perception. 

. . . the sense of utter futility in that equivocation with his conscience 

in dealing with the life of his accomplice [Raffles], an equivocation 

which now turned venomously upon him with the full-grown fang of 

a discovered lie:-all this rushed through him like the agony of terror 

which fails to kill, and leaves the ears still open to the returning wave of 

execration. The sudden sense of exposure after the re-established sense 

of safety [after Raffles’s providential death] came-not to the coarse 

organization of a criminal but-to the susceptible nerve of a man 

whose intensest being lay in such mastery and predominance as the 

conditions of his life had shaped for him. (71: 726-27)
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Here, we can discern a subtle shift of viewpoint. On the surface 
these words seem to be woven from Bulstrode’s bewildered 
movement of emotions alone; but in reality the narrator’s lucid 
eye is just behind, and is watching the morbid psychology of the 
banker. Here, we recognise his incipient yet burning sense of 
remorse in such wording as “utter futility in that equivocation 
with his conscience.” He has almost realised the all-seeing eye had 
been on the lookout for every nook and corner of his soul, and that 
Nemesis has overtaken him at last. This is, in a sense, a moment of 
disenchantment at the price of an awful suffering, as is suggested 
by the metaphor of a poisonous snake’s bite, and we are induced 
to predict that out of this trial a new self, though submerged in 
Bulstrode’s organisation, must emerge out of seeing things as they 
are, and that a path of painful self-reconciliation must lie ahead. 

We also recognise from the latter part of the quotation that 
words are coming out of the narrator’s sensibility as healer; that the 
impact of the impeachment on Bulstrode is so deep as to send a 
shock wave through his whole system as “susceptible nerve” implies. 
We can, therefore, imagine that he suffers from nervous breakdown, 
and that his habit of mind, the product of his lifelong history, will 
require a sustained effort of deconstruction and redirection, no 
matter how imperfectly. There is a moment in our personal lot 
when all tributaries meet in a single river whose tide carries us away 
irresistibly like a leaf upon the current. Bulstrode in this crisis is a 
good case in point.

III. Harriet Bulstrode’s Moment of Enlightenment

Soon after Bulstrode’s moment of disgrace, there follows a 
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subtle description of the inward turmoil of Harriet, his wife.  This 
represents one of the best portraits in MM focussed close in on 
her inner drama subsequent to her husband’s incrimination at the 
meeting. Though the town is resounding with a deafening silence, 
Harriet is left alone in the darkness as to the factual outline, since 
even her close friends find it hard to make the relevant details 
known to her; they are felt to be such a source of embarrassment 
that her friends have no alternative but to shy away from them. 
Thus, when Lydgate brought Bulstrode home in utter exhaustion 
after the meeting, Harriet felt in her bones that “her husband was 
not suffering from bodily illness merely, but from something that 
afflicted his mind” (74: 745). His own alleged reason for remaining 
alone in his room was “nervous susceptibility to sounds and 
movements.” Thus, her intuition whispers to her that this symptom 
of suffering has been caused by his moral collapse. 

Feeling that no other step is available, Harriet seeks the advice 
of Walter Vincy, her brother. And he, in turn, sees her trembling at 
her knees, with her usually florid face “deathly pale”(74: 748). Then, 
he cries with his “impulsive rashness”(74: 748).

“God help you, Harriet! you know all.” 

That moment was perhaps worse than any which came after. It 

contained that concentrated experience which in great crises of emotion 

reveals the bias of a nature, and is prophetic of the ultimate act which 

will end an intermediate struggle. . . . but now along with her brother’s 

look and words there darted into her mind the idea of some guilt in her 

husband-then, under the working of terror came the image of her 

husband exposed to disgrace-and then, after an instant of scorching 

shame in which she felt only the eyes of the world, with one leap of her 

heart she was at his side in mournful but unreproaching fellowship with 
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shame and isolation. (74: 748)

At a moment of crisis, all the hidden resources within us come to 
surface. Then, all the currents of our experience and memory meet 
driving us irresistibly to a determined conduct. This is a call from 
“the other side of silence.” We can imagine that in Harriet’s mind 
and body, a surge of spontaneous emotions inundates her, to her 
great amazement. Forgiveness of sin has come to her as though it 
were a gift instead of a thoughtful practice of doctrinal principle. At 
such a moment, our moral imagination could not be more lucidly 
awakened. This represents a moment of self-transcendence to 
Harriet. 

Marian Evans, in the aftermath of her “holy war” with her father in 
her early twenties, made a frank confession of her growing sympathy 
with a tolerant undogmatic attitude to life:

When the soul is just liberated from the wretched giant’s bed of dogmas 

on which it has been racked and stretched ever since it began to think, 

there is a feeling of exultation and strong hope. . . .  But a year or two 

of reflection, and the experience of our own weakness, which will ill 

afford to part even with the crutch of superstition, must, I think, effect 

a change.  Speculative truth begins to appear but a shadow of individual 

minds, agreement between intellects seems unattainable, and we turn to 

the truth of feeling as the only universal bond of union(Letters 162)

As we see here, already in her youthful years Marian’s good sense 
approach and her tolerant acceptance of things as they really are 
were firmly rooted in her moral imagination. “A picture of human 
life such as a great artist can give, surprises even the trivial and 
the selfish into that attention to what is apart from themselves, 
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which may be called the raw material of moral sentiment” (“The 
Natural History of German Life” 263). The function of the novel, 
as these words suggest, had long been cherished in her soul finding 
expression in MM at its most artistic. 

According to David Carroll, Eliot was destined to go through 
“the crisis of interpretation” (34) in her private life; and out of “a 
view of life deprived of orthodox certainties” (34-5) emerged her 
enduring “search for meaning, and life at all levels is envisaged 
as a never-ending interpretative quest to fit together idea and 
experience, part and whole, into ever-larger unities”(35). No 
wonder every habit, with its self-perpetuating system, comes under 
scrutiny; every tenet or doctrine that has fallen into a rut is made 
visible repressing and stifling the imaginative faculties. If we look 
at the Bulstrodes’ drama in this light, the intertwined plots are 
highly symbolic of Eliot’s novel’s educational function: They are 
so rich in penetrating insight in deconstructing rigidified habits 
and dogmas that the reader is impelled to see the whole process of 
deconstruction and rebuilding. This arouses in us a keen interest 
in our own participation in the human drama, and we find there 
sufficient nourishment to be “surprised” into a world beyond self.

 
Notes 

This is an expanded and revised version of chapter II, section 
5 of Joji Eriotto no Koki Shosetsu o Yomu: Kirisutokyo to Kagaku no 
Katto [An Appreciation of George Eliot’s Later Novels: Her Conflict 
between Christianity and Science], Eiho-sha, 2016. I would like to 
thank Editage for English language editing.
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1.  Numbers in the parentheses indicate chapter and page of MM 
used in the present paper.

2. “Daughter of NYX (Night), and goddess of retribution. She 
personifies the resentment felt (by gods or men) at anyone 
who violates the natural order of things, either by breaking 
a moral law, or by having an excess of some quality” (March 
267). Eliot has a marked inclination to use this goddess of 
classical mythology, presumably because it sounds more in 
tune with the approach of her Biblical criticism.

3. Strauss, D. F., as a representative of this critical current, is 
described to “seek to distinguish between the historical and 
the unhistorical in the different accounts of Christ’s life, 
interpreting the unhistorical or fictional elements as myths 
that stem from themes and motifs deeply embedded in Jewish 
history and culture.” (Rignall 403). Eliot translated Strauss’s 
The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined (1835-36) in 1846, and 
Ludwig Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity (1841) in 1854. 
These left lasting marks upon her mind.

4.  With regard to the hypothetical role of plot, Beer argues that 
“such plot assumes that what is hidden may be uncovered, and 
that what lies beyond the peripheries of present knowledge 
may be encompassed and brought within the account by its 
completion. In this particular sense it shares the nature of 
hypothesis which by its causal narrative seeks ultimately to 
convert its own status from that of idea to truth” (151). 

5. Evangelicalism, with its emphasis on the teaching of Jesus 
in the Gospels of the New Testament, was spreading like 
microbe at once on the Established Church and among the 
Nonconformist sects in the days when MM is set. Marian 
herself was in the grip of its influence in her adolescent years. 
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Maggie the heroine’s impassioned devotion to her exalted 
sense of self-denial is acknowledged as suggesting the author’s 
own experience. See book fourth, chapter 1 of The Mill on the 
Floss; and Trevelyan, 418-20, 433-36.

6. Bulstrode’s youthful days in London were surmised to be 
towards the end of the eighteenth-century and at the turn 
of the early nineteenth. In those days, the lower strata of the 
population of the capital lived under the filthiest conditions 
of overcrowding, without sanitation, or the civilised benefits 
of philanthropy, education, and religion. To cope with the 
miserable conditions, Dissenters were actively engaged 
in relief and education for the needy (Trevelyan 289-92). 
Incidentally, young Bulstrode was employed, and had his 
business skills trained, by an owner of a pawn-broking and 
money-shirking business. Thus, he made his name with 
endless manoeuvres at his disposal. While being employed in 
business, he was imbued with a spirit of Dissenting missionary 
under the predominant climate of the Nonconformist chapel 
yards in London. By this means, he came to acquire subtle 
psychological skills in dressing up his insatiable ambition in 
doctrinal phraseology. 

7.  See MM (20: 194): “If we had a keen vision and feeling of all 
ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow 
and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar 
which lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the quickest of 
us walk about well wadded with stupidity.”

8.  “Grammatical systems” are surmised metaphorically to imply 
an individual character’s system of intelligibility, or theory of 
life more or less simplified for the purpose of easy accessibility 
to others. 
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9.  For the possibility of the mind’s physiological dimension, Davis 
offers a historical overview: “By connecting the mind with the 
physical world, science offers new ways of understanding and 
describing the self, and opens up rich imaginative possibilities 
for Eliot as a novelist deeply concerned with representing the 
mind” (4). Incidentally, Eliot’s and Lewes’s view of the human 
body and mind as an organic whole, touches a deep chord of a 
Buddhist-bred imagination. 

10. See “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” (Prov. 
9:10)

11. For Eliot’s conversion from Evangelicalism to ethical 
humanism, Dolin offers a sweeping view: “If Dorothea 
Brooke’s journey from ‘excessive Evangelical piety to a wider 
view of human destiny’ mirrors Eliot’s own journey from 
Calvinism to atheistic ethical humanism, therefore, it is 
also a journey towards the reconciliation of a seriousness of 
purpose that belongs to evangelicalism and a deeply ingrained 
ethical sensibility that Eliot cherished in undogmatic Tory 
Anglicanism.” (181)

12. Prior to the scene of Bulstrode’s dishonour, a rumour had 
been afloat in the town that Raffles’s death may not have been 
a natural one; that Lydgate, the family doctor of Bulstrode, 
owed a monetary debt to him, which is in line with the plot, 
and that he may have been implicated in a possible case of 
manslaughter. 

13. Considering the context in which Bulstrode’s agony has been 
perceived from Lydgate’s viewpoint up to this moment, “the 
quick vision” implies the double viewpoints of Bulstrode and 
Lydgate. In this way, the narrative shift of viewpoint is so 
artistically controlled as to produce psychological ambiguity.
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“These Things Are a Parable”: Realism and Beyond in 
George Eliot’s Later Fiction

Hiroshi Ebine 

[ I ]

We can safely assert that George Eliot’s reputation as the greatest 
realist novelist in the history of English literature stands unchallenged 
to this day. From her debut volume of stories Scenes of Clerical Life 
(1857), till her last major fiction Daniel Deronda (1876; hereafter 
DD), as she pursued the inner lives of people burdened with deep 
conflicts of conscience, she always took care to embed them in 
their social and historical environment. Her realist orientation is 
famously articulated in Chapter 17 of her first novel Adam Bede 
(1859; hereafter AB). Mid-story, the narrator breaks off to explain to 
the reader, who, she says, may be puzzled by and dissatisfied with the 
figure of the country parson Irwine, a man quite secularly sensible 
but possessing very little religious ardor, that he was a very common 
type of clergyman at the beginning of the nineteenth century, when 
the novel is set. She continues: “So I am content to tell my simple 
story, without trying to make things seem better than they were; 
dreading nothing. . . but falsity. . . . Falsehood is so easy, truth so 
difficult” (AB 17:160). She adds that it is a far more exacting task to 
paint a living lion than a fantastic griffin.

This leads Eliot to her classic tribute to Dutch genre paintings. 
In them we encounter no angels, prophets, sybils, or heroic warriors. 
Instead, we watch an old woman bending over her flowerpot, or 
a village wedding in which an awkward bridegroom dances with 
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a broad-faced bride, surrounded by family and friends holding 
their beer mugs. These homely scenes are not heroic, romantic or 
tragic, but faithful representations of common humanity; they are 
not beautiful, but permeated with human affection. They engender 
“that other beauty” as distinct from the idealized form of classical 
art, “which lies in no secret of proportion, but in the secret of deep 
human sympathy” (AB 17:162).

In this world there are so many of these common coarse people, 

who have no picturesque sentimental wretchedness! It is so needful we 

should remember their existence, else we may happen to leave them 

quite out of our religion and philosophy, and frame lofty theories which 

only fit a world of extremes. Therefore let Art always remind us of 

them; . . . . (AB 17:162) 

This theory of realism is composed of a number of factors, but 
overall, truth and morality are its two main pillars. It rejects idealization 
and pursues truth, the “truth” in question carrying implications of “more 
familiar” and “more common.” Such an understanding of the term 
realism is of course tendentious, but the important point is that the factor 
of “being familiar,”-one constituent of its idea of truth-serves as a 
bridge to the other requirement of “being moral,” thus forming the basis 
for Eliot’s humanist realism. In this view, the moral obligations we bear as 
human beings should focus on the ordinary and imperfect people around 
us, rather than unseen angels and devils, or rarely (if ever) seen heroes 
and saints, as well as their opposites -the absolute villains. Therefore, 
Eliot’s realism demands a “faithful representing of commonplace things,” 
and of  “these common coarse people” (AB 17:162).

The combination of truth and morality has another side to it. 
About Mr. Irwine’s easygoing ways, the narrator of Adam Bede makes 
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great play with the disgust of pious readers, but notes that Irwine was 
much more loved by the villagers than his doctrinaire successor of 
20 years later, who tries to impose rigid Christian moralism.  Aside 
from displaying the ineffectiveness of “lofty theories” that ignore 
“common coarse” humanity, this also shows how this kind, secular-
minded clergyman mixed freely and familiarly with the villagers. 
Here, “truth” means “socially embedded” and enables Eliot’s 
humanist realism to develop as social realism. Accordingly, Eliot 
wrote in a letter that “the habit of my imagination is to strive after 
as full a vision of the medium in which a character moves as of the 
character itself ” (Letters IV, 97). 

