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PREFACE 

This thesis is primarily an attempt to reveal the man

ner in which George Eliot has reflected herself physically, 

emotionally, religiously, intellectually, and philosophically 

in the characters of Dorothea Brooke and Mary Garth in 

Middlemarch and Maggie Tulliver in The Mill ££ the Floss. 

Further, I hope I have reflected not only the attitudes and 

beliefs of Marian Evans, but some of the attitudes and be

liefs of the rigid Victorian society which held that women 

were members of the lesser sex and subordinate to men. It 

is impossible to study either George Eliot or her heroines 

apart from their environment since a great part of their 

problems stems from the biological condition of being women 

and from the response that society made to this condition. 

Moreover, George Eliot and her heroines were in re

volt not only because of the treatment of women as a whole, 

but because of the Victorian stereotype of the ideal woman. 

This is a study of an individual who sculptured some of her 

heroines in her own image in an attempt to bring to the atten

tion of a ri gid social system the fact that women were i ndivi d

uals with individual needs and individual problems. 

I a m twice indebted to Dr. Eleanor James since it was 

she who first interested me in George Eliot by her illuminating 

lectures, and it was she who gave me both help and encouragement 
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as she very ably directed this thesis. I wish to thank 

Dr. Autrey Nell Wiley , who suggested that I might wish to 

study the heroines of George Eliot and who advised me in 

my approach to my subject . I wish also to thank Mrs . Lavon 

Fulwiler for her careful reading and analysis of this paper . 

An event in the scholarly and publishing world also greatly 

aided in my research: the t i mely publication of the defin

itive biography of George Eliot by Dr . Gordon s . Haight of 

Yale, the leading scholar- authority on George Eliot . 

Denton , Texas 

May 12, 1969 
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CHAPTER I 

GEORGE ELIOT: HER VIEWS AND HER LIFE 

Prejudices against women have today been so greatly 

relaxed that their subtle influences have the effect only of 

a hectic sting. That there remains a sting most educated 

women are very much aware, but it is no longer a deterrent 

that keeps the determined ones from pursuing careers of their 

own choosing. The woman is, for the most part, emancipated. 

She may exist from her prison into the light of social and 

intellectual day. 

Such a release from bondage had not yet occurred in 

the Victorian period (1832-1901), when women were still very 

much subordinated to men. It was a period of fixed social 

standards--standards which seemed permanently to set the 

social position of the Victorian woman. It was into this 

Victorian period with its staid social standards and its lack 

of tolerance and understanding of the intelli gent and individ-

ualistic woman that one of the most brilliant women of any 

century was born. 

George Eliot (IVIarian Evans )1 spent much of her life 

in a quest for knowledge, purpose, and love. In her quest 

1Gordon S. Haight, George Eliot (New York: Oxf ord 
University Press , 1968), p . J, Mary Anne Evans (1 819-1880) 
was born at South Farm , Arbury . "The Chilvers Cotton Parish 
Re gister records her baptism as Mary Anne, and her earliest 

1 



2 

she came to know herself well, and in knowing herself, she 

came to know other women. She knew those who were like her 

because of her rapport with them and those who were unlike 

her because she was an inveterate student of human nature. 

She seemed to understand women as she never understood men, 

and this understanding is reflected in the pages of her 

novels. 

Even though Romola alone of her six major novels is 

n ame d for a woman and three are name d for men, each of these 

novels is primarily concerned with women . The Mill on the 

Floss and Middlemarch , t h e two novels upon which this study 

centers , are concern ed with the woman and her inflexible envi-

ronment. George Eliot considers her heroines from a personal 

point of view; her concern is for the woman as she is confined 

and restricted by society, not for the society. She looks 

beneath the feminine facade of frills and curled fronts to ., 
the mental and emottonal turmoil that makes her women real 

not just drawing-room manikins ; unless of course , she intends 

them to be maniki n s--as in the cases of Lucy Deane and Rosamond 

Viney. 

The qualities of women which are uniquely fe minine 

seem to have a special i mportance to Georg e Eliot . Through-

out her novels she makes repeated reference to a woman's love, 

a woman's tenderness, a woman's tact , a woman's ,jealousy, 

letter is so signed. I n 1837 she began to write Mary Ann , i n 
1850 it became Marian , and in 1880 she reverted to Mary Ann . " 
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a woman's sympathy. She does not seem to think that man is 

without these qualities; it is that woman seems to have them 

in greater depth and in greater abundance. 

George Eliot's concept of the woman is that of the 

complete woman: a woman using her mind and her capabilities. 

In the character of Maggie Tulliver in The Mill £g the Floss 

and in those of Dorothea Brooke and Mary Garth in Mi ddlemarch, 

George Eliot draws women who are aware of their capabilities 

and of the environmental obstacles which confront them , who 

are aware that they have something to give to the world even 

if the world is not in a receptive mood, and who are aware 

that they are women who in no way want to be less feminine, 

but who resent being shaped in the same mold as every other 

woman. These are the women who take on greater life than the 

others of George Eliot's characters, primarily because they 

reflect her, the author, physically, emotionally, religiously, 

intellectually, and philosophically. 