The identification of truth with its social context-or the idea 
that regards something as “truer” when it is an event of common 
life-had already been fully developed in a long review article 
Eliot wrote for The Westminster Review, shortly before she became 
a professional novelist (“The Natural History of German Life,” July, 
1856). Introducing the first two volumes of the German folklorist 
Wilhelm Riehl’s four-volume work Die Naturgeschichte des Volks, 
Eliot praises how he elucidates the mentality and customs of the 
German people by eschewing any political, moralistic, or cultural 
preconceptions, focusing instead on observations gained through 
extensive fieldwork. Though Riehl also analyzes the life-patterns 
of the German nobility and the middle class, Eliot focuses on his 
treatment of the German peasantry (which, for Eliot, refers to the 
traditional small-scale farming population). Characteristics such 
as their obdurate and custom-bound conservatism, indifference 
to history (paradoxically, their traditional trait), selfishness and 
heartlessness in attitudes toward marriage and in their treatment 
of aged parents, litigiousness and distrust of government and 
bureaucracy,-these do not easily change, since they are the products 
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of history and the natural environment. Eliot remarks that Riehl 
finds “incarnate history” in European social formations (Essays 
287). Based on memories of her Warwickshire childhood, the early 
novels such as Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss (1860), and Silas 
Marner (1861) are written in this spirit. In her introduction to “The 
Natural History of German Life,” Shizuko Kawamoto, translator of 
Eliot’s essays and reviews, observed that these early novels can be 
described as a “natural history of English life” (Kawamoto 110).

In these works Eliot aims to follow Riehl’s example, displaying 
concrete and detailed acquaintance with the practical realities of 
the life of the people, stressing that it is the artist’s obligation to 
represent people and things as they really are. Whether painter, 
poet, or novelist, all artists bring about “the extension of our 
sympathies” via such concrete and accurate portrayals (Essays 270). 
Therefore, for an artist, “truth” and “morality” are united as one and 
the same endeavor, by way of sympathy with the unglamorous but 
familiar people and things of the everyday world. Whatever moral 
purpose the artist pursues, he or she must resist the temptations 
of facile idealization and sentimentalism: “We want to be taught 
to feel, not for the heroic artisan or the sentimental peasant, but 
for the peasant in all his coarse apathy, and the artisan in all his 
suspicious selfishness” (Essays 271).1

It is in this way that Eliot mounts a trenchant criticism of 
Dickens, at the time widely considered as the greatest living novelist. 
Eliot accepts Dickens’s status as a great novelist, but chides him, 
noting that, despite his genius for vividly rendering the speech and 
mannerisms of common city people, he “scarcely ever passes from 
the humorous and external to the emotional and tragic, without 
becoming as transcendent in his unreality as he was a moment before 
in his artistic truthfulness”(Essays 271). 
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More specifically, he tends to produce artificial moral sentiments 
by portraying “preternaturally virtuous poor children and artisans” 
and “melodramatic boatmen and courtezans” (Essays 271-72). Eliot 
castigates this tendency as false art and even a moral evil since it 
distorts our perceptions of real people. We might demur to this 
criticism as unfair to Dickens’s supremely popular art, which with 
its melodramatic storylines grounded in a schematic contrast of 
good and evil, led him to go beyond surface realism and create 
the great symbolic structures of his late-period works. As I will 
note, Eliot was later to come closer to Dickens in her own original 
way. In early Eliot, however, the truth of realism was measured by 
the everyday facts of life indicated by terms such as “common,” 
“ordinary,” and “familiar.” Furthermore, her understanding of 
common people was couched in seemingly negative expressions 
such as “coarse,” “dull,” “suspicious,” and “selfish.”  With these 
registers she endeavors, with an almost willful persistence, to pour 
the emotional energy of sympathy into her scenes of unremarkable 
English life.

Thus, the early Eliot established her authorial identity against 
that of Dickens, by adopting a theory of realism based on 
commonplace factual reality. After her early fiction, however, which 
drew on her childhood memories of the rural English Midlands 
(up to Silas Marner), and a detour in the form of a historical novel 
set in Renaissance Florence (Romola, 1863), by the time when she 
returned to the English provincial world of her youth, her realism 
had undergone a subtle but palpable transformation. This change 
can be considered from many angles, but in this paper I will discuss 
it in terms of a doubling of her realism-that is, the emergence of a 
different, or transcendental reality lurking behind everyday reality. 
I take as my guide a phrase Eliot used to mark the threshold of this 
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double perception: “these things are a parable.”

[ II ]

This statement appears verbatim twice, in the “Introduction” 
chapter of Felix Holt (1866; hereafter FH), and in chapter 27 of 
Middlemarch (1871-72; hereafter MM). Interestingly, however, 
they carry fairly contrastive meanings. I begin by analyzing the 
Felix passage, which comes at the end of an extended introductory 
chapter and performs the important function of deflecting the 
flow of the narrative. It suddenly redirects the descriptive tone of 
the introduction, and in doing so, prefigures a subsequent reversal 
in the story-line. Therefore, the statement only assumes its full 
significance when we identify the properties of the descriptive 
scene-setting that comes before it.

The “Introduction” chapter of Felix Holt presents a masterly 
panoramic sketch of the English Midlands of the early 1830s, 
through the eyes of an unnamed narrator who makes a stagecoach 
journey through the district. The narrator first sees the far-reaching 
open farmland, where destitute villages with shabby and dark 
cottages alternate with affluent ones with their antique steeples and 
charming neat parsonages. The coach then enters the industrial 
zone: the mining towns where dusty miners gather at taverns in 
the evening, the textile towns where the looms do not stop rattling 
at night, and pale-faced weavers and their wives throng the streets, 
and next the area of the steel mills, whose chimney smokes and 
furnace fires darken the day and redden the night sky. Good-
humored Sampson, who drives the swift-running coach knows 
everything about these towns and villages, and is happy to chat 
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about them as the vehicle passes through. However, his glib talk 
falters when, shortly after leaving the prosperous market town 
of Treby Magna (modeled after Nuneaton, Warwickshire, where 
Eliot went to school as a child), they reach Transome Court, a 
country mansion surrounded by a large park and deep woodland. 
He becomes unusually tongue-tied, only hinting that this house 
has seen many strange happenings. Here the narrator intervenes, 
and observes that the sort of family tragedies associated with such 
ancestral mansions often come to an end entirely unknown to the 
outside world. The protagonists of these dramas never speak of 
their torments and keep their silence to the end of their lives, only 
uttering secret moans of pain in the dead of night. The narrator 
concludes the introduction as follows:

The poets have told us of a dolorous enchanted forest in the 

underworld. The thorn-bushes there, and the thick-barked stems, 

have human histories hidden in them; the power of unuttered cries 

dwells in the passionless-seeming branches, and the red warm blood is 

darkly feeding the quivering nerves of a sleepless memory that watches 

through all dreams. These things are a parable. (FH Introduction:11)

After giving us a calmly objective overview of the English 
society of the time-its agriculture, mining, handicraft industry, 
and heavy manufacturing,-Eliot, at the very end of the chapter, 
switches to another reality hidden behind the social scene, namely 
the underworld, or, the world of the dead. Commentators have 
noted that the sources of this passage are Canto XIII of Dante’s 
Inferno, and, before that, the third book of Virgil’s Aeneid. The 
setting in the Aeneid is not the underworld of the dead but the 
lonely shore of Thrace. Aeneas and his men land, build an altar to 
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the local gods and begin to uproot nearby shrubs to make a roof 
for the altar; then, their roots drip black blood and a voice cries 
out “Why do you rend me?” The plants were grown to mark the 
grave of an infant prince of Troy, entrusted to the care of the king of 
Thrace with a vast sum of money by his father who foresaw the fate 
of his city. After the destruction of Troy, however, the child prince 
was murdered by the Thracian king who took the money.

Dante revered Virgil, and, as a token of his respect, called 
him Maestro and chose him as guide in his travels through Hell 
and Purgatory. He also expressed his discipleship by retelling the 
episode of the talking branch in the Inferno. As they pass through 
a wood in Hell, Virgil tells Dante to break a branch from a tree. 
When he does so, the branch cries out “Why mangle me?” and 
spurts black blood. The tree was the reincarnation of a courtier who 
was once a trusted adviser to the Holy Roman Emperor Fredrick 
II, who incurred the enmity of his fellows for his rise and was 
jailed on false charges, ultimately killing himself in protest. Both 
stories center on the theme of suppressed cries of anguish, triggered 
by an unknowing passer-by. Under the placid prospect of social 
reality, there lies another, darker reality of the underworld that the 
ordinary eye cannot reach.

Sampson the coachman is a surrogate for George Eliot the 
realistic social novelist. He can “tell the names of sites and persons, 
and explain the meaning of groups, as well as the shade of Virgil in a 
more memorable journey” (FH Introduction: 9). His role as a guide 
to an English rural society that once really existed relates him to the 
narrator of Adam Bede. However, he lets us see things that are passed 
over in the more mellow nostalgic descriptions of the earlier novel, 
such as villages with dilapidated cottages and towns filled with pale 
weavers and coal-dust-covered miners. By not shirking these hard 
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realities, Eliot’s social vision had become more “realistic.” Yet aside 
from being a more rigorous realist, Sampson is also more than a 
surface social historian. Like Dante’s Virgil, he is a guide to another 
world beyond this life, as well as to the actual social world we live in. 

The seeds of this turn toward another reality are already apparent 
in Adam Bede. In chapter 35, titled “The Hidden Dread,” the country 
girl Hetty, pregnant with Arthur’s child, secretly flees from the village, 
and the narrator remembers the crucifixes he saw in Europe. Under the 
blooming apple blossoms, beside the sunlit cornfields, at a turn in the 
path in the wood close to the bubbling brook, we suddenly encounter 
this figure of suffering,-a reminder of “a human heart beating heavily 
with anguish”(AB 35:327), which may be hidden in the most beautiful 
and peaceful natural settings. This contrast of idyllic scenery and the 
tormented human experience it conceals is a prototype for the doubling 
of reality, the coexistence of reality and “beyond reality,” which becomes 
a more prominent structural feature in the later fiction beginning 
with Felix. But the difference in the language Eliot uses to render this 
feature,-“Such things are sometimes hidden” (AB 35:327) and “These 
things are a parable” (FH Introduction:11; MM 27:248)-shows the 
shift in her grasp of this duality, from juxtaposition on the same level, 
to the discontinuity of two different worlds. This makes Sampson a 
much more enigmatic and eerie character than the mildly reminiscing 
narrator of Adam Bede.

The image of the bleeding and screaming branch in Felix is 
applied to Mrs. Transome, the female character carrying the novel’s 
tragic burden. As the young and dissatisfied wife of a shiftless 
local squire, she had an adulterous relationship with the up-and-
coming family lawyer, Jermyn, and bore his son. The boy grew up, 
never suspecting his origin, and built a successful career in foreign 
trade. The story begins with his proud homecoming as the brilliant 
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and wealthy young gentleman Harold Transome, and his ambition 
to launch into politics as a “Radical,” candidate,-that is, on a 
thoroughly modernizing pro-business platform. As the first step in 
his reforming campaign, he resolves to accuse Jermyn of tampering 
with the Transome family accounts for his own gain, and sets out to 
expose him. Mrs. Transome can only stand by and watch helplessly 
as her son hounds his real father as an upstart villain. Harold loses 
the election; and in frustration publicly humiliates Jermyn and 
beats him with a whip, an assault that drives Jermyn to scream, “I 
am your father” (FH 47:381). When the shattered Harold returns 
home, his mother knows from his fragmentary words that the 
secret is out, and she shuts herself up in her room. Late that night, 
the novel’s heroine Esther, who is staying at the Transome mansion, 
sees the sleepless woman wandering in the corridor. The figure of 
buried torment, long hidden from the sight of the world, is revealed 
in this emblematic scene. 

The image of the agonized old woman, walking distracted in a 
dark corridor of her mansion, comes not from Virgil or Dante, but 
from Dickens, who in chapter 38 of Great Expectations memorably 
depicts Miss Havisham with a lighted candle, sobbing and wandering 
through Satis House. We have seen the young Eliot’s criticism of 
Dickens, but by the time of Felix she had come closer to a Dickensian 
approach, enough so to adopt the distraught figure of the old woman 
haunted by her past, if not the more melodramatic details such as 
the decayed yellow bridal dress, or the cobweb-covered wedding 
cake. Further, in the scene in Daniel Deronda where Daniel’s mother, 
the illness-wasted Princess Halm-Eberstein, once the renowned 
diva Alcharisi, meets him in her hotel room, “in her flame-coloured 
garment . . . like a dreamed visitant from some region of departed 
mortals” (DD 53:371), the debt may be both to Dante and Dickens.



133

[ III ]

We have seen that the double-layered representation of reality 
in Felix at its extremity transforms into an evocation of otherworldly 
mystery. Yet a very different model of Eliot’s metaphor for the duality 
of realistic description is found in chapter 27 of Middlemarch:

An eminent philosopher among my friends, who can dignify 

even your ugly furniture by lifting it into the serene light of science, 

has shown me this pregnant little fact. Your pier-glass or extensive face 

of polished steel made to be rubbed by a housemaid, will be minutely 

and multitudinously scratched in all directions; but place now against 

it a lighted candle as a centre of illumination, and lo! the scratches will 

seem to arrange themselves in a fine series of concentric circles round 

that little sun. It is demonstrable that the scratches are going everywhere 

impartially, and it is only your candle which produces the flattering 

illusion of a concentric arrangement, its light falling with an exclusive 

optical selection. These things are a parable. The scratches are events, 

and the candle is the egoism of any person now absent-of Miss Vincy, 

for example.      (MM 27:248) 

                                                             
To put this passage in context, Rosamond Vincy, daughter 

of the mayor of Middlemarch, has an eye on Lydgate, a young 
doctor who recently settled there. He is far above the provincial 
youths of the town in terms of family connection, appearance, and 
intelligence, and is thus a dream mate for the snobbish girl. The 
novel follows the course of their courtship, in which Rosamond’s 
wiles gradually draw Lydgate into a marriage he did not want. 
Even before this passage, Rosamond has been shown concocting a 
fantasy romance in her head wherein she becomes Lydgate’s wife.
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The Middlemarch passage assumes the same type of dual-
structured reality, in which things that was not visible suddenly 
rise up before our eyes. This time, however, the metaphor takes the 
form of a scientific experiment, and does not reflect the magical 
world of legend as in Felix. In this novel the world is conceived of as 
a collective body of innumerable minute elements and movements, 
and everyone perceives and interprets it from his or her own 
perspective-that is, through his or her own egoism. This analytic 
model of reality underlies the entire course of the novel, and is first 
fully developed in chapter 11-its real introduction-, with the 
imagery of “web,” “fabric,” and “thread.” This is the normal level of 
reality in Middlemarch, called by Diana Postlethwaite as the “most 
‘scientific’ of Victorian novels” (Postlethwaite 114). 