The universality of these characters is not lessened 

because they are reflections of George Eliot. She did not 

consider herself an isolated case. She resented the con-

straints placed upon her because of her sex, and she knew 

that other women like her were resentful, also. In Adam Bede ----
she states: 

. • • if I held it the highest vocation of the novelist to 
represent things as they never have been and never will be 
• • • I might refashion life and character exactly after my 
own liking; ••• But it happens on the contrary, that my 
strongest effort is to avoid any such arbitrary picture, and 
to give a faithful account of men and things as they have 



mirrored themselves in my mind . The mirror is doubtless de
fective; the outlines confused; but I feel as much bound to 
tell you as precisely as I can what that reflection is, as 
if I were in the witness-box, narrating my experience on 
oath , l 

Her heroines are moving, unfolding women who become 

increasingly aware that they are deprived of intellectual, 

political , and social freedom, the most essential part of 

living, simply because they are women. George Eliot under-

stood such emotion because she had lived through the same 

experiences , Both she and her heroines might echo the sen-

timent of Princess Halm-Eberstein when she cries t o Daniel 

Deronda : 

4 

No, • • • You are not a woman. You may try but you can never 
imagine what it is to have a man's force of genius in you, and 
yet to suffer the slavery of being a girl . To have a pattern 
cut out ••• ; this is what you must be; this is what you are 
wanted for; a woman's heart must be of such a size and not 
larger else it -must be pressed small , like Chinese fe2t; her 
happiness is to be made as cakes are by fixed recipe. 

As a woman, George Eliot would certainly be aware of 

the piight of her suffering sisters. However, there were 

Victorian men who were awakening to the lot of women in soci-

ety . One of the most influential essays written during this 

period was written by John Stuart Mill, a contemporary of 

George Eliot . Mill's essay describes the plight of the 

Victorian woman in her subordination to the Victorian man. 

1George Eliot, Adam Bede , A Signet Classic (New York: 
The New American Librar~9~ p. 174. 

2George Eliot, Daniel Deronda , Harper Torchbooks 
(New York : Harper & Brothers, 1961) , p. 474. 
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He also states that the only occupation of which she is con-

sidered capable and to which she is supposed to look with 

fervent longing is marriage. 

All women are brought up from the very earliest years in the 
belief that their ideal of character is the very opposite to 
that of men ; not self-will, and government by self-control, 
but submission and yielding to the control of others; to make 
complete abnegation of themselves , and to have no life but in 
their affections. And by their affections are meant the only 
ones they are allowed to have--those to the men with whom they 
are connected , or to the children who constitute an additional 
and indefeasible tie between them and a man .•• the wife's 
husband , every privilege or pleasure she has being either his 
gift , or depending entirely on his will; and lastly, that the 
principal object of human pursuit, consideration, and all ob
jects of social ambition, can in general be sought or obtained 
by her only through him--it would be a miracle if the object 
of being attractive to men had not become a polar star of fem
inine education and formation of character. And this great 
means of influence over the minds of women having been ac
quired, an instinct of selfishness made men avail themselves 
of it to the utmost as a means of holding women in subjection.1 

He comments on the Victorian society's conception of 

woman and marriage: "Marriage is the destination appointed by 

society for women, the prospect they are brought up to, and 

the object which it is intended should be sought by all of 

them, except those who are too little attractive to be chosen 

by any man as his companion; . . . 
His final comment on the dilemma faced by women might 

have been written by George Eliot herself. 

But what we are now discussing is not the need which society 
has of the services of women in public business , but the dull 
and hopeless life to which it so often condemns them, by 

1John Stuart Mill, "The Subjec tion of Women ," On 
Liberty (London: Oxford University Press, 1960), p. 444. 

2Ibid., pp. 460-461 . 
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forbidding them to exercise the practical abilities which 
many of them are conscious of, in any wider field than one 
which to some of them never was, and to others is no longer, 
open. If there is anything vitally important to the hap
piness of human beings, it is that they should relish their 
habitual pursuit. This requisite is very imperfectly granted, 
or altogether denied, to a large part of mankind; ••. 1 

It is this condition of isolation from any world except the 

one which was chosen for her which George Eliot discusses in 

her novels--as will be seen in Chapter Two. 

The Victorian woman who wished to be accepted into 

the world as an individual with needs and ideas contrary to 

the established mores of the society was stopped by a social 

chasm so deep and wide that only the prodigious really crossed 

it. Fortunately for the literary world, George Eliot was a 

prodigious woman. There had been other English women authors: 

Mrs . Aphra Behn, Fanny Burney, Mrs. Ann Radcliffe, Maria 

Edgeworth, Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, Emily Bronte, and 

scores of once-popular "lady-novelists" now almost forgotten. 2 

Furthermore , there were some women who were attempting 

not only to break out of the accepted mold , but to break the 

mold altogether . Florence Nightingale, a woman of means, had 

shocked the world by wanting to make her own way and by enter-

ing the profession of nursing , a profession which was at that 

time a "peculiarly disreputable one."3 Emily Davies pioneered 

1 Ibid . , P • 54 7 • 

2R. Brimley Johnson , The Women Novelists (London: 
Collins' Clear-Type Press, 1922T. 

3Lytton Strachey, Eminent Victorians (New York: 
G. P. Putnam's Sons, n. d.), p. 138. 
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the movement to secure Q~iversity education for women and be

came the founder of Girton College, Cambridge. 1 And Barbara 

Bodichon, a close friend of George Eliot's, was a champion of 

women's political rights. 2 There were, them, some women who 

were protesting against the restrictions to which they were 

subjected. 

George Eliot's protest was not that of the active 

feminist--an aspect of her personality which will be dis-

cussed in later chapters. Her protest was made in a muted, 

bu t definite, way through the heroines of her novels. She 

was a novelist who differed from the "lady-novelists" be-

cause of her great intellect and broad knowledge. She was 

born with a man's force of genius, and she had to wrestle 

most of her life with the slavery of being a woman. In 

understanding her heroines we can begin to understand her. 

They reflect in varying degrees and aspects the individual 

who was George Eliot. In order to understand how her her-

oines mirror her, it is necessary to understand first some-

thing of George Eliot. 

The two adjectives which best describe her are lonely 

and brilliant. In the Victorian period they probably would 

have been synonymous. From the time she was a child, she was 

considered different. She found little affection at home e xcept 

1Gordon S, Hai ght, Geor~e Eliot (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1968 ), pp. 39 -397. 

2 Ibid • , p. 2 04 • 



from her father . Her brother , Isaac , and her sister , 

Chrissey , were her mother's favor1tes . 1 Her mother's rel-

atives , the Pearsons, felt her to be undisciplined, proud, 

hot-tempered , sulky , and self-opinionated with no apparent 

attractions or merits that would mitigate her overwhelming 

faults . 2 The fact that she was reading Scott's Waverly at 

age seven was not a feat to commend her ; it was another 

quirk to add to her growing list of defects . 3 

8 

At the early age of five she was sent to Miss Lathem's 

boarding school at Attleborough . Hanson ' s concept of her life 

there is almost Dickensian. 

She was by far the youngest child , and although the other 
gi rls tried to make a pet of her , calling her "little mamma"-
a revealing nickname--this special treatment emphasized her 
loneliness. She was thought awkward , excessively serious and 
reserved for her a ge , and she used to sit in a corner , watch
ing the elder girls . Li ttle escaped her . In winter she was 
often , because of her smallness , excluded from the inadequate 
fire and felt cold and miserable. She learned slowly , being 
too young to keep up with the others. Worst of all , night 
terrors attacked her at bedtime. The girls could no longer 
try to shield her with kindness . She was forced t o think of 
her home , of Isaac, of all she loved far away--of her solitude, 
emphasized by the darkness and the nearby sleepers. There was 
no mother, no father, no maid to come at her call and comfort, 
even if only by a scold, The darkness drained her of courage 
and even of personality . Night after night, when those ter
rors were upon her, her whole being d4ssolved into a quiver
ing , inexplicable, annihilating fear . 

1 Ibid. , p. 10. 

Eliot 

2 Lawrence and Elizabeth Hanson, Marian Evans & George 
(London : Oxford University Press , 1952) , p. 10~ 

3 I bid., p. 12. 

4 p. 7. 
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Allen states that she was not disliked by her school-

mates but that they were amazed by her because they felt her 

to be so unlike themselves . The girls loved her as much as 

they could love someone who was mentally superior and in a 

sense "forbidding ."1 Deakin thinks that the gi rls at school 

may have felt her to be immeasurably above them or that 

Mary Ann may have felt the difference between her mind and 

theirs . 2 In either case she was usually alone and felt 

alienated from the world. 

It was not until she was sent, at age nine, to 

I'•Irs. Wallington's Boarding School at Nuneaton that she found 

her first close friend in Miss Maria Lewis, a principal gov

erness at the school.3 Maria Lewis, who remained Mary Ann's 

friend for many years, was a link to the world of the intel-

lect--a world in which r1ary Ann had felt herself to be alone. 

As Mary Ann grew older her thinking expanded and her religious 

beliefs changed to such a degree that the friendship between 

Miss Lewis and her was finally broken off in 1846 . 4 Miss Lewis 

could not reconcile r1ary Ann ' s much-altered religious phi los-

opny to her own orthodox beliefs. 

~---------------------------------------
lwalter Allen , George Eliot , Masters of World 

Literature (New York: Collier Books , 1967 ), p . 25 . 

2Mary H. Deakin , The Earll Life of George Eliot 
(New York: Longmans , Green & Co ., 1913)-,-p. 26 • 

.3Hai gh t, p . 10. 

4Ibid., p . 61. 
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Mary Ann's chief companions were her books. She read 

voraciously. I n various letters, usually those to Maria Lewis, 

she mentions reading the works of Scott, Cervantes , Butler, 

Defoe, Southey , Shakespeare, Cowper, Milton, Addison, Bacon , 

dozens of religious writers, and Wordsworth, whom she loved 

dearly. She tells Miss Lewis: 

I have been so self-indulgent as to possess myself of 
Wordsworth at full length, and I thoroughly like much of the 
contents of the first three volumes, which I fancy are only 
the low vestibule of the three remaining ones. I never be
fore met with so many of my own feelings expressed just as I 
could like them.1 

In 1841 Marian 's world expanded: she met the Brays 

and the Hennells . 2 At last she had companions with whom she 

could discuss the books she read and the questions and answers 

these books posed.3 She felt for the first time that she 

could have friendships based on her mental stature independent 

of her physical appearance. She had found intellectual rap

port. At last she felt she would be loved for herself alone. 4 

1Allen, p. 30. 