As the novel unfolds, however, this standard of description, 
which almost reads like a sociology textbook, gradually begins 
to assume new aspects. An example is the well-known scene in 
which Dorothea, newly married to Casaubon and in Rome for their 
honeymoon, is found sobbing alone in their room at the inn. It is 
not unusual, the narrator tells us, to see a bride on her honeymoon 
in tears, but sometimes, we can find a true element of tragedy in 
this commonplace sight if our senses are keen enough. Then, “it 
would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, 
and we should die of that roar that lies on the other side of silence” 
(MM 20:182). This striking metaphor may be taken as an extension 
of the novel’s basic model of reality. Like the candlelight used to 
view the invisible concentric circles, the enlarged perceptive power 
here shifts from the visual to the auditory. However, Eliot goes on 
to observe that the possessor of such sharp auditory perception 
will probably not be able to bear the “roar,” and his or her life will 
be in danger. The calm objectivity of the scientist who brings out 
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the hidden truth by “the serene light of science” gives way to the 
overwhelmed hearer of the “roar on the other side of silence.” This 
seems to go beyond a presentation of scientific reality, and manifest 
its true face as the emergence of an other, nonhuman, world. 

This metaphor thus stands between the magical reality of the 
Felix passage, and the scientific model embodied in the optical 
experiment in chapter 27 of Middlemarch. In this connection it is 
worth remembering that Eliot had already used the duality of magic 
and scientific worlds in her supernatural tale “The Lifted Veil,” 
written and published in 1859 (the year of Adam Bede), in which 
the protagonist, Latimer, is a man cursed with the ability to know 
others’ unspoken thoughts. He says he has “a microscopic vision” 
as well as “a preternaturally heightened sense of hearing, making 
audible to one a roar of sound where others find perfect stillness” 
(“Veil” I:18). Latimer is an unsociable poète-manqué, compelled by 
his worldly father to study engineering in Geneva. It is probably 
no coincidence that Geneva is also the setting of Frankenstein.2 

When Eliot was perfecting her theory and practice of realism in 
her early works, she was also drawn to the clash of science and the 
supernatural dramatized in that story of grotesque imagination.

Seen in this light, Middlemarch, supposedly the “most scientific 
of Victorian novels,” is also pitted here and there with openings 
into a dark underworld, where lost characters who have fallen 
into the hell of solitude because of their self-centered obsessions 
roam forlornly. One such person is the elderly clergyman-scholar 
Casaubon, whom Dorothea marries in a naive belief that he is a great 
scholar. He is first presented as a graceless pedant, a familiar figure 
in the traditional English novel of manners. His letter proposing 
marriage to Dorothea in chapter 5 is in its dull pomposity a very 
good adaptation of Mr. Collins’s proposal harangue in Pride and 
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Prejudice. As the plot progresses, however, he gradually transforms 
into a monstrous being. Losing sight of his research aim and piling 
up irrelevant notes, it is not long before he is described as walking 
day after day in “the accustomed vaults. . . taper in hand” (MM 
10:78). In time even Dorothea comes to sense his real nature:

[He] was lost among small closets and winding stairs . . . . With his 

taper stuck before him he forgot the absence of windows, and in bitter 

manuscript remarks on other men’s notions about the solar deities, he 

had become indifferent to the sunlight.   (MM 20:185)

He is a monster inhabiting this underworld. As Joseph Wiesenfarth 
notes, Ladislaw sees him as one “crunching bones in a cave” (MM 
37:338; Wiesenfarth 106). In this way, what at first looked like a 
typical comic character in a provincial novel of manners, living a 
placid country life, is revealed as a terrifying underground ogre.

It is not only Casaubon who becomes a monster. Bulstrode, the 
town banker  blackmailed by the homeless scoundrel Raffles, takes 
Raffles to his country villa, under the pretense that he will nurse 
him in his drunken paroxysms, while in reality he aims to stop him 
spreading stories of his own guilty past. He sits up all night by his 
bedside, with a zombie-like air of “an animated corpse returned to 
movement without warmth” (MM 70:661), which is strange enough 
to arouse in the frenzied Raffles a superstitious fear of him. Also 
Rosamond, after attaining her dream of becoming Mrs. Lydgate, 
finds her husband repellent when he neglects her desire for a high-
class life in his passion for medical research, “which seemed to 
her like a morbid vampire’s taste” (MM 64:622). Lydgate himself, 
when he finally surrenders to his wife’s tearful naggings, and gives 
up his research to take up lucrative practice in spa towns rich in 
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fashionable clients, bitterly compares her to the basil plant in Keats’s 
poem, “a plant which flourishes wonderfully on a murdered man’s 
brains” (MM Finale:782). This couple ends up regarding each other 
as monsters.

Joseph Wiesenfarth, in his book Gothic Manners and the Classic 
English Novel, proposes a comprehensive framework for the history 
of the nineteenth-century English novel. In his view, the English 
novel passed through three stages of development during that 
era: the Austenian “novel of manners” (critical representations of 
society through portrayals of social types), the “neo-Gothic” style 
typified by the Brontës (social criticism reinforced by supernatural 
elements), and the “Gothic manners” style (Wiesenfarth’s new 
concept), which combines the two modes and is the form 
preeminently practiced by George Eliot. Further, George Levine’s 
classic study The Realistic Imagination emphasizes the ways realistic 
novels of that period incorporated irrational elements such as the 
Gothic and melodrama. He begins his analysis of the nineteenth-
century realist novel with, somewhat unexpectedly, Frankenstein, 
remarking that by “introducing secular science into a traditional 
Gothic framework that normally depends on supernatural 
machinery, Mary Shelley changes the source of the horror and 
mystery, and increases their credibility”(Levine 26). These scholars 
laid the foundations for later developments that tried to synthesize 
science and imagination into a more dynamic and diverse model of 
realism.

My analysis thus far has followed this new concept of realism. 
However, I would like to draw attention to how the structure of 
everyday surface reality and the dark underworld forms a spectrum, 
in a way that this other reality makes its appearance at the 
extremities of the most rigorous realism. As I have suggested, “The 



138

Lifted Veil” is in a sense an update of Frankenstein, and although its 
ending-with the dead servant’s return to life by blood transfusion 
(an unusual and risky treatment at the time), and her exposure of 
the villainy of Latimer’s wife-may be a superfluous melodramatic 
addition, it is undeniably very close to Frankenstein in its scientific 
grotesquery.3 The hero-narrator of “The Lifted Veil” avows that he 
is suffering from a kind of “double consciousness” (“Veil” 1:21), and 
George Eliot’s maturity as a novelist is achieved by, among other 
things, the transformation of this double consciousness, which at 
first was merely a stage prop in a supernatural tale, into part and 
parcel of a finely integrated realist vision in her later fiction.

[ IV ]

I will conclude by briefly considering the forms this fusion 
of realism and anti-realism assumes in George Eliot’s last novel, 
Daniel Deronda. It differs from her previous novels in that it departs 
from the provincial English society of her childhood memories, 
and is set in the near-contemporary 1860s.4 Here, characters move 
restlessly in the cosmopolitan world of English country houses, 
continental spas, casinos, and luxury hotels, while debating African 
colonial policies and mixing with foreign musicians. The fact that 
the decadent nihilist Grandcourt-nephew and presumptive heir 
of the Whig elder statesman Sir Hugo Mallinger-has no intention 
of entering politics shows the loss of the traditional sense of social 
responsibility among the younger generation of the aristocracy. 
Harold Transome of Felix is also something of a cosmopolitan, 
having made his fortune through trade in the Middle East, and is 
clearly motivated primarily by vanity and personal ambition, but at 
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least he stands for a seat in Parliament and seeks to play a role in the 
national political arena. Daniel, in this sense, reflects a world where 
social bonds carry progressively less weight, and the inner conflicts 
and desires of the solitary individual come to the fore.

In Middlemarch, Casaubon, Bulstrode, and Rosamond are 
beings on their way  to becoming monsters, but they still retain the 
human capacity for suffering. Compared to them, Grandcourt in 
Daniel is thoroughly dehumanized. On the surface of the story he is 
portrayed as the historical type of the fin-de-siècle aesthete, with his 
world-weariness and heartlessness. Yet his cool egoism is so total 
that he cannot experience, let alone imagine, any suffering at all. 
He is figured as “a handsome lizard of a hitherto unknown species” 
(DD 13:115), and “a dangerous serpent ornamentally coiled” (DD 
54: 575); he masters Gwendolen with “the benumbing . . . touch 
of a torpedo,” with “a will like that of a crab or a boa-constrictor” 
(DD 35:363). His deserted mistress, Mrs. Glasher, appears in “a 
Medusa-like apparition” in Hyde Park as Gwendolen is taking 
riding exercise with Grandcourt, but her malice is “as futile as that 
of a viper already flung to the other side of the hedge” (DD 48:517). 
Gwendolen herself, resplendent in a sea-green dress in the opening 
scene at the fictional German spa town Leubronn, is said to have “a 
sort of Lamia beauty” (DD 1:7) after another Keats poem about a 
serpent that metamorphoses into a beautiful woman. If thus she is 
half monster, she still retains enough humanity to be tormented by 
fear and anguish as a woman. Her fit of panic when at Offendene 
she sees the painted face of a dead man on the reverse side of a 
panel returns more violently when on her wedding night she reads 
a letter from Mrs. Glasher, sending back Grandcourt’s diamonds 
with a curse for his new bride. The dead face later haunts her in the 
form of the face of the drowning Grandcourt, and she confides all 
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her secrets to Deronda to rid herself of the nightmare. These terrors 
are not simply expressions of her sense of guilt on the moral plane, 
but represents a deeper, more existential anxiety.

As many critics have noted, Daniel Deronda, the eponymous 
hero, who grows up unaware of his Jewish roots, and in the course 
of the novel learns of his ancestral origins and their accompanying 
historical mission, is largely described in the non-realistic modes 
of romance and prophetic vision. The mystic Mordecai, in search of 
the ideal leader of his people, believes such a leader will someday 
appear before him steeped in golden light. True to this dream, he 
sees Deronda rowing on the Thames, illuminated by the golden 
evening sun. Yet even in this scene of mystic encounter, Eliot tries 
to present this romance-like event as something continuous with 
Mordecai’s mundane life as a poor scholar living with a Jewish 
shopkeeping family in the East End, and describes his mind at the 
time in this way: “His exultation was not widely different from 
that of the experimenter, bending over the first stirrings of change 
that correspond to what in the fervour of concentrated prevision 
his thought has foreshadowed” (DD 40:422). Also, his vision is 
compared, even though it is said to be of a different kind, to “those 
[the ideas] of Columbus or Newton” (DD 38:407): that is, intuitions 
that at first seem irrational and groundless, may in the future prove 
to have a scientific basis. Gillian Beer calls this tendency “romantic 
materialism,”5 which seeks to unite the soul of man and the 
scientific worldview under the agency of imagination, an adventure 
in thought to which Darwin himself was not indifferent.

Mordecai invokes the Cabala to explain what he regards as the 
transmigration of his soul into Daniel’s (in realist terms, handing 
down his thoughts to his disciple):
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In the doctrine of the Cabbala, souls are born again and again in 

new bodies till they are perfected and purified, and a soul liberated from 

a worn-out body may join the fellow-soul that needs it, that they may be 

perfected together, and their earthly work accomplished. Then they will 

depart from the mortal region, and leave place for new souls to be born 

out of the store in the eternal bosom. . . . -thus the mind has given shape 

to what is hidden, as the shadow of what is known, and has spoken truth, 

though it were only in parable. 　(DD 43:461; emphases added)

In this way, Eliot’s “parable” shifted from myth and legend 
through scientific experiment to ancient Hebraic mysticism. Daniel 
Deronda extends the parabolic method to adumbrate mystical 
correspondences beyond the fragmented, unmeaning events of the 
perceptible world. Compared to the infernal reality that emerges 
at the opposite end of realistic description, this idealistic side of 
her writing is bound to look both strained and vague. However, 
we must admit that, venturing far beyond her previous works, this 
novel embodies her grand ambition to integrate realism and anti-
realism by connecting reality and what lies beyond it, and thus 
unifying the soul and scientific knowledge.

Notes

This paper is based on a lecture delivered at the 15th Annual 
Meeting of the George Eliot Fellowship of Japan, December 3, 
2011. It subsequently formed a part of my chapter on George Eliot’s 
realism in Eikoku 19 Seiki Shosetsu no Tenkai [The Development of 
the Nineteenth-Century British Novel], a collection of essays edited 
by Ebine and Kazuhisa Takahashi, Shohaku-sha, 2014. I am grateful 
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both to the George Eliot Fellowship of Japan and Ms Mori of 
Shohaku-sha Publishing for permitting me to use the material for 
this version.

Quotations from George Eliot’s fiction are from the World’s 
Classics editions. Abbreviations for individual works are as follows: 
AB(Adam Bede), FH(Felix Holt), MM(Middlemarch), DD(Daniel 
Deronda), and “Veil” (“The Lifted Veil”). They are followed by 
chapter and page numbers. Her letters and essays are, respectively, 
from Gordon S. Haight’s 9-volume edition (The George Eliot 
Letters, abbreviation Letters) and Thomas Pinney’s edition of essays 
(abbreviation Essays)

1. In the “Mountain Gloom” chapter(chapter XIX) of his Modern 
Painters, Part IV (which Eliot reviewed with enthusiasm in 
the Westminster Review in 1856), John Ruskin-a formative 
influence on George Eliot’s theory of realism-criticized the 
popular idea that the Alpine peasants, living among beautiful 
natural scenery, must be noble-minded people. For the real 
Alpine peasantry, he says, “there is neither hope nor passion 
of spirit; for them neither advance nor exultation. Black bread, 
rude roof, dark night, laborious day, weary arm at sunset, and 
life ebbs away” (Modern Painters 388). He goes on to observe 
that their dark souls find their expression in the gory crucifixes 
common in that district. Hugh Witemeyer relates this passage 
in the Riehl essay to Ruskin’s argument, explaining that “any 
art which does not acknowledge the existence of evil is likely 
to be false and sentimental” (Witemeyer 144). Likewise, 
Ruskin stands behind Eliot’s description of the crucitix in 
Adam Bede, discussed in p.131 of this paper.

2. In The Realistic Imagination (1981), George Levine places 
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Frankenstein at the fountainhead of the English nineteenth-
century realist novel (my emphasis). Rosemary Ashton, too, 
locates “The Lifted Veil” between Frankenstein and Dr. Jekyll 
and Mr. Hyde (Ashton 219). Midori Niino, in her recent book 
<Watashi-Gatari>  no Bungaku: Igirisu 19 Seiki Shousetsu to 
Jiko [The Literature of “Me-Narratives”: Nineteenth-Century 
English Novels and the Self ] analyzes this fantasy in relation to 
Dickens’s ghost story “The Haunted Man” and “The History 
of a Self-Tormentor,” a character’s confession-autobiography 
inserted in his novel Little Dorrit.