2Haight, pp. 37-39, Charles Bray, a believer in 
phrenology, married Caroline Hennell, a Unitarian. Both were 
the children of wealthy ribbon manufacturers. At the request 
of his sister, Caroline, Charles Hennell made a two-year study 
concerning Biblical evidence, hoping to validate the Unitarian 
position. He concluded that Christianity was not divine rev
elation but was "the purist form yet existing of natural re
ligion ." An Inquiry into the Ori gins of Christianit~, which 
he published in 1B38, is a statement of this position. The 
views of the Brays and the Hennells impressed Marian, but only 
because she had long been unsettled about her orthodox beliefs. 
In talking with them, she brought her own views into focus. 

3Ib1d., p. 36. 

4 Hanson, p. 51. 
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Through her contact with the Brays and the Hennells, 

she entered an intellectual and social group , but George Eliot' s 

close friends were always to be few in number. She was not 

suited for large-scale acquaintanceships. She had difficulty 

socializing except on a t@te-~-t~te basis. She seemed to like 

the intimate conversation in which she could speak and be 

spoken to without feeling that she had walked onto a lighted 

stage. Her participation in social events was that of an 

individual who did not feel it necessary to strive for the 

limelight . 

Perhaps one of the reasons for her social reticence, 

aside from her superior mental capacity, was that she was an 

extremely plain woman, often referred to as "ugly." Her phys-

i cal appearance was of some consequence to her , as it 1,yould be 

to any woman. Rven in her most flattering portraits, she can

not be considered pretty .1 Her features are heavy, massive , 

and rather overpowering . 

If her mirror alone were not enough to convince her of 

her ugliness, at least one man in her life bludgeoned her with 

the fact that brains were not sufficient criteria for marriage 

when beauty was lacking . Herbert Spencer intimated to friends 

that his relationship with Marian did not lead to marriage 

1The portraits which are seen most often are by 
Samuel Iawrence and by Sir Frederic Burton. The portraits 
by Mrs. Charles Bray and Francois D'Albert Durade are more 
flattering. 
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because of her lack of beauty . l 

It was during the months of her closest relationship 

with Spencer that her l etters to the Brays reflect her a gony 

over her physi cal appearance . She refers to herself as "a 

hideous hag ," as "sad and wizened , " or as "haggard as an old 

witch"; and on one occasion she says: "I look like one of 

those old hags we used to see by the wayside in I taly- -only 

a little worse , for want of the dark eyes and dark hair in 

contrast with the parchment."2 

She did attempt on several occasions to enhance her 

physical appearance, but usually her efforts met with little 

success . In 1849, resting in Switzerland after her father's 

death , she allowed the Marquise de Germain to restyle her 

hair . After viewing the results , she wrote to Cara Bray: 

"All the world says I look infinitely better ••• though to 

myself I seem uglier than ever- -if poss i ble . "3 She seemed to 

think that any attempt to beaut i fy herse l f simply called atten-

tion to her unattractiveness. Her ugliness seemed to be of 

such pain to her that she could not cope with the incongruity 

of grooming the ugly duckling who would never become a swan. 

Her frustration at the realization that most men would 

refuse to recognize the beauty of her mind and soul and in so 

1 Haight , p . 115 • 

2The George Eliot Letters , ed . Gordon S . Hai ght (New 
Haven: Yale Un i versity Press , 1954- 55) , I I, 11, 38 , 25 , 29. 

3Letters , I , 298 . 
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doing would see only the homely outer shell in which she 

lived must have been unbearable . Haight , commenting on 

George Eliot's unhappiness when J ohn Chapman rhapsodizes on 

the beauty of woman , states that "the blind rage that George 

Eliot could never conceal at man's folly in preferring beauty 

to more substantial qualities surged up in her heart . "1 

What George Eliot never saw reflected in her mirror 

was the charm that is not caught in repose . Os car Browning 

says of her : "Although her features were heavy , and not well -

proportioned , all was forgotten when that majestic head bent 

slowly down and the eyes were lit up with a penetrating and 

lively gaze . "2 IVIoreover , J ohn Cross was smitten by her from 

the very first . He loved the musical quality of her voice 

and wrote : 

I still seem to see the fine brows, with the abundant auburn
hair framing them, the long head broadening out at the back, 
the grey- blue eyes constantly changing in expression . • • the 
finely formed , thin, transparent hands , with a whole wesen, 
that seemed in complete harmony with everything one expected 
to find in the author of Romola.J 

Bessie Parkes Belloc, a leader in the women's rights 

movement , whom George Eliot met in 1852, describes her as 

having a figure which is supple and possessing "an almost 

serpentine grace. n
4 And George Eliot was wise enough to know 

1Gordon s. Haight , George Eliot ! J ohn Chapman (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1940) , p. J1. 

2Hanson , p. 26J. 

Jrbid., p. 27 5. 

4Ha1ght, George Eliot, p . 103. 
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that such grace is best clad simply and without fuss. 

Mrs. Belloc notes that George Eliot usually dressed in black 

velvet, "then seldom adopted by unmarried ladies."l 

The most impressive and expressive description is 

that of Henry James in a letter to his father the day after 

he met George Eliot. 

To begin with she is magnificently ugly--deliciously hideous. 
She has a low forehead, a dull grey eye, a vast pendulous nose, 
a huge mouth , full of uneven teeth, and a chin and jaw-bone qui 
n 'en finnissent pas •••• Now in this vast ugliness resides a 
most powerful beauty which , in a very few minutes steals forth 
and charms the mind, so that you end as I ended, in falling in 
love with her . Yes, behold me literally in love with this 
great horse -faced blue-stocking . I don't know in what the 
charm lies, but it is thoroughly potent. An admirable phys
iognomy--a delightful expression , a voice soft and rich as 
that of a counselling angel--a mingled sagacity and sweet
ness--a broad hint of a great underlying world of reserve, 
knowledge , pride and power- - a great feminine dignity and 
character in these massively plain features--a hundred con
flicting shades of consciousness and simpleness--shyness and 
frankness--graciousness and remote indifference.--these are 
some of the more definite elements of her personality. Her 
manner is extremely good though rather too intense and her 
speech , in the way of accent and syntax peculiarly agreeable. 
Altogether , she

2
has a larger circumference than any woman I 

have ever seen. 

Her smile was one of her greatest charms. It was not 

dazzling , but it was full of warmth and understanding. How-

ever, while she smiled, she rarely displayed gaiety . She was 

not an exuberant personality and at times seemed warily cheer-

ful . There was an air of languor about her, and she lacked 

sparkle . J She seemed to possess no sense of humor: the one 

lrbid. 

2Ibid., p. 417. 

3Hanson, p. 64. 



15 

characteristic which would have helped lighten the heavy bur-

den of living. Hanson feels that her lack of humor was an en-

vironmental characteristic. Her family had very down-to-earth 

values and expressed themselves in a rather colorless manner,l 

Perhaps a sense of humor would have helped her to have 

a less pessimistic attitude. She often seemed to walk in a 

small cloud of grey vapor which she herself emitted and which 

she could not dispel, except by great efforts of will and then 

not for long . When she did attempt an outward bustle and an 

attitude of good feeling , her attitude utoo often appeared a 

mockery." 2 

Blanche Williams comments on l\1arian' s attitude ex-

pressed in a letter to Cara Bray in 1865: 

In deep depression s h e wrote to Cara, confessing to sharing 
t he old belief t hat wh om t he god s love die young . "Life is 
a doubtful good to many, II she declared , "a nd to some not a 
g ood at all." Early death, for her took the aspect of salva
tion, though those who live and suffer ma;y sometimes have the 
greate r b lessedness of being a salvation.) 

However, this wish for death was only a mood, not 

really a desire. For while life was a burden, she desperately 

loved it--loved it and lived it with a passion few persons 

feel. Williams thinks that her essential characteristic was 

passion; it was that which made her suffer from the time she 

1rbid., p. 10. 

2rbid., p. 150. 

3Blanche Colton Williams, George Eliot (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1936 ), pp, 212-213. 



16 

was a child, seeking Isaac's and her father's affection, and 

it is that which she thinks energizes her as a woman and gives 

substance and meaning to her life.1 

Although hers was a nature capable of emotion, she was 

able to practice restraint and self-control. She did not lose 

the passion that caused her , as it later causes Maggie, at an 

early age to drive nails into her doll's head. However , she 

matured to the extent that she never wished to make another 

suffer vicariously by her actions ; she no longer outwardly 

manifested inward emotion . She found that she must face the 

many difficulties of life and that change would not come by 

wishing . She had learned that crying for the moon was fanci-

ful and foolish. ''Bring it down or leave it where it is, but 

do not weep." 2 

A part of her passionate nature is reflected in her 

attitude toward religion . Although she had renounced orthodox 

Christianity by the time she was in her early twenties, she re- · 

mained a religious personality. Hers was a temperament that 

needed to worship even though the object of worship was re

moved. I n De cember, 1859, she made a statement of her mature 

faith in a letter to Francois D'Albert Durade: 
J 

I think I hardly ever spoke to you of the strong hold Evangel
ical Christianity had on me from the age of fifteen to two and 
twenty and of the abundant intercourse I had had with earnest 
people of the various religious sects. When I was at Geneva, 

1p, 316. 

2Ibid,, p . 31.8. 
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I had not yet lost the attitude of antagonism which belong s to 
t he renun ciation of a ny belief--also, I was very unhappy, and 
in a state of discord and rebellion towards my own lot. The 
years of experience hav e wrought great changes in that inward 
self: I have no lon ger any antagonism towards any faith in 
which human sorrow and human long ing for purity have expressed 
themselves; on the contrary , I have sympathy with it that pre
d ominates over all a rgumentative tendencies. 

I have not returned to dogmatic Christianity- -to the 
acce p tance of any set of doctrines as a creed, and a super
human revelation of the Unseen- - but I see in it the highest 
expression of the reli g ious sentiment that has yet found its 
place in the history of mankind , and I have the prof oundest 
interest in the inward life of sincere Christians in all a ges. 
Many things that I should have argued against ten years a g o , 
I now feel myself too i gnorant and too limited in moral sen
sib ility to speak of with confident disapprobation : on many 
points where I used to deli ght in expressing intellectual dif
ference , I now deli gh t in feeling an emotional agreement . On 
that question of fu t ure existence , to which you allude, I have 
undergone the sort of change I have just indicated , although 
my most rooted con viction is , that the immediate objects and 
the proper sphere o f all our highest emotions are our strug
gling fellowmen a nd t h i s earthly existence.l 

I t is this faith t hat we are to see in Maggie , Dorothea, and 

Mary. 