3. The first human blood transfusion was performed (unsuccessfully) 
on a cancer  patient in 1819 by the English obstetrician James 
Blundell. He reported his first  successful transfusion, on a woman 
in labor, in 1829. However, transfusion in those days was a very 
risky and controversial treatment that involved many fatalities. (Phil 
Learoyd, “A Short History of Blood Transfusion.”)

4. The text of this novel is quietly marked by historical signposts 
such as the end of the American Civil War (June 1865), the 
rebellion in Jamaica (October 1865), and the Austro-Prussian 
War (1866), highlighting that it is set exactly 10 years before the 
time of Eliot’s writing (early 1874 to June 1876). (DD Appendix 
725-27.)

5. This is a central concept in Gillian Beer’s Darwin’s Plots. 
She stresses the sensuousness, concreteness, diversity and 
vitality of Darwin’s science, observing “His materialism is a 
sensuously grounded response to the world of forms and life, 
not an excluding or purely abstracting force” (Beer 37).
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The Actress of Real Drama:
Gwendolen’s Self in Everyday Performance

Eri Satoh 

I. Introduction

In Daniel Deronda (hereafter, DD, 1876), George Eliot created 
several characters who are engaged in the performing arts, such as 
Mirah Lapidoth, Herr Klesmer, and Alcharisi. The female protagonist, 
Gwendolen Harleth, is also engaged in the performing arts to some 
extent: she performs a series of charades and tableaux vivants in 
front of a domestic audience. Due to a lack of genius and serious 
training, her brief consideration of making a living as an actress 
fails to save her family from bankruptcy. Her characterization is also 
deeply rooted in the concept of “performance.” For example, one 
can see how her vanity makes her conscious of how her appearance 
and behavior impress others at all times. Alison Byerly indicates that 
“Eliot and Lewes’ mutual fascination with the theatre” is prominently 
manifested in Daniel Deronda (131). Interestingly enough, Eliot uses 
“the dramatic dialogue” in the conversational exchanges between 
Gwendolen and Grandcourt. 

Erving Goffman, who applied the perspective of “dramaturgy” 
to the sociological studies in The Presentation of Self in Everyday 
Life (hereafter, PS, 1959), states that an individual “performs his 
role” in the social interactions with others in daily life. Indicating 
that Eliot belonged to “the London intellectual circle that included 
a number of early sociologists,” Candace Clark says, “If the 
nineteenth century had an Erving Goffman, it was George Eliot” 

［147］
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(143). According to Clark, Eliot uses a kind of micro-sociological 
vision on “social structure, class, social forms, interaction, and 
especially the interplay between self and society” in her novels. 
Sociologists, such as Charles Horton Cooley and Thomas Scheff, 
also value her works for describing “self-process and interactional 
patterns” (143).1 Unlike Mirah, who abandons her theatrical career 
because she cannot accept “the fictiveness of acting” (Byerly 131), 
and Alcarisi, who can naturally “act her own emotions,” Gwendolen 
is increasingly forced to feel a sense of disparity in her self as the 
narrative proceeds. 

Many  critics compare  Gwendolen’s  self to the theatrical 
representation of her. However, most of them focus on her attempt 
and failure at theatrical performance, compared with Mirah and 
Alcharisi. For example, discussing Eliot’s use of several art forms 
to depict the realism of human life, Byerly suggests that Eliot 
associates theatrical art with “a dangerous deception of self and 
others” (11). Especially, Gwendolen’s inability to act can be seen as 
“her tragicomic self-delusion” (129). Referring to the nineteenth-
century performance theories, Lynn M. Voskuil discusses “concepts 
of theatricality and national character” in Daniel Deronda (4). By 
considering the performances of characters that are deeply connected 
with their nationalities, Voskuil’s study clarifies how theatricality in 
the novel represents their selfhood in terms of “emotional life and 
national consciousness.” According to Voskuil, unlike Gwendolen 
whose theatricality is “the external manifestation of both a stunted 
emotional life and a deadened national consciousness” (127), 
the theatricality of Mirah is linked with her true self, and that of 
Alcharisi directs “the conduct and interactions of her daily life” along 
with her stage career (134). Thus, as revealed in these studies that 
largely deal with the selves related to their performing acts, Eliot’s 
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description of Gwendolen is more problematic and complicated 
than that of Mirah or Alcharisi. Moreover, Gwendolen goes through 
a serious disruption of her self not only in the performing acts but 
also in her “everyday performance.”   In this paper, I will examine 
how Eliot describes Gwendolen’s self in her “everyday performance” 
by referring to Goffman’s concept of self in dramaturgical theory. 
First, I will summarize Goffman’s concept of self along with Eliot’s 
general concept of it in her novel. Then, I will follow the change and 
development of Gwendolen’s self from her maidenhood to wifehood, 
focusing on how she wears ornaments2 and what effect this has on 
her interactions with others. These examinations, it is hoped, will 
contribute to clarify Eliot’s depiction of self and whether it can be 
applied to the modern concept of self in the twentieth century. 

II. The Theory of Dramaturgy
 

According to Goffman, the structure of the self must be 
considered based on how we “arrange” for “performances,” i.e. one 
making “a presentation of ourselves” (PS 252). He uses the term 
“performance” to mean “all the activity of an individual which 
occurs during a period marked by his continuous presence before 
a particular set of observers and which has some influence on the 
observers” (PS 22).  Goffman divides the self of an individual into 
two parts: “a performer” and “a character.” While a performer 
is engaged in the “task of staging a performance” to fabricate 
impressions, a character is a self as “an image of the self ” generated 
by the performance (PS 252). 

In this report the performed self was seen as some kind of image, 
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usually creditable, which the individual on stage and in character 

effectively attempts to induce others to hold in regard to him. While 

this image is entertained concerning the individual, so that a self is 

imputed to him, this self itself does not derive from its possessor, but 

from the whole scene of his action, being generated by that attribute of 

local events which renders them interpretable by witnesses. A correctly 

staged and performed scene leads the audience to impute a self to a 

performed character, but this imputation-this self-is a product 

of a scene that comes off, and is not a cause of it. The self, then, as a 

performed character, is not an organic thing that has a specific location, 

whose fundamental fate is to be born, to mature, and to die; it is a 

dramatic effect arising diffusely from a scene that is presented, and the 

characteristic issue, the crucial concern, is whether it will be credited or 

discredited. (Emphasis in original, PS 252-53)

Goffman parallels one’s self with a character that “the performance” 
is “designed to evoke” (PS 252). A character is thus an image of the 
self derived from all the scenes in which an individual performs. 
Therefore, the self is constituent of, or a product of the performance, 
i.e. the inter-corporeal act (Shiino 64). Self-expression is available 
only in the performance, and therefore, Goffman does not take 
the so-called “ego-identity,” the psychological term of the true self, 
into consideration (Shiino 64). A performer can take two different 
attitudes to the “self as image”: on the one hand, the performer 
believes in the impression fostered by his own performance (PS 17); 
on the other hand, he does not believe in his own act and in his “self 
as image” (PS 17). Goffman calls the former, “sincere” and the latter, 
“cynical.” A cynical individual consciously looks at the performed 
self at a distance. He also indicates “the transitional point” between 
“sincerity” and “cynicism,” the “self-illusion” in which the performer 
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“may not completely believe that he deserves the valuation of self 
which he asks for or that the impression of reality which he fosters 
is valid” (PS 21). 

Here Goffman’s explanations of the self remind us of the 
narrator’s comment about Rosamond Vincy in Middlemarch 
(hereafter, MM, 1871-72):

(Ever y ner ve and muscle in Rosamond was adjusted to the 

consciousness  that she was being looked at. She was by nature 

an actress of parts that entered into her physique: she even acted her 

own character, and so well, that she did not know it to be precisely her 

own.) (Emphasis in original, MM 117) 

Moreover, Rosamond “always” has “an  audience  in her  own 
consciousness, with sometimes the not unwelcome addition of a 
more variable external audience  in the numerous visitors of the 
house” (MM 167). As “an actress by nature,” she skillfully performs 
a self as a variable image in front of different audiences and is 
unable to accurately recognize her “essential” attributes from these 
images as a result. While these descriptions of Rosamond imply 
her emptiness, her consciousness of self is worth noting in terms of 
dramaturgical perspective. 

Eliot also depicts the transition of the individual’s physical 
appearance in Daniel Deronda: “Attempts at description are stupid: 
who can all at once describe a human being? even when he is 
presented to us we only begin that knowledge of his appearance 
which must be completed by innumerable impressions under 
differing circumstances” (DD 111). In this way, Eliot admits that 
the nature of the self is indefinable and changes from time to time, 
both externally and internally. Gwendolen is described as having 
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“the iridescence of her character,” containing “the play of various” 
and “contrary tendencies” (DD 42), with Eliot even using the term 
“many-sided self ” (DD 586) to describe Gwendolen’s inconsistent 
nature. 

Based on these basic concepts of self, Goffman classifies an 
individual attribute that influences this performance. He uses the 
word “front,” which functions “to define the situation for those 
who observe the performance” in “a general and fixed fashion” (PS 
22). Thus, “front” is a standard “expressive equipment” that the 
individual uses intentionally or unconsciously in the process of 
performance (PS 22). Moreover, he divides this standard “expressive 
equipment” into certain elements. For example, he uses the term 
“personal front,” which “we most intimately identify with the 
performer himself,” such as “insignia of office or rank; clothing; 
sex, age and racial characteristic; size and looks; posture; speech 
patterns; facial expressions; bodily gestures; and the like” (PS 24). 
These aspects, which Goffman calls the “personal front,” belong to 
the body of an individual performer.3 In this paper, I will analyze 
Gwendolen’s self from Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective by 
focusing on how she wears the ornaments that form her “personal 
front.” 

III. Gwendolen’s Strong Belief in Herself  
     
Through the narrator’s figurative description of her as “a girl 

who had every day seen a pleasant reflection of that self in her 
friends’ flattery as well as in the looking-glass” (DD 18), it is clear 
that Gwendolen, in her maidenhood, finds no big disparity between 
her performed self and her own recognition of herself. The title 
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of Book I, “The Spoiled Child,” clarifies this-Gwendolen is “the 
princess in exile” in her “domestic empire” (DD 41). Adhering to 
the expectations of her uncle, Mr Gascoigne, she makes her debut 
in “the best society of the neighborhood” (DD 38). In this social 
setting, Gwendolen can still enjoy the admiration of the audience, 
being conscious only of gentlemen’s homage (DD 116) to her. “No 
youthful figure there” is “comparable to Gwendolen’s” (DD 43), and 
her beauty serves as the best personal front for her. In this chapter, 
I will investigate how Gwendolen’s act of wearing ornaments in her 
maidenhood complexly relates with her class consciousness and 
beauty. 

At the Brackenshaws’ Archery Meeting, Gwendolen receives “a 
special gold star to be worn on the breast,” a mark of a distinguished 
archer who runs three hits in the gold (DD 106): 

There was a general falling into ranks to give her space that she 

might advance conspicuously to receive the gold star from the hands 

of Lady Brackenshaw; and the perfect movement of her fine form was 

certainly a pleasant thing to behold in the clear afternoon light when 

the shadows were long and still. She was the central object of that pretty 

picture, and every one present must gaze at her. (DD 106-07)

Although she does not have “the highest distinction in rank” and 
is “not to be marked as an heiress, like Miss Arrowpoint” (DD 101-
02), “the gold star,” which the narrator blatantly compares with Miss 
Arrowpoint’s gold dress, is the mark of Gwendolen’s distinguished 
archery skill in the eyes of the public. She impresses herself with her 
perfect manners and beauty in front of the audience when receiving 
“the gold star,” attracting the “audience’s” attention. Using the effects 
of light and shadow in the afternoon, the narrator also depicts the 
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picturesque moment of Gwendolen’s “performance.” Moreover, 
because Gwendolen believes “in her own good fortune even more 
than in her skill” (DD 104), “the gold star” is the symbol of the 
belief in her own luck, which surpasses Miss Arrowpoint’s social 
status. This Gwendolen’s belief in her own luck is already evident in 
the opening scene in which she is absorbed in gambling in the crisis 
of losing her social status, imagining herself as being as “a goddess 
of luck” (DD 10). 

After the scene of the Archery Meeting, the narrator highlights 
the beauty of Gwendolen’s own body rather than her ornaments. 

‘Oh, that is over now, and I don’t know what will come next,’ said 

Gwendolen, stretching herself with a sort of moan and throwing up 

her arms. They were bare now: it was the fashion to dance in the 

archery dress, throwing off the jacket; and the simplicity of her white 

cashmere with its border of pale green set off her form to the utmost. A 

thin line of gold round her neck, and the gold star on her breast, were 

her only ornaments. Her smooth soft hair piled up into a grand crown 

made a clear line about her brow. (DD 116-17)

With a minimum use of ornaments, Gwendolen’s bare arms become 
conspicuous. Furthermore, while preparing for her interview with 
Klesmer in a later scene, she dresses “in black, without a single 
ornament, and with the warm whiteness of her skin set off between 
her light-brown coronet of hair and her square-cut bodice” (DD 
251). Here the narrator emphasizes the beauty of Gwendolen’s face 
and bare neck. Moreover, Eliot figuratively depicts her hair pulled 
up4 as a “crown” and a “coronet,” which seem to symbolize the high 
value of Gwendolen’s own physical attributes, equal to ornaments of 
the “Royal Highness.” That is, Gwendolen’s absolute confidence in 
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her physical beauty affects her way of wearing ornaments and her 
behavior. 

Thus, how Gwendolen wears ornaments before marriage 
is complexly related not only with the confidence in her own 
beauty but also with her own luck, which complements the social 
disadvantage she feels. 

IV. The Collision of Social Self and Hidden Self: Ornaments on 
Gwendolen’s Body 

Because of her family’s bankruptcy, Gwendolen falls into 
the crisis of losing her social status. Moreover, being made duly 
aware that her beauty is useless in the field of professional acting, 
Gwendolen decides to impulsively marry Grandcourt, placing herself 
into the difficult situation of being conscious of performing in front 
of two different types of audiences when she appears in public. 