Even before George Eliot relinquished her Christian 

beliefs , the passion of her nature was evident in the demands 

she placed on herself above the demands of the creed of her 

reli g ion. She forced herself to follow a path of renuncia-

tion, giving up many worldly deli ghts not because she was 

naturally ascetic, but because she passionately loved life 

and felt that when she allowed herself some of the ordinary 

pleasures of living , she was indulging herself too much in 

the ways of the world . She did not want a small taste of 

worldly beauty, but wanted to fill herself with the g lory of 

lr.etters, III , 230-231. 



18 

nature, with love, and with learning . Her early Evangelicalism 

had taught her to look to the next life and not concern her

self with this one.1 This zealous religiosity had been in-

stilled in her not only by Maria Lewis, but also by Mary and 

Rebecca Franklin, daughters of a Baptist minister who became 

her teachers after she had mas tered all Nuneaton had to offer.2 

If she were to forget this life, it was necessary that she 

abstain as much as possible from feeling for things of t his 

world, f or she was not a temperate person. "She recognized 

her spiritual danger and strove to renounce the world com-

pletely, the completeness and intensity of her renunciation 

being indicative of how well she loved life ." J 

When Marian gave up orthodox Christianity, she was 

liberated in a sense and could at last enjoy some of life's 

pleasures. She was able at last to take a neutral delight 

in life without feeling guilt . "She abandoned the dogmas of 

Chris tianity, but she could not abandon the Christian habit 

of mind,"4 that is evident in her letter to D'Albert, that 

was so much a part of her nature . "Her Christian conscious-

ness remained with her all her life, shaping the way in which 

1Bernard J. Paris, Experiments in Life ( Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1965), p.~.----

2Haight, George Eliot, p. 4. 

3Paris, p. 6. 

4Ibid., pp. 10-11. 
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she addressed herself to reality,"1 

It was in part her Christian consciousness and in part 

her moral attitude toward life that caused her to desire to 

aid mankind in some relevant way. Long before she gave any 

serious thought to writing and found the mode in which she 

could contribute to mankind, she was appalled by the condi

tions that she found among the poor classes- -the expensive 

food and the shortage of work. Her awareness of poverty and 

a lower standard of living than her own may have begun at the 

age of six when she rode with her father as he inspected the 

estate of which he was in charge. 2 By the age of thirteen, 

she was organizing "clothing-clubs and charitable activities 

among the poor of the town , "J 

She felt herself to be stupid , supine, and selfish 

because she spent her time reading books and learning lan

guages; yet , as a woman she did not know how to be a part of 

a restorative action. At the age of twenty- one she cried , 

"The prevalence of misery and want in this boasted nation of 

prosperity and glory is appalling. Oh to be doing some lit

tle toward the regeneration of this groaning, travailing 

creation . "4 In 1842 she did help Charles Bray in his efforts 

1Ibid. 

2Haight , George Eliot , p. 4. 

JAllen, p. 25 . 

4Hanson , p • .37 . 



to improve the conditions of the working people, especially 

working at the new infant school he had started; but this 

still was not a satisfactory means of serving humanity .! 
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She never lost her need to do what good she could, or 

her zeal for reforming a world that needed change. She was 

always conscious of her exceptional powers, and, with the 

help of George Lewes, she was able to express her ability in 

a way that touched the lives of men more powerfully than could 

most of the reformers. Through the pen of George Eliot, men 

saw a reality and heard a truth that perhaps aided them as 

much as the more concrete reforms of the period . 

The one fact concerning George Eliot about which all 

her biographers and friends agree is that she was one of the 

most brilliant women they had ever known. Emerson, Browning, 

Turgenev , and the other men who spoke of her were amazed by 

her mind. The detrimental remarks about her , and there are 

not many, are usually made by women and are usually petty. 

John Fiske, Spencer's American disciple, was astounded 

by her mental acumen. 

I never saw such a woman. There is nothing a bit masculine 
about her; she is thoroughly feminine and looks and acts 
as if she were made for nothing but to mother babies. But 
she has a power of stating an argument equal to any man; 
equal to any man do I say? I have never seen any man, ex
cept Herbert Spencer, who could state a case equal to her. I 
found her thoroughly acquainted with the whole literature of 
the Homeric question; and she seems to have read all of Homer 
in Greek , too •••• I never before saw such a clear-headed 
woman. She thinks just like a man, and can put her thoughts 

1 Deakin, pp. 54-55. 
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into clear and forcible language at a moment's notice . And 
her knowledge is quite amazing . I have often heard of learned 
women , whose learning, I have usually found , is a mighty flimsy 
affair . But to meet a woman who can meet you like a man , on 
such a question as that of Homer ' s poems , knowing the ins and 
outs of the question , and not putting ~any airs , but talking 
sincerely of the thing as a subject which has deeply interested 
her--this is , indeed, quite a new experience . l 

George Eliot was aware of her mental capabilities even 

at an early age. As she matured , she became increas i ngly con-

scious of both her limitations and her powers. She was angered 

by the inability to put her mental powers to use . She grew 

more and more aware that she was no ordinary woman. Her under-

standing of the most complex b o oks assured her that she had 

great mental ability, and at the same time every book she 

opened was a "tantalizing reminder that by reason of her sex 

and her position, she could never use it , never emulate the 

men about whom she read."2 

She was as yet unaware that fortune ' s wheel was to 

turn in her favor. She agreed to under t ake the translation 

of Strauss ' Das Leben Jesu , J which was published by John 

Chapman ' s firm , 4 and in this manner began t o build a name for 

herself in literary circles . It was because of her excellent 

1Haight, George Eliot , p . 468. 