Constantly she had to be on the scene as Mrs Grandcourt, and to feel  

herself watched in that part by the exacting eyes of a husband who had 

found a motive to exercise his tenacity-that of making his marriage 

answer all the ends he chose, and with the more completeness the more 

he discerned any opposing will in her. (DD 548) 

Not only must Gwendolen behave properly as “Mrs Grandcourt” 
in front of others, she is also subjected to Grandcourt’s supervision 
and his judgment as to whether she performs that role to his 
satisfaction. She becomes an actress in the real-life drama 
manipulated by her tyrannical husband. As a result, her performed 
self as Mrs Grandcourt becomes inconsistent with her “self as the 
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performer.” Along with Grandcourt’s mastery over her, her agony 
intensifies and becomes more complicated because of the former 
relationship between Mrs Glasher and her husband. In the course 
of her trial, Deronda becomes “the strongest of all monitors” (DD 
447) for her, which causes her to produce the other “imagined self.” 
In this chapter, I will investigate how Eliot describes Gwendolen’s 
performed self in her interactions with Grandcourt and Deronda, 
as revealed by the ornaments she wears after her marriage.5 

The ornaments Gwendolen wears in public after her marriage 
become more conspicuous than before, highlighting her personal 
front, the social status she gained through marriage. Pointing out 
that “specialized means of displaying one’s position frequently 
develop,” Goffman argues that “such sign vehicles have been called 
status symbols” (Emphasis in original, “Symbols of Class Status” 
294). Citing Goffman’s definition of status symbols, Jean Arnold 
indicates that “expensive jewels functioned as status symbol in 
Victorian times” (2). Among the various new types of jewelry 
that appeared in the Victorian age, “diamonds were often” “the 
most highly valued” (Arnold 18). Therefore, the diamonds of 
Grandcourt’s mother, which are “worth some thousands” and 
those which Grandcourt necessarily wishes to have for his wife, 
represent the Grandcourt family’s status symbols, though they are 
“not mountains of light-they were mere peas and haricots for the 
ears, neck, and hair” (DD 343).6 

Mrs Glasher sends the Grandcourt diamond directly to 
Gwendolen on the day of wedding. Even though Gwendolen is 
“glad of such an event as having her own diamonds to try on” at 
first, the situation abruptly changes when she opens the jewel-case. 
She sees a letter lying on top of the diamonds “in the same instant” 
she sees “their [the diamonds’] gleam” (DD 358). In this moment, 
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the diamonds become not the adorning ornament that will impress 
her position as Grandcourt’s wife but a nauseous reminder of Mrs 
Glasher’s horrible words in the letter. Even though the letter flies 
“like a feather from her trembling fingers and was caught up in the 
great draught of flame” (DD 359), the “words of that [Mrs Glasher’s] 
letter kept repeating themselves, and hung on her [Gwendolen’s] 
consciousness with the weight of a prophetic doom” (DD 424). In 
this moment Gwendolen cannot “see the reflections of herself ” 
and they are “like so many women petrified white” (DD 359). The 
phrase, “so many women” represents not only Gwendolen’s own 
sense of self being disrupted, but also her being forced to play 
several roles, which constitute the distance between her performed 
self and her own recognition of herself. As the narrator later shows, 
Mrs Glasher’s words are internalized as a “venomous life” (DD 424) 
and causes Gwendolen to lose her sense of control over herself. 

Additionally, diamonds are associated with “the vision of 
the scene at the Whispering Stones” (DD 424). Thus, diamonds 
become symbolic of Mrs Glasher’s hatred for Gwendolen, appealing 
both verbally and visually while “to others they [diamonds]” are 
“brilliants that suited her perfectly” (DD 428). Because of the 
diamonds, she is always forced to be conscious of her unseen 
audience, Mrs Glasher. 

In the course of her suffering, Gwendolen struggles to restore 
her sense of self in her maidenhood. When dressing herself for 
dinner at Brackenshaw Castle, she says to herself that “she would 
never wear those diamonds” (DD 426): “She [Gwendolen] came 
down dressed in her white, with only a streak of gold and a pendant 
of emeralds, which Grandcourt had given her, round her neck, 
and little emerald stars in her ears” (DD 426).  “A streak of gold” 
reminds the readers of the ornament that Gwendolen wore in her 
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maidenhood, while “little emerald stars” are also associated with 
“the gold star,” the symbol of Gwendolen’s belief in her fortune. 
These ornaments she chooses to wear on this occasion seem to be 
Gwendolen’s effort to restore her sense of self in her maidenhood 
while taking care not to offend Grandcourt and never failing to 
show loyalty to her husband who gave her “a pendant of emeralds.” 
However, she cannot help wearing the diamonds after all, leaving 
Grandcourt “to take out the ornaments and fasten them as he 
would” (DD 427). 

Thus, to project a suitable public image as Mrs Grandcourt, 
controlled by Mr Grandcourt, Gwendolen has to wear diamonds 
despite her inner struggle. While Gwendolen’s public image is 
successfully maintained as Grandcourt wishes, Deronda looks at 
her from a different point of view. 

The white silk and diamonds-it may seem strange,  but she did 

wear the diamonds on her neck, in her ears, in her hair-might have 

something to do with the new imposingness of her beauty, which flashed 

on him as more unquestionable if not more thoroughly satisfactory 

than when he had first seen her at the gaming-table. . . .But in seeing 

Gwendolen at Diplow, Deronda had discerned in her more than he had 

expected of that tender appealing charm which we call womanly. Was 

there any new change since then? He distrusted his impressions; but as 

he saw her receiving greetings with what seemed a proud cold quietude 

and a superficial smile, there seemed to be at work within her the same 

demonic force that had possessed her when she took him in her resolute 

glance and turned away a loser from the gaming-table. (DD 406-07) 

Distinguished by the diamonds, Gwendolen tries to adjust herself 
to the role as Mrs Grandcourt with “a proud cold quietude and 
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a superficial smile.” Unlike the ordinary audience, i.e. people 
who are invited “to meet the new couple”(DD 405), Deronda 
feels uncomfortable with Gwendolen’s heightened beauty with 
diamonds. Deronda notices that Gwendolen’s performed self as Mrs 
Grandcourt is not “sincere” and senses that an evil spirit possesses 
Gwendolen’s inner life. Thus, Deronda is distinguished from the 
ordinary audience and Mr Grandcourt.  

If diamonds serve as a device to maintain Gwendolen’s public 
image regardless of her inward agony, the turquoise necklace, 
with which Deronda’s rescue begins, functions as a means of 
secret communication between him and Gwendolen, contrary to 
her repressed voice in public situations. Originally, Gwendolen 
did not have any attachment to the turquoise necklace, for it had 
represented her feelings toward her father whom “she had never 
known” (DD 19).7 However, the necklace takes on a new meaning 
for her after it was repurchased by Deronda. 

When Gwendolen dresses herself for the New Year’s Eve dance 
party, she longs “to put on the old turquoise necklace for her sole 
ornament” “in remembrance of Leubronn” (DD 440). Because small 
separate interactions are formed in such a social setting, Gwendolen 
expects that “numbers and general movement may create privacy” 
(DD 439-40). Even though she is afraid of offending her husband, 
she is determined finally “to wear the memorial necklace somehow” 
and “wound it thrice round her wrist and made a bracelet of it,” 
“having gone to her room to put it on just before entering the ball-
room” (DD 440). Later, she secretly attempts to make Deronda 
notice her wearing it. 

Gwendolen was wrapped in the lightest, softest of white woollen burnouses, 

under which her hands were hidden. While he was gone she had drawn 
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off her glove, which was finished with a lace ruffle, and when she put 

up her hand to take the glass and lifted it to her mouth, the necklace-

bracelet, which in its triple winding adapted itself clumsily to her wrist, was 

necessarily conspicuous. (DD 443)

Arnold indicates that the turquoise and diamonds in Gwendolen’s 
body respectively represent the clash between her moral awareness 
and moral degradation (25). To be sure, the narrator describes 
Gwendolen’s intention as follows:  

He [Deronda] thought that he understood well her action in drawing 

his attention to the necklace: she wished him to infer that she had 

submitted her mind to rebuke-her speech and manner had from the 

first fluctuated toward that submission-and that she felt no lingering 

resentment. Her evident confidence in his interpretation of her 

appealed to him as a peculiar charm. (DD 444) 

Later Grandcourt reprimands Gwendolen’s behavior, along with the 
turquoise necklace, as “a mad woman in a play” (DD 446). He says, 
“I suppose there is some understanding between you and Deronda 
about that thing you have on your wrist. If you have anything to say 
to him, say it. But don’t carry on a telegraphing which other people 
are supposed not to see. It’s damnably vulgar” (DD 447). According 
to Nana Yano, as the word “telegraphing” indicates, Grandcourt 
interprets Gwendolen’s turquoise bracelet and bodily gesture as a 
nonverbal message to Deronda (215). Furthermore, in Arnold’s view, 
the turquoise becomes a verbal symbol of Gwendolen’s submission 
to and confidence in Deronda. Deronda impresses himself on 
Gwendolen as “her superior” and becomes “a part of her conscience.” 

However, as the phrase “he [Deronda] thought” indicates, the 
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non-verbal message that Deronda receives from Gwendolen is 
interpreted from Deronda’s point of view, while a closer examination 
of Gwendolen’s behavior reveals other, hidden messages. Many critics 
have viewed Gwendolen’s body as a passive object of male desire 
because Eliot often depicts her as a beautiful artwork that is gazed 
upon by viewers. However, in this case, Gwendolen voluntarily takes 
off the glove from her hand to show the turquoise, consequently 
leading to the exposure of Gwendolen’s bare skin. Judith Mitchell 
points out, “the unrealized potential for erotic interaction between” 
(150) Gwendolen and Deronda-Gwendolen’s behavior, along with 
the turquoise necklace, consequently, become her unconscious sexual 
appeal to Deronda. As the narrator explains, the reason Deronda 
redeems Gwendolen’s necklace for her is due to “the fascination 
of her womanhood” (DD 324). Furthermore, Deronda’s mixed 
emotions toward Gwendolen become apparent after he notices the 
necklace-bracelet winding on Gwendolen’s wrist. Deronda proposes 
Gwendolen to “go and look out at one of the windows” “in order to 
banish any consciousness about the necklace” (DD 443), implying 
that he instinctively understands Gwendolen’s involuntary message 
and tries to dismiss it. 

Eliot has already shown Gwendolen’s enigmatic aspects in the 
scene in which she and Mrs Davilow discuss selling the ornaments 
in preparation for Gwendolen’s temporary decision to work as a 
governess at the Momperts. When Mrs Davilow happens to find 
the turquoise necklace thrusted in “the handkerchief with the 
corner torn off ” (DD 274), Gwendolen asks her mother to keep it. 
Later, she takes “out the torn handkerchief from her pocket again,” 
and wraps “it deliberately round the necklace” (DD 276), which 
surprises Mrs Davilow. 
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Why she should suddenly determine not to part with the necklace was not 

much clearer to her than why she should sometimes have been frightened 

to find herself in the fields alone; she had a confused state of emotion 

about Deronda-was it wounded pride and resentment, or a certain awe 

and exceptional trust? It was something vague and yet mastering, which 

impelled her to this action about the necklace. There is a great deal of 

unmapped country within us which would have to be taken into account 

in explanations of our gusts and storms. (DD 276-77)

Gwendolen’s “confused state of emotion” regarding Deronda 
leads to her behavior concerning the turquoise necklace on New 
Year’s Eve. Thus, by using the turquoise necklace as a device in 
Gwendolen’s performance, Eliot tries to reveal “unmapped country” 
of Gwendolen’s self represented in her unconscious performance.      

V. Deronda  as  an  Internalized  Audience  in  Gwendolen’s 
Consciousness 

Through Gwendolen’s performance, Eliot reveals Gwendolen’s 
views on Deronda as her moral mentor and the object of her sexual 
desire. Deronda’s influence increasingly complicates Gwendolen’s 
behavior, even in the private settings. In the final chapter, I will 
discuss Gwendolen’s dynamic fluctuations of self toward the end of 
the narrative. 

Goffman indicates that even when an individual is not in front 
of his audience, his behavior is affected by internalized morality. 

When a performer guides his private activity in accordance with 

incorporated moral standards, he may associate these standards with 
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a reference group of some kind, thus creating a non-present audience 

for his activity. This possibility leads us to consider a further one. The 

individual may privately maintain standards of behavior which he 

does not personally believe in, maintaining these standards because 

of a lively belief that an unseen audience is present who will punish 

deviations from these standards. In other words, an individual may be 

his own audience or may imagine an audience to be present. (PS 81-82)

In her private dialogue with Deronda, Gwendolen is told to “care 
about something in this vast world besides the gratification of small 
selfish desires” (DD 446) and have “an interest in the world beyond 
the small drama of personal desires” (DD 451). Although it is 
undeniable that Gwendolen has strong scruples about Mrs Glasher 
and her children, she has “learned to see all her acts through the 
impression they would make on Deronda” (DD 673). Below is the 
scene in which she waits for an interview with Deronda: 

In her struggle between agitation and the effort to suppress it, she 

was walking up and down the length of two drawing-rooms, where 

at one end a long mirror reflected her in her black dress, chosen in 

the early morning with a half-admitted reference to this hour. But 

above this black dress her head on its white pillar of a neck showed 

to advantage. Some consciousness of this made her turn hastily and 

hurry to the boudoir, where again there was glass, but also, tossed over 

a chair, a large piece of black lace which she snatched and tied over her 

crown of hair so as completely to conceal her neck, and leave only her 

face looking out from the black frame. In this manifest contempt of 

appearance, she thought it possible to be freer from nervousness, but 

the black lace did not take away the uneasiness from her eyes and lips. 

(DD 608)
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Here again Gwendolen wears no ornaments, as in preparing for the 
interview with Klesmer; however, the action constitutes an entirely 
different meaning. Gwendolen’s fluctuation between “agitation 
and the effort to suppress it” is shown in her physical movement of 
“walking up and down the length of two drawing-rooms.” In front 
of the mirror, she not only sees herself but also thinks of Deronda 
as her imagined audience. Thus, as Goffman mentions that 
“matters are what they appear to be” (PS 17), from her appearance, 
Gwendolen attempts to manage an impression that Gwendolen 
gives to Deronda. Goffman uses the terms “back region” or “back-
stage,” which are distinguished from “front region,” where an 
individual acts in the presence of others. Meanwhile, in the “back 
region” or “back-stage,” “other aspects, which might discredit the 
fostered impression, are suppressed” (PS 111). Therefore, in the 
“back region” or “back-stage,” “costumes and other parts of personal 
front may be adjusted and scrutinized for flaws” (PS 112). In this 
private space, Gwendolen covers up her crown of hair and her 
neck with a black lace to adjust her appearance to Deronda’s moral 
standards. As a performer, she tries to be sincere to the performed 
self that Deronda values. According to Miyuki Amano, this 
behavior demonstrates that “Gwendolen is still possessed with her 
beauty,” in spite of “her attempt to exclude the power of her beauty 
in interaction with Deronda” (357). To be sure, as the narrator 
ironically describes that “her head on its white pillar of a neck 
showed to advantage,” Gwendolen still cannot totally internalize the 
attributes that Deronda may value. 

However, in addition to moralistic reasons, here again Eliot 
implicitly depicts her unconscious feelings toward Deronda.8 Wendy 
Cooper points out that in the Victorian age, people were “ashamed 
of sex compensated by indulging in sentiment,” which “was worn 
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on the sleeve” (227). According to Cooper, “the shoulders, the neck, 
and the crowning glory of hair” are considered as “the respectable 
focus of sexual interest” (227). Gwendolen feels especially uneasy 
about her “white pillar of a neck,” which is exposed as she tries 
to “completely conceal” it. Her behavior can be interpreted as the 
realization of her potential sexuality. 