2Hanson , p . 22. 

3Haight , George Eliot , p • .53 . 

4rbid . , p . 59 . 
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translation and her critical ability that Chapmanl engaged her 

to do a critical essay on the book for his Westminster Revi~. 2 

He later hired her, and she became established as a reviewer 

and critic . 

So began the literary career of Marian Evans. She was 

able to overcome by her brilliance and ability many of the 

social taboos about the place of woman and was recognized as 

an individual in her own right . She reached, in the words of 

Hanson , "a position in the intellectual world of London which 

had rarely been rivalled by a woman . "J Her dreams of recogni-

tion had been realized; she was a success . 

However , she found that attaining this pinnacle of 

literary success did not fulfill all her needs. Ironically, 

she found that success was indeed satisfying but did not 

fill a heart that yearned for love rather than admiration. 

She had attempted to stupefy the feminine side of her nature--

the side left Q~used because of her physical unattractiveness. 

She became possessed by what she called " the common yearni ng 

of womanhood." She wanted to love and be loved by some one 

4 
individual; she wanted to be essential to someone . She needed 

1rbid., p. 86 . r1arian evidently fe l l i n l ove with 
Chapman , who was a "notorious phi lander er ." Hai ght th i nks 
"that there can be little doubt that fJiarian was guilty of 
some indiscretion , probably mor e serious than holding hands . " 

2rbi d ., p . so . 
Jp , 1 51. 

4Ibid ,, p . 152. 
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to be a complete woman, loving and being loved . 

There are some women who have great mental abilities , 

coupled with dete rmination and power , who are ''not fitted to 

stand alone . "l Haight thinks that this phrase is the key 

which unlocks the door to an understandi ng of George Eliot . 

It is the duality of mind and emotions that explains the con

tradictions of her life, as it later will explain the con

tradictions in the lives of Maggie Tulliver and Dorothea 

Brooke , 

The longing for love was not a trait that bloomed 

overnight . She had had it since she was a child when she so 

wanted love from Isaac . Haight quotes from a passage which 

George Eliot had deleted from the manuscript of The Mill ~ 

the Floss , a passage which he feels to be autobiographical, 

in which Maggie wishes for a beautiful life in which " ••• 

above all , Tom loved her--oh , so much ,--more , even than she 

loved him , so that he would always want to have her with him 

and be afraid of vexing her; and he as well as everyone else , 

thought her very clever."2 

At the age of twenty-two , when she was still held by 

Evangelical fervor, she was sure that love in this world was 

never to be hers. She wrote to her young friend , Patty 

Jackson' 

1Haight , George Eliot and J ohn Chapman, preface. 

2George Eliot , p . 5. 
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Every day's experience seems to deepen the voice of foreboding 
that has long been telling me , "The bliss of reciprocated af
fection is not allotted to you under any form. Your heart must 
be widowed in this manner from the world, or you will never 
seek a better portion; a consciousness of possessing the fer
vent love of any human being would soon become your heaven, 
therefore it would be your curse."l 

It is evident that she has given much thought to the "bliss 

of reciprocated affection" and has longed to have someone to 

love. 

John Cross says of her that as early as her childish 

relationship with her brother, Isaac , she displays the "ab-

solute need of some one person who should be all in all to her 

and to whom she should be all in all."2 

It is important to see that the mental and emotional 

are not warring with one another. This is not a woman pulled 

apart by two opposing forces. She does not wish to g ive all 

of herself to one facet or the other; she wants to have both 

and in so doing be a whole woman. Such a dual nature is on 

one hand a liability and on the other an asset. If she had 

had only one facet, she could have devoted herself to mind or 

heart without conflict; yet if she had not had both mind and 

sensitivity, she would not have been the writer who could feel 

with such depth and think with such realistic clarity. 

When one understands her need for special contact with 

another person, actually her dependence on another, it is 

1 Letters , I , 7 0 • 

2Haight, George Eliot, p . 5. 



easier to understand why she was willing to give up social 

acceptance for the love of George Henry Lewes . In George 

Eliot's case , it might be stated that she had a heart that 

insisted she be caretaker of the world ; but after long days 
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of pouring forth herself , she needed someone to care for the 

caretaker . And this someone must be a solid , real individual; 

the acclaim of a distant , untouchable world was not satisfying 

enough to a heart that cried for love . 

Her need for and dependence on another was not to be 

a one-sided relationship in which she took without giving . 

She said: "The only ardent hope I have for my future life 

is to have given to me some woman's duty- - some possibility 

of devoting myself where I may see a daily result of pure 

calm blessedness of the life of another . "1 

Hanson states , "She needed for release a simultaneous 

appeal to the intellect and emotions . For her the rescuing 

angel must offer both affection and at least the simulacrum 

of intellectual superiority,"2 That the mind and heart should 

work together in unity is an idealistic concept. Nevertheless, 

George Eliot maintained it . 3 When she "married ," she made 

certain that she and George Lewes were mentally as well as 

emotionally atuned . 

1 Deakin , p . 74 . 

2p , 41 . 