Even toward the end of the narrative, Eliot portrays Gwendolen’s 
indeterminate self through her ornaments. When Deronda is 
summoned by her after the death of Grandcourt, he sees “her 
long hair” is “gathered up and coiled carefully and through all, 
the blue stars in her ears” have “kept their place” (DD 688). The 
narrator indicates that Deronda has “an irresistible impression 
that even under the effects of a severe physical shock she” is 
“mastering herself with a determination of concealment” (DD 687-
88). Because she looks like “the unhappy ghost of that Gwendolen 
Harleth” whom Deronda saw “turning with firm lips and proud 
self-possession from her losses at the gaming table” (DD 688), her 
ornaments in this scene remind the readers of her maidenhood. 
Her two hands used to be “heavily-jewelled” “according to her 
wont” (DD 677) in her married life, but at the second meeting 
with Deronda, after returning from Genoa, her hands are “now 
unladen of all rings except her wedding-ring” (DD 767). Of course, 
Gwendolen’s simple attire and lack of ornaments, except her 
wedding-ring, mean that she is in a state of mourning. However, 
the word “unladen” implicitly refers to Gwendolen being liberated 
from the role of Mrs Grandcourt and the severe surveillance of her 
husband. In the process of self-transformation, she depends entirely 
on Deronda, as the narrator describes: 

Considerations such as would have filled the minds of indifferent 
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spectators could not occur to her, any more than if flames had been 

mounting around her, and she had flung herself into his opened arms 

and clung about his neck that he might carry her into safety. She 

identified him with the struggling regenerative process in her which 

had begun with his action. (DD 771) 

 
After the parting with Deronda, Eliot does not clarify what exactly 
becomes of Gwendolen’s self in the future, leaving readers with an 
open ending. However, Gwendolen’s final declaration to “live” and 
“be better” implies that Deronda remains one of her “audiences,” 
who continues to affect her behavior, even though he is not 
physically present before her anymore.

 

VI. Conclusion

By describing how Gwendolen wears ornaments, Eliot tries to 
show Gwendolen’s self as flexible and transformative, instead of 
static, depending on time and space. In her maidenhood, relatively 
simple ornaments and her figurative “crown” represent Gwendolen’s 
absolute confidence in beauty and her own luck, which can even 
transcend Miss Arrowpoint’s social status as the heiress. However, 
after marriage, under the strict surveillance of Mr Grandcourt, 
Gwendolen’s performances become complicated. Diamonds are 
used to represent Gwendolen’s social status as Mrs Grandcourt, 
but they are also the symbol of scruples about encroaching on the 
rights and happiness of Mrs Glasher and her children. Gwendolen’s 
performed self as Mrs Grandcourt is disjointed with her “self as a 
performer.” Her wearing of the turquoise necklace represents not 
only her moral awareness before Deronda, but also the non-verbal 
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expression of her sexuality toward Deronda. Gwendolen continues 
to fluctuate between one “imaged” self and other “imaged” selves, 
which are created through interactions with others. By referring to 
Goffman’s dramaturgical theory, we can understand not only that 
Eliot’s view on self-expression in Daniel Deronda remains applicable 
to modern contexts but also that Eliot tries to express Gwendolen’s 
complex and multilayered “selves.”

 
Notes 

An earlier version of this paper was presented in Japanese at the 
13th annual conference of the Kansai Branch of the English Literary 
Society of Japan at Kobe College on 8 December 2018.

1. In the discussion of “make-no-work” in a dramaturgical 
approach, Goffman refers to Sir Walter Besant’s argument on 
the scene in The Mill on the Floss quoted by James Laver (PS 
110-11). See Sir Walter Besant, Fifty Years Ago, 91-2 and James 
Laver, Victorian Vista, 147.

2. Previous studies often focus on the costumes that Gwendolen 
and Mirah choose for their performance as their self-
expressive devices. For example, unlike Gwendolen’s classical 
Greek costume in the tableaux vivant, Mirah’s black costume 
represents the “authenticity of her self-representation” on the 
surface and connects with her acting Jewish in an English 
community (Voskuil 124). 

3. According to Galia Ofek, from the sociological perspective, 
“self-identity is constructed and determined” through “a two-
sided interaction between one’s projected body image and the 
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socio-cultural codes which interpret it” (1).
4. Raymond Firth, in his anthropological approach to the 

function of symbolism in both public and private situations, 
discusses the meaning in change of hairstyle from girlhood 
to womanhood. According to Firth, in the nineteenth 
century, conventionally “a girl wore her hair long over her 
shoulders until late adolescence, and then ‘put it up’ in a roll 
on the top of her head” which were signs of “maturity” and 
“marriageability.” Once women came to maturity, they were 
allowed to have their hair float freely over the shoulders only 
in an intimate private setting, such as in the bedroom. Upper-
class women had maids put up their hair every day (268).

5. Nana Yano discusses the function of black dresses and what 
Eliot tries to convey by having her heroines dressed in black 
based on the descriptions of Dinah, Mrs Transome, and 
Gwendolen. According to Yano, Gwendolen’s black attire 
paradoxically reveals her mental weakness and attempts to 
acquire “the strength” to realize an equal position to men (212).

6. According to Jean Arnold, “after the turn of the century,” the 
effects of “the newly installed gas lamps on city streets and in 
theaters” serve to reverberate “geometric facets of diamonds” 
and make “the translucence of the jewels” brighter in evening 
events. As a result, “gleaming diamonds” “enter the lives 
of characters in Victorian fiction as signs and symbols of 
established cultural values” (18).

7. Margueritte Murphy indicates that Deronda’s act of returning 
the necklace to Gwendolen implicitly functions as “a rebuff to” 
the “devalorization of the father”; therefore, it has a “double 
iteration” as “an immediate gift” and “an inheritance from the 
father” (191).
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8. According to Judith Mitchell, the “incident in which Gwendolen 
covers her ‘white pillar neck’ before seeing Deronda is a 
particularly telling instance of such negative reinforcement 
of the idea of a possible sexual liaison between the two 
characters” (150).
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The Revelatory Mask:
Eliot’s Essays and Impressions of Theophrastus Such

Yohko Nagai 

I. Introduction

Before George Eliot (1819-80) embarked on her career as a 
novelist, she was involved in Victorian journalism as an essayist, 
reviewer, editor, and translator. In fact, the origin of her prose 
writing goes back as far as 1846 when she, as Mary Ann Evans,1 

contributed short pieces to the literary section of a local newspaper, 
the Coventry Herald and Observer. Of the seventy-five reviews 
and essays2 that she wrote for periodicals and newspapers in her 
lifetime, most were written between 1854 and 1857 during her 
stay in Weimar with her partner, George Henry Lewes (1817-
78). These were a vital source of income for her at the time, but in 
writing them she could ponder the ideas and values that would later 
shape her novels. Because of this presumable unity and continuity 
between Eliot’s journalistic writings and novels, Dallas Liddle 
has identified these reviews and essays in the 1850s as “a series of 
preparatory sketches, or as a ‘proving-ground’ for the themes and 
voices later to be used by George Eliot the novelist” (5). G. Robert 
Stange goes as far as to say that we, the readers, now read Eliot’s 
critical reviews and essays simply for “the light they shed on the 
opinions and themes of a great novelist” (316). If we are to observe 
the neat transition from Eliot’s journalistic writing to novel writing, 
how can we explain the fact that Eliot departed from the genre of 
the novel and reverted to essay writing in 1878, two years after the 

［171］
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publication of her last novel, Daniel Deronda (1876)? What was the 
reason for publishing Impressions of Theophrastus Such (1879) in an 
experimental form-a collection of essays and character sketches 
unified by theme and the voice of a fictional author/narrator, 
Theophrastus? Furthermore, why was this last work released as a 
book volume rather than as a periodical article? These questions 
have not yet been answered by critics. To answer these questions, 
we need to conduct a more detailed examination of the function 
and effectiveness of reviews and essays published during the 
Victorian period and how Eliot used them to achieve her purpose 
and respond to contemporary readers. This will help us determine 
Eliot’s position in her periodical works and view her prose writings 
through the broader perspective of Victorian cultural production.

This paper, first, seeks to place Eliot in the context of the review 
essay as a genre in the mid-Victorian period. My primary purpose is 
neither to compare the contents of Eliot’s reviews and essays nor to 
point out their affinity to her novels. Eliot’s review of J. A. Froude’s 
The Nemesis of Faith (Coventry Herald and Observer, 16 March 1849), 
“Margaret Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft” (Leader, 13 October 
1855), “Woman in France: Madame de Sablé” (Westminster Review, 
October 1854), “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” (Westminster 
Review, October 1856), and “Worldliness and Other-Worldliness: 
The Poet Young” (Westminster Review, January 1857) will be 
examined in detail to show how Eliot used the form of review 
essay to present her authorial voice in an evasive way, free from the 
editorial demands and the restricted discourses of the periodical 
press. I will then go on to discuss Eliot’s least understood and 
appreciated book, Impressions of Theophrastus Such. It is in this 
collection of essays that we find different tones of Eliot’s authorial 
voice evolving under the mask of the fictional author/narrator, 
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Theophrastus. With the mask, the author has the independence and 
freedom to make more revelatory comments that would not have 
been possible if the readers were conscious that the voice of the 
fictional narrator belonged to Eliot, the novelist. It is my contention 
to prove that the essays speaking through the mask of a fictional 
narrative/character allow Eliot to conveniently distance herself from 
the reading public, giving herself the freedom and security to make 
revelatory remarks in her highly volatile, contemporary world.

2. Reviews and Essays in the Mid-Victorian Period

The mid-Victorian period (1850-70) was a time when newspaper 
and periodical publications multiplied as paper became cheaper, 
the literacy rate continued to increase, and advancement in printing 
technology made production cheaper and faster. Some of the most 
famous essays and review articles of the nineteenth century appeared 
in the press during this time, and they were written by notable 
critics and essayists like Thomas De Quincey (1785-1859), George 
Henry Lewes (1817-78), and Matthew Arnold (1822-88). Before we 
examine Eliot’s contribution to this literary form, we must consider 
the question posed by Georg Lukács: “[W]hat is an essay? What is 
its intended form of expression, and what are the ways and means 
whereby this expression is accomplished?” (Lukács 1-2; emphasis 
in original). In the words of Samuel Johnson, is it “[a] loose sally of 
the mind; an irregular indigested piece; not a regular and orderly 
composition” (“Essay,” A Dictionary of the English Language) or 
as Lukács explains, a “work of art, a genre” (1)? Because reviews 
and essays, like other periodical writings, are often rushed to meet 
deadlines, they are dismissed as being banal or derivative and 
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thus, subjected to minimal analysis. Essays, in fact, can take a 
variety of forms, such as moral, personal, natural, and critical 
essays. For Eliot, the critical essay had become her dominant 
form of periodical writing. From her experience as an editor of 
the Westminster Review, Eliot knew well what was expected from 
periodical essays and standard discourses expected in each of the 
journals. At the time, it was generally assumed that critical essays 
were to be written by professionals who could provide readers with 
specialized knowledge, providing new insights into a topic through 
expert analysis and a certain degree of reflection (Brake 19). 
Essayists generally claimed to be objective, and their articles gave 
voice to main ideas of cultivated opinion, airing many questions 
of an era. The mid-Victorian period was a time when expanding 
specialized scientific knowledge, religious doubts, and the spread of 
democracy left many readers eager for guidelines amidst the chaos. 
Frederick Oakeley, in his assessment of periodical essays as a genre, 
states that journals “perform a very essential office in supplying 
the nation with arguments, in giving shape, expression, effect, and 
currency; to the crude mass of thought which goes to form, on the 
whole, what is called the mind of England” (542). As suggested 
by the preceding quotation, what essays do for writers and their 
contemporary readers may be more relevant than their contents. To 
understand the functions and effects of these essays, it is essential to 
not merely examine the works but also to understand their cultural 
background.3 

Anonymity or the handling of an authorial voice was much 
debated from the 1850s to the end of the century. Until 1859, most 
periodicals, like newspapers, were marked by apparent anonymity.4 

If any name appeared on the wrapper, it was that of the editor 
rather than that of any author. It is not, therefore, unusual that 
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nearly all of Eliot’s periodical writings were written anonymously.5 
In the Cornhill Magazine, Leslie Stephens claims that “anonymous 
criticism may be less responsible, but it is more independent” (561; 
emphasis added). A closer examination of her essays reveals that 
Eliot not only chose to reserve her anonymity, but used various 
fictional “voices” to better communicate her message to her 
contemporary readers. By effectively using different voices or masks 
to hide her identity and sex, Eliot not only avoided the possible risk 
of coloring her criticism with any personal feeling, but maintained a 
comfortable distance between herself and her essays. Using specific 
examples, this argument will be developed in the following two 
sections.

3. Masks Unveiling the “Mind of England”

Eliot’s earliest prose writing can be seen in the five short pieces 
(collectively entitled “Poetry and Prose from the Notebook of an 
Eccentric”) written between December 1846 and February 1847 
for the Coventry Herald and Observer. Marian Evans, who was 
making her first entry into the publishing world as an essayist and 
journalist, searched for a narrative voice that enabled subjective 
articulations. Like in her last published work, Impressions of 
Theophrastus Such, she adopted an essay format, the narrative of 
which was delivered by a fictional narrator-an educated bachelor 
and gentleman. Because the Coventry Herald and Observer was 
owned and edited by her friend, Charles Bray (1811-84), there 
was little to worry about following the stringent demands of the 
in-house style of the publisher. It can be estimated that a certain 
amount of independence and freedom was given to her at the time. 
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Several years later in 1849, she published a short review of J. A. 
Froude’s novel, The Nemesis of Faith, again, in the Coventry Herald 
and Observer. This time, she extensively quoted from Froude’s 
writing, which overtly challenges the profession of the clergy and 
criticizes the hypocrisies of the established Church. Although the 
purpose of the review lies in introducing works that should be 
better known “among the spawn of the press” (Selected Essays 265; 
emphasis in original), by directly using the words of the original 
author, Froude’s voice overlaps with Eliot’s such that the line of 
authorship overlaps and becomes indistinguishable. Eliot refers 
to the “trenchant remarks on some of our English conventions” 
(Selected Essays 265) and directly compares her own society with 
the critique presented in Froude’s text and “its suggestive hints 
as to the necessity of recasting the currency of our religion and 
virtue” (Selected Essays 265). In doing so, Eliot assimilates Froude’s 
discourse to make way for her assessment, deliberately blurring 
the boundary between herself as the reviewer and Froude as the 
original writer. 

In dealing with gender-related topics, such as the condition of 
women and their social roles and opportunities, Eliot hesitatingly 
hid behind a male narrative voice. Knowing that the reviewer’s 
persona rather than judgement would determine readers’ opinions 
of her writing, in her anonymous articles, Eliot assumed the voice 
of an experienced male commentator capable of making a sound, 
balanced assessment. One prime example of this can be seen in 
the following passage from the essay, “Margaret Fuller and Mary 
Wollstonecraft” (1855):

Men pay a heavy price for their reluctance to encourage self-help and 

independent resources in women. The precious meridian years of 
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many a man of genius have to be spent in the toil of routine, that an 

“establishment” may be kept up for a woman who can understand none 

of his secret yearnings, who is fit for nothing but to sit in her drawing-

room like a doll-Madonna in her shrine. No matter. Anything is more 

endurable than to change our established formulae about women, or 

to run the risk of looking up to our wives instead of looking down on 

them…. [L]et them be idols, useless absorbents of precious things, 

provided we are not obliged to admit them to be strictly fellow-beings, 

to be treated one and all, with justice and sober reverence. (Selected 

Essays 336-37; emphasis added)

As the words, “our wives,” indicate, this appears to be a statement 
delivered by a male persona/reviewer addressing his male counterparts. 
In another essay, “Woman in France: Madame de Sablé” (1854), Eliot 
again uses a male persona, allowing her to debate more contentious 
gender issues:

With a few remarkable exceptions, our own feminine literature is made 

up of books which could have been better written by men; books which 

have the same relation to literature in general, as academic prize poems 

have to poetry: when not a feeble imitation, they are usually an absurd 

exaggeration of the masculine style, like the swaggering gait of a bad 

actress in male attire. (Selected Essays 8)

Here, the author/narrator is deploring the state of women’s literature 
in England, comparing it with the works of French women. This 
condemnation is directed not at any specific works but to the state of 
literary culture and the genre of women’s literature in the country. As 
one contemporary reviewer writing for the Saturday Review reveals, 
no one, at the time, expected women to be capable of “balanced and 
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cold criticism.” Thus, for this reason, a woman critic was required “to 
judge and write as a man” (“Authoresses” 484).

 In a renowned anonymous essay, “Silly Novels by Lady 
Novelists” (1856), Eliot takes a step further. She not only condemns, 
but also wittily and sarcastically presents the fatuousness, 
sentimentality, artificiality, and false romance of women’s fiction, 
and demands more serious critical attention to and thus, higher 
standards for women’s fiction. Over the years, some feminist 
critics6 have misunderstood Eliot’s male authorial voice, claiming 
that she had aligned herself with men and identified herself with 
male culture. However, by taking on a male persona, Eliot could 
ingeniously affect the readers’ expectations while informing 
them about the literary conventions of women’s fiction. Ironically 
pointing out that “Harriet Martineau, Currer Bell, and Mrs Gaskell 
have been treated as cavalierly as if they had been men” (Selected 
Essays 161), Eliot, with a cutting edge, reveals the “deficiencies” 
found in the literary conventions of popular women’s fiction:

For it must be plain to every one who looks impartially and extensively 

into feminine literature, that its greatest deficiencies are due hardly 

more to the want of intellectual power than to the want of those moral 

qualities that contribute to literary excellence-patient diligence, a 

sense of the responsibility involved in publication, and an appreciation 

of the sacredness of the writer’s art. (Selected Essays161)

The fact that Eliot began writing her first novel eleven days after 
completing this essay (Journals 63) and even more significantly, 
the fact that Eliot had already decided to write fiction when she 
conceived the idea for “Silly Novels” (Essays 300-01) suggests that 
what she emphasized in this essay was directed as much to herself 
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as to any other women novelists. In this essay, a message from one 
who is to become a woman novelist filters through the mask of a 
male persona: what is required in fiction is “genuine observation, 
humour, and passion” (Selected Essays 162).

After nearly ten years of journalistic writing experience, the 
authorial voice in the essay, “Worldliness and Other-Worldliness: 
The Poet Young” (1857), evolves into something new: a transition 
from a “natural historian” to a commanding analytic critic. At 
the beginning of the essay, the authorial voice invites “us,” the 
readers, to imagine ourselves as students “in search of specimens” 
(Selected Essays 164). Along with the readers, the voice of the 
narrator, the “natural historian,” proceeds to examine “the species 
divine” (Selected Essays 164; emphasis in original), the poet Edward 
Young. The poet, in other words, is presented as the object of 
study. With a sense of objective detachment and wry amusement, 
the “natural historian” in the beginning of the essay examines the 
specimen as a representative of his class and time. However, as the 
topic of discussion shifts to the moral implications and literary 
value of Young’s poetry, a voice of the perceptive, confident, and 
analytic critic supersedes that of the “natural historian.” First, the 
narrative voice endeavors to correct his/her own earlier judgement 
concerning Young. He/She confesses that his/her now mature 
judgement is “entirely opposed to our youthful predilections and 
enthusiasm” (Selected Essays 185). His/Her consciousness of early 
admiration for Young has prompted the critic/narrator to arrive at 
the opposite conviction: “namely, that the religious and moral spirit 
of Young’s poetry is low and false” because it presents the “reflex 
of a mind in which the higher human sympathies were inactive” 
(Selected Essays 185). Looking at Eliot’s novels in hindsight, the 
process of reevaluating Edward Young was for Eliot the very means 
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of addressing the questions that she valued as an artist. “Human 
sympathy,” which is one of the guiding principles of Eliot’s moral art 
and an underlying current that runs through her novels, is alluded 
to in this essay:

I am just and honest, not because I expect to live in another world, but 

because, having felt the pain of injustice and dishonesty towards myself, I 

have a fellow-feeling with other men, who would suffer the same pain if 

I were unjust or dishonest towards them. . . . It is a pang to me to witness 

the suffering of a fellow-being, and I feel his suffering the more acutely 

because he is mortal-because his life is so short, and I would have it, if 

possible, filled with happiness and not misery. Through my union and 

fellowship with the men and women I have seen, I feel a like, though a 

fainter, sympathy with those I have not seen; and I am able so to live in 

imagination with the generations to come, that their good is not alien 

to me, and is a stimulus to me to labour for ends which may not benefit 

myself, but will benefit them.  (Selected Essays 201; emphasis in original)

The characters in Eliot’s novels interact with their inner selves and 
others through their suffering, thus inducing their self-recognition. 
In a letter to Charles Bray two years after the publication of 
“Worldliness and Other-Worldliness: The Poet Young,” Eliot 
reiterates her intention in writing:

[T]he only effect I ardently long to produce by my writings, is that those 

who read them should be better able to imagine and to feel the pains 

and the joys of those who differ from themselves in everything but the 

broad fact of being struggling erring human creatures. (The George Eliot 

Letters 3:111; emphasis in original)7
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In Young’s work, not only are the “higher human sympathies” 
(Selected Essays 185) deficient; there is also the problem of sincerity: 
“One of the most striking characteristics of Young is his radical 
insincerity as a poetic artist” (Selected Essays 194; emphasis in 
original). In other words, according to the analytic critic/narrator, 
what Young fundamentally lacks is not being “true to his own 
sensibilities or inward vision” (Selected Essays 194). What the 
learned narrator states with conviction is the principle of the truth 
of feeling, and this is to become an idea that lays the foundation of 
Eliot’s art and ethics. The mask of an analytic critic used to reassess 
Young’s poetry is the very mask through which Eliot assessed the 
contemporary “mind of England.” 

4.  Impressions of Theophrastus Such: Refuge behind the Mask of 
a Narrator

On 21 November 1878, George Henry Lewes, who unswervingly 
served as Eliot’s literary agent and encourager for over twenty 
years, sent a manuscript to Eliot’s publisher John Blackwood with 
a note: “Of the parcel itself I say nothing except that it is the work 
of the last few months and is not a story” (GEL 7:78; emphasis 
in original). If it was not a story, then what was it? Lewes did not 
indicate what it was, but it was an unfinished piece that he was 
determined to complete before he died. When the work was finally 
published in 1879, it was called Impressions of Theophrastus Such.8 
This work consists of a collection of eighteen chapters/essays and 
character sketches narrated by the voice of a middle-aged English 
bachelor, disillusioned scholar, failed author, and modern version 
of the classical philosopher, Theophrastus.9 Impressions, to date, 
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has received limited attention from critics because of its elusiveness 
and experimental ambiguity: lack of plot, poor development of 
characters, and fragmented “impressions” of the state of English 
culture, debased by the irresponsible nature of authorship and the 
Victorian market for indiscriminate writings. While the first two-
thirds of Impressions follows the pattern of ordinary character 
writing, the last third of the work, in both a serious and playful 
manner, analyzes contemporary social and cultural issues: the 
literary reputation and “the diseased spot[s] in the literary culture 
of our time” (GEL 7:11), intellectual fraud, technological future, 
and hope for a Jewish homeland. Over the years, critics have 
misunderstood this work by overlooking the importance of the 
narrative voice. It is my intention to reveal how this voice functions 
in the essay and its significance. In this section I will try to elucidate 
the reason why Eliot decided to return to essay writing two years 
after finishing Daniel Deronda and publish it in a book form.

Because of her early career as a review critic, editor, and 
translator in the 1840s and 50s, Eliot was very familiar with the 
realities of publishing. Each of the periodical journals had its own 
target readers, and it was the editor’s responsibility to publish 
articles that would please them. Eliot expressed her concern in 
her letters: “a rich number” would provide “a fortnight’s reading 
and thought”; another number may be “stunning . . . very superior 
to the last both in variety and general interest”; then in the 
following number, she might be “ready to tear [her] hair with 
disappointment” (GEL 2:45, 91, 93). Because Eliot was extremely 
sensitive to the response of her readers, George Henry Lewes had 
protected her from unfavorable reviews by keeping them away from 
her as much as possible. It is only natural then that she maintained 
her anonymity and would not make her personal opinions overtly 
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known. Rather, she chose to filter her opinions through her fictional 
narrator or mask. 

Impressions opens with a question about the possibility or 
impossibility of revealing the truth about oneself to others: “It is my 
habit to give an account to myself of the characters I meet with: can 
I give any true account of my own?” (Impressions of Theophrastus 
Such 3).10 Without providing the answer to this question, the 
narrator is immediately overtaken by his awareness that others are 
likely to know things he does not know about himself. In other 
words, he is instantly threatened by the possibility that others will 
see too well what he chooses to conceal. He goes on to say that he 
would rather be responsible for his weaknesses than to be the object 
of ridicule or stern critical remarks: 

It is true, that I would rather not hear either your well-founded ridicule 

or your judicious strictures. Though not averse to finding fault with 

myself, and conscious of deserving lashes, I like to keep the scourge in 

my own discriminating hand. . . . I find within me a permanent longing 

for approbation, sympathy, and love. (ITS 6)

This kind of fear about being overexposed or unfaithfully exposed 
to the audience/readers was precisely Eliot’s motivation for hiding 
behind the mask of a feigned personage. 

When Impressions was published in 1879, it was first received 
with high esteem. For example, George Saintsbury wrote the 
following comment in the Academy (28 June 1879):

The interest which is felt when a distinguished cultivator of one branch 

of literature takes to the cultivation of another branch is a perfectly 

natural and legitimate interest. There is certainly no reason why an 
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excellent novelist should not be a good poet, and still less reason why an 

excellent novelist should not write excellent essays. (555-56)

Indeed, essay writing and novel writing are fundamentally different, 
not only in terms of their structure and form but in their role, 
discourse, and target readers. It was quite natural that Eliot wanted 
to free herself from the kind of expectation posed by Saintsbury and 
place a distance between the established image of a great novelist, 
George Eliot, and the moralistic and satirical voices of her fictional 
narrators and characters.11 Regarding the publication of Impressions, 
Eliot’s irritability in trying to manage her readers’ response is 
revealed in her letter to her publisher on 23 November 1878:

I have thought that a good form of advertisement to save people from 

disappointment in a book of mine not being a story, would be to print 

the list of Contents which, with the title, would give all but the very 

stupid a notice to what form of writing the work belongs. (GEL 7:81)

To establish a distance between her personal views and the text, 
Eliot does not overtly express her opinions in full view of the 
readers but filters her personal opinions through the fictional voice 
or mask. Ironically, however, the more she attempts to distinguish 
herself from Theophrastus and hide behind her written work, the 
more revelatory her views become on the state of contemporary 
authorship, publication, and reception.

As Impressions progresses from the introspective analysis 
of the narrator and character, Theophrastus, to separate studies 
of characters showing the manners and morals of his time, and 
finally to the analyses of English culture at large, the voice of 
Theophrastus evolves and begins to sound like that of the novelist, 
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George Eliot. Especially in the final chapter/essay, “The Modern 
Hep! Hep! Hep!,” the narrative voice becomes less personal and 
more intellectual, meditative, and instructive as Theophrastus 
focuses on the affinity between the English and the Jews and the 
relationship between “separateness” and individuality. The issue of 
race and more generally, the relationship between a community and 
its individual members is a theme upon which Eliot has elaborated 
in her works like The Spanish Gypsy (1868) and Daniel Deronda 
(1876). Particularly in the last novel written immediately before 
Impressions, the protagonist, Deronda, in the process of arriving at 
the truth of his identity, reaches an understanding of “separateness 
with communication” (Daniel Deronda 673).12 In Impressions, the 
narrative’s bold argument, that the Jews in their search for collective 
identity have the right to a national homeland comparable to that 
of other nations, is very much in line with Mordecai’s optimistic 
vision of the future Israel as “a new Judea, poised between East and 
West-covenant of reconciliation” (DD 499). As the preceding 
example indicates, it is difficult, if not impossible, to read “The 
Modern Hep! Hep! Hep!” without being conscious of Eliot’s 
personal views on anti-Semitism in England. When an American 
critic dismissed “the Jewish element” of Daniel Deronda, Eliot 
refuted this response in her letter to Harriet Beecher Stowe:

But precisely because I felt that the usual attitude of Christians toward 

Jews is-I hardly know whether to say more impious or more stupid 

when viewed in the light of their professed principles, I therefore felt 

urged to treat Jews with such sympathy and understanding as my nature 

and knowledge could attain to. Moreover, not only towards the Jews, 

but towards all oriental peoples with whom we English come in contact, 

a spirit of arrogance and contemptuous dictatorialness is observable 
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which has become a national disgrace to us. There is nothing I should 

care more to do, if it were possible, that to rouse the imagination of men 

and women to a vision of human claims in those races of their fellow-

men who most differ from them in customs and beliefs. But towards 

the Hebrews we western people who have been reared in Christianity, 

have a peculiar debt and, whether we acknowledge it or not, a peculiar 

thoroughness of fellowship in religion and moral sentiment. (GEL 

6:301-02)  

Though Eliot possessed firm beliefs regarding Jewish nationalism, 
she made sure that her personal views did not interfere with the 
public influence that she may have had as George Eliot, the novelist. 
When a Jewish man, Haim Guedalla, wrote to Eliot to express his 
admiration for the representations of Jews in Daniel Deronda, Eliot 
responded with a brief note of gratitude. However, when Guedalla 
wrote back asking if he might publish her sympathetic note in the 
Jewish Chronicle, she adamantly refused, expressing her resentment 
and fear concerning the public’s response:

I have a repugnance to anything like an introduction of my own 

personality to the public which only an urgent sense of duty could 

overcome. But over and above this feeling I have a conviction founded 

on dispassionate judgment, that any influence I may have as an author 

would be injured by the presentation of myself in print through any 

other medium than that of my books. (GEL 6:289) 

This anxiety related to her readership was probably one of the 
motivating factors behind her publishing Impressions not in a 
periodical journal but in a book form. From her experience as 
a journalist, Eliot realized the danger of revealing any aspect of 
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herself in a periodical publication:

It is my function as an artist to act (if possible) for good on the emotions 

and conceptions of my fellow-men. But, as you are aware, when anyone 

who can be called a public person makes a casual speech or writes a 

letter that gets into print, his words are copied, served up in a work of 

commentary, misinterpreted, misquoted, and made matter for gossip for 

the emptiest minds. By giving occasion for more of this frivolous (if not 

vitiating) kind of comment than already exists in sickening abundance, 

I should be stepping out of my proper function and acting for what I 

think an evil result. (GEL 6:289) 

To protect the novelist, George Eliot, from the potential, scathing 
rumors aroused by the press and ensure that she received a fair 
judgement from her readers, Eliot had no choice but to hide behind 
a mask and have a fictional character in a book speak on her behalf.  

5.  Conclusion

Is there a relationship then between Eliot’s earlier essays written 
for periodical publication and her last published work, Impressions 
of Theophrastus Such? Since contemporary English society is 
examined through the mask of the male persona (Theophrastus), 
G. Robert Stange has stated that in this last published essay, 
Impressions, Eliot tried to recover “the sentimental conventions 
she had drawn on in the ‘Notebook of an Eccentric’ but tries above 
all . . . to recapture the warmth and immediacy of the narrative 
personae of her earliest fiction” (328). Nancy Henry also points 
out that Theophrastus is a sentimental narrator, similar to those in 
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Eliot’s earliest fiction, and is also “reminiscent of the two narrators 
in ‘Poetry and Prose from the Notebook of an Eccentric’ (1846-
47), the narrator in Scenes of Clerical Life, and of Latimer in ‘The 
Lifted Veil’ (1859)” (xii). However, my paper arrives at a different 
conclusion from that of other critics since there is enough evidence 
to prove that Impressions is more in line with Eliot’s later essays, 
like “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” and “Worldliness and Other-
Worldliness: The Poet Young.” In fact, Eliot’s last published prose 
writing, Impressions, is in keeping with what Eliot perceived to be 
important in writing: “genuine observation, humour, and passion.”

When George Henry Lewes was a co-editor and chief literary 
and drama critic of the Leader, he created a flippant bachelor 
persona “Vivian,” and used it as his pseudonym. Although this 
figure is amiable and amusing because of his wit and as an object 
of ridicule, he makes penetrating remarks about the theater and 
literature in general. This balanced control of expression, involving 
witty, ironic, humorous remarks alongside more serious, trenchant 
“impressions” about the state of England, is what Eliot intended to 
accomplish in her reviews and essays. In explaining the reason why 
“Young is not a satirist of a high order” (Selected Essays 189), the 
narrator of the essay “Worldliness and Other-Worldliness: The Poet 
Young,” identifies three kinds of effective satire:

[Young’s] satire has neither the terrible vigour, the lacerating energy 

of genuine indignation, nor the humour which owns loving fellowship 

with the poor human nature it laughs at; nor yet the personal bitterness 

which, as in Pope’s characters of Sporus and Atticus, ensures those 

living touches by virtue of which the individual and particular in Art 

becomes the universal and immortal. (Selected Essays 189)   
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Of the three, the satirical mode that Eliot chooses to adopt in her 
works is the second type-the humor and the loving laughter that 
arises from one’s sense of fellowship with the object being taunted. 

Surprisingly, twenty-two years after the publication of “Worldliness 
and Other-Worldliness: The Poet Young,” Eliot, using the voice of 
Theophrastus, reinforced the importance of humor in the prefatory 
chapter/essay of Impressions:

[I]n noting the weaknesses of my acquaintances I am conscious of my 

fellowship with them. That a gratified sense of superiority is at the root 

of barbarous laughter may be at least half the truth. But there is a loving 

laughter in which the only recognized superiority is that of the ideal 

self, the God within, holding the mirror and the scourge for our own 

pettiness as well as our neighbours’. (13)

Indeed, Eliot’s stance as a writer of essays never wavered. What 
changed over time were the public’s growing expectations of the 
novelist, George Eliot. At the height of her career in the 1870s, 
Eliot must have sensed the growing discrepancy between the way 
critics and readers characterized the novelist and the way she 
wanted to be observed by them. To freely write about characters 
and contemporary concerns with “genuine observation, humour, 
and passion,” Eliot needed to distance herself from her readers and 
their expectations of George Eliot. Using the voice of the fictional 
male persona or hiding behind the mask was essential for Eliot to 
maintain an ideal distance between herself and the reading public. 
Essays, for Eliot, were a means of expressing the diverse voices of 
which she was composed. It is only ironic how looking through the 
mask or listening through the voice of Eliot’s fictional persona does 
not camouflage but reveal more about Eliot and the world to which 
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she belonged.
As a product of the industrial, consumer-driven age, Victorian 

periodicals are often noted for their transitoriness. Walter Bagehot 
asserts this point in “The First Edinburgh Reviewers” (1855): “In 
truth review-writing but exemplifies the casual character of modern 
literature. Everything about it is temporary and fragmentary” 
(310). However, as many critics have done over the years, to simply 
dismiss Impressions as mere fragments that show a slackening of 
the author’s concentration would be too imprudent. The deliberate 
blurring of boundaries between the author and the fictional 
character/narrator is in keeping with the fluid nature of Victorian 
literary readership and criticism. Because Eliot wrote very little 
about Impressions in her letters and journal, we cannot infer much 
from what she did not say. However, it must be noted that Eliot 
had no way of knowing that Impressions would be her last piece of 
writing. This unfinished piece, therefore, should be examined not as 
the final work of George Eliot but as her work in progress.

 
Notes 

1. During her lifetime, George Eliot’s first name changed from 
Mary Anne in her baptism to Mary Ann in 1837 and Marian 
in 1850 (Haight 3n1).

2. In the appendix of Before George Eliot: Marian Evans and the 
Periodical Press, Fionnula Dillane lists Eliot’s eighty-two prose 
writings for periodicals and newspapers. Here, I have counted 
only the reviews and essays from that list.

3. Mikhail Bakhtin states, “Literature is an inseparable part of 
culture and it cannot be understood outside the total context 
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of the entire culture of a given epoch. It must not be severed 
from the rest of culture, nor, as is frequently done, can it be 
correlated with socioeconomic factors, as it were, behind 
culture’s back. These factors affect culture as a whole, and 
only through it and in conjunction with it do they affect 
literature” (2). He warns that without understanding culture 
in a particular period of time in history, it is impossible to 
penetrate the depths of great literary works.

4. It was with the founding of Macmillan’s Magazine in 1859 and 
the Fortnightly in 1865 that a general trend toward signature 
in the Victorian periodicals began. It was argued that the 
withdrawal of anonymity guaranteed respectable work (Brake 
21-23).

5. In a political essay, “Address to Working Men,” published 
in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in January 1868, Eliot 
used the voice of the fictional character, Felix Holt. In the 
four articles written for the Pall Mall Gazette (March-May 
1865), Eliot used the pseudonym “Saccharissa.” In fact, her 
contributions for the Fortnightly were the only articles to 
which she signed “George Eliot” (Harris 40; Levine and Henry 
53).

6. Shirley Foster and Ellin Ringler claim that Eliot was belittling 
women writers, and at the same time, “separating herself from 
the obvious limitations of her own sex” (Foster 189).

7. All further references to The George Eliot Letters are presented 
as GEL  along with the volume and page numbers in 
parentheses.

8. Eliot initially considered calling the book “Characters and 
Characteristics” (GEL 7:111), and she was not certain whether 
the title page should read “By George Eliot” or “Edited by 
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George Eliot” (GEL 7:119). 
9. Theophrastus (371-287 BC) was an ancient Greek philosopher 

and a student of Aristotle whose work, Characters, was 
translated from Greek to Latin in 1592 by Isaac Casaubon, 
a historical figure reminiscent of Eliot’s character Edward 
Casaubon in Middlemarch (1871-72).

10. All further references to Impressions of Theophrastus Such are 
presented as ITS along with the page number in parentheses.

11. I agree with Rosemary Bodenheimer who argues that Eliot 
was trying to dissociate herself from her books: “when she 
imagines herself as a moral teacher set apart from commercial 
and literary worlds, she acknowledges that reputation is 
connected with persons, not with books” (176).

12. All further references to Daniel Deronda are presented as DD 
along with the page number in parentheses.

Works Cited

“Authoresses.” Saturday Review, vol. 16, 10 Oct. 1863, pp. 483-84.
Bagehot, Walter. “The First Edinburgh Reviewers.” The Collected 

Works of Walter Bagehot, edited by Norman St. John-Stevas, 
vol. 1, The Economist, 1965, pp. 309-41.

Bakhtin, Mikhail Mikhailovich. Speech Genres and Other Late Essays. 
Translated by Vern W. McGee, edited by Caryl Emerson and 
Michael Holquist, U of Texas P, 1986.

Bodenheimer, Rosemarie. The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George 
Eliot, Her Letters and Fiction. Cornell UP, 1994.

Brake, Laurel. Subjugated Knowledges: Journalism, Gender, and 
Literature in the Nineteenth Century. Macmillan, 1994.



193

Dillane, Fionnula. Before George Eliot: Marian Evans and the 
Periodical Press. Cambridge UP, 2013.

Eliot, George. Daniel Deronda. Edited by Graham Handley, Clarendon, 
1985.

—. Essays of George Eliot. Edited by Thomas Pinney, Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1963.

—. The George Eliot Letters. Edited by Gordon S. Haight, Yale UP, 
1954-78. 9 vols.

—. Impressions of Theophrastus Such. Edited by Nancy Henry, 
William Pickering, 1994.

—. The Journals of George Eliot. Edited by Margaret Harris and 
Judith Johnston, Cambridge UP, 1998.

—. Selected Essays, Poems, and Other Writings. Edited by A. S. 
Byatt and Nicholas Warren, Penguin, 1990.

Foster, Shirley. Victorian Women’s Fiction: Marriage, Freedom and 
the Individual. Croom Helm, 1985.

Haight, Gordon S. George Eliot: A Biography. Oxford UP, 1968.
Harris, Margaret. George Eliot in Context. Cambridge UP, 2013.
Henry, Nancy. Introduction. Impressions of Theophrastus Such, by 

George Eliot, William Pickering, 1994, pp. vii-xxxvii.
Johnson, Samuel. “Essay.” A Dictionary of the English Language. 

Times Books, 1979.
Levine, George, and Nancy Henry, editors. The Cambridge Companion 

to George Eliot. Cambridge UP, 2019.
Liddle, Dallas. “Mentor and Sibyl: Journalism and the End(s) of 

Apprenticeship in George Eliot.” Victorians Institute Journal, 
vol. 26, 1998, pp. 5-39.

Lukács, Georg. “On the Nature and Form of the Essay.” Soul and 
Form, translated by Anna Bostock, MIT P, 1974. 

Oakeley, Frederick. “Cardinal Wiseman’s Essays-Periodical 



194

Literature.” Dublin Review, vol. 34, June 1853, pp. 541-66.
Ringler, Ellin. “Middlemarch: A Feminist Perspective.” Studies in the 

Novel, vol. 15, no. 1, Spring 1983, pp. 55-61.
Saintsbury, George. Review of Impressions of Theophrastus Such. The 

Academy, vol. 373, 28 June 1879, pp. 555-57.
Stephen, Leslie. “Thoughts on Criticism, by a Critic.” Cornhill 

Magazine, vol. 34, Nov. 1876, pp. 556-69.
Stange, G. Robert. “The Voices of the Essayist.” Nineteenth-Century 

Fiction, vol. 35, no. 3, 1980, pp. 312-30.



195

Contributors 

John Burton, Chairperson of the George Eliot Fellowship, U.K.

Hiroshi Ebine ( 海老根　宏 ), Emeritus Professor at Tokyo University; 
Adviser to the George Eliot Fellowship of Japan

Shintetsu Fukunaga ( 福永　信哲 ), Emeritus Professor at Okayama 
University; Chairperson of the George Eliot Fellowship of Japan

Nanae Hama ( 濱　奈々恵 ), Lecturer at Fukuoka University

Yohko Nagai ( 永井　容子 ), Professor at Keio University

Hiroshi  Oshima ( 大嶋　浩 ), Professor at Hyogo University of Teacher 
Education

Maho Sakoda ( 迫田　真帆 ), Part-Time Lecturer at Yokohama Soei 
University

Eri Satoh ( 佐藤　エリ ), Part-Time Lecturer at Kobe College

Midori Uematsu  ( 植松　みどり ), Emeritus Professor at Wayo Women’s  
University; Adviser to the George Eliot Fellowship of Japan

［195］



196

THE GEORGE ELIOT REVIEW OF JAPAN

The Twenty-First Issue
The Special Issue: Bicentenary Essays

November 2019

Published by
The George Eliot Fellowship of Japan
c/o Junko Murase, Otani University,

Koyama-Kamifusacho, Kyoto 603-8143, Japan

Printed by
Osaka Kyoiku Tosho Ltd.

1-25 Nozakicho, Kita-ku, Osaka, 530-0055, Japan

Editors
Hiroshi Oshima (chief editor), Hyogo University of Teacher Education
Yumiko Hirono, Kyoto University
Hiroshi Ikezono, Yamaguchi University
Kyoko Kishimoto, formerly Kyoto Sangyo University 
Noriko Kubota, formerly Tsuru University
Yohko Nagai, Keio University
Miwa Ota, Chuo University
Keiji Yata, Tokyo Kasei University



197

ジョージ・エリオット研究・第二十一 号
　エリオット生誕二百年記念　英語論文特集号

発行日

編集・発 行 日本ジョージ・エリオット協会

代表者  福永信哲

印刷所  大阪教育図書株式会社

発行  日本ジョージ・エリオット協会
（The George Eliot Fellowship of Japan）
大谷大学　村瀬順子研究室内
〒 603-8143　京都府京都市北区小山上総町
Tel.: 075-411-8075（直通）
E-mail: georgeeliot.japan@gmail.com
URL: http://www.g-eliot.jp/

2019 年 11 月 22 日