3 I bid., p. 73. 
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In Lewes she found at last a person who could give her 

love, protect her from the vicissitudes of life, and stimulate 

her mentally; moreover, he needed her. In joining her life to 

his, she did place herself in the position of a "scarlet" wo-

man , but she renounced a social world that never had really 

accepted her. Those who loved her for herself either under-

stood her actions or came to understand them; those who did 

not had never really loved her f or the person she was. 

Her love for Lewe s did not hamper her from g iving of 

herself; instead it enabled her fulfilled personality to 

create the works for which we know her. He inspired her to 

write and aided her career in any way he could.1 Because of 

his dedication , inspiration, and love, he was, in a sense, the 

catalyst that changed Marian Evans to George Eliot . 

George Eliot maintained that all women should be 

womanly.2 She was very sympathetic to the cause of women's 

rights and was shocked by the disabilities placed upon women; 

yet she did not fully approve of the feminist movement. Her 

mind agreed that women were ill-treated, for she herself had 

suffered from the prejudices against women before her success 

in the field of literature. She a pproved of higher education 

for women; she felt education should come before added 

1Haight, George Eliot , pp . 206-21.3. It was Lewes who 
encouraged Marian to begin writing novels; and it was he who 
submitted her manuscript of Amos Barton ~nd those manuscripts 
which followe~ to John Blackwood, the publisher. 

2Hanson, p. 266. 
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responsibility . l When Barbara Bodichon sent Emily Davies to 

Marian with news of attempts to found Girton College , Marian 

was pleased and optimist ic . She wrote to Barbara Bodichon: 

What I should like to be sure of as a result of higher educa
tion for women--a result that will come to pass over my grave-
is , their recognition of the great amount of social unproduc
tive labour which needs to be done by women, and which is now 
either not done at all or done wretchedly . No good can come 
to women, more than to any class of male mortals, while each 
aims at doing the highest kind of work , which ought rather to 
be held in sanctity as what only the few can do well. I be
lieve- -and I want it to be well shown- -that a more thorough 
education will tend to do away with the odious vulgarity of 
our notions about functions and employment , and to propagate 
the true gospel that the deepest disgrace is to insist on 
d oing work for which we are unfit--to do work of any sort 
badly .2 

However , while she definitely felt women should re-

ceive a hi gher education, she was reluctant to become a spokes-

man for the feminists. She said in a letter to Barbara 

Bodichon: "The better education of women is one of the ob-

jects about which I have no doubt • though I never like 

to be quoted in any way on this subject ... but I am (in-

clined) to hope for much good from the serious presentation 

of women's claims before Parliament .".3 

Her books proclaimed her beliefs in the education of 

women and their ability to learn; her novels were her medium 

for expression of her views. Wi lliams states that in 

Middlemarch George Eliot goes beyond Arnold "in holding up 

libid., p. 146. 

2Letters, IV , 425 • 

.3Hanson, p. 266. 
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the warning that until women were given a chance for education 

and some kind of satisfying occupation Philisttnism would con

tinue to flourish."1 George Eliot believed that every woman 

should think; however, she did not believe a woman should as-

sume masculine methods of action and masculine characteristics. 

She clarified her views on woman suffrage and the prop-

er position of women in society in a letter to John I•1orley. 

She felt that it was not nature or biological evolution (which 

is indifferent to suffering) which sets social goals, but that 

the proper source of these goals was human feeling. She said: 

As a fact of mere zoological evolution • • . woman has the 
worse share in existence. But for that very reason I would 
the more contend that in the moral evolution we have "an art 
which does mend nature." It is the function of love in the 
largest sense, to mitigate the harshness of all fatalities 
• . . . the goal towards which we are proceeding is • . • as 
near an approach to equivalence of good for woman and for man 
as can be secured by the effort of growing moral force to 
lighten the pressure of hard non-moral outward conditions.2 

She did feel, then, that women were pressured by out-

ward conditions; but she also felt that women were gifted with 

an abundance of love which seemed to mitigate their circum-

stances; and love, to George Eliot, was of the greatest impor-

tance. The function of love was love in its widest meaning, 

not just the love of woman for man, but the love of man for 

mankind . Paris states that the essence of her entire moral 

philosophy is expressed in the last line of her poem, "Self 

1p, 269. 

2Letters, IV , 364-365. 
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and Life," in which she says, "Life is justified by love."1 

Deakin states that one feels in her writing a grave "maternal 

love for all manner of human beings which sounds through all 

her novels till we seem to recognize it as her very voice." 2 

It is love which binds man to the human race, and it 

is important to George Eliot that each individual have "that 

sense of belonging which is the root of human virtues, both 

public and private."J Love is feeling: caring for others 

and their suffering . When one is faced with the reality of 

the suffering of others, he is compelled to act. In the 

words of George Eliot , "The effective bond of human action 

is feeling . "4 She was convinced that through feeling fol

lowed by suffering that great sensitivity brings, man is 

made aware of himself. He is tempered by the flame of pain 

and either becomes gold or retreats forever into himself with 

his scars. When man learns what it means to suffer, he can 

better understand the suffering of others. Paris feels that 

"George Eliot viewed suffering as a part of man's education 

which leads him from his innate subjectivity to objectivity-

that is, to an awareness of the interior life of others."5 

lp, 250. 

2p, 102. 

3Paris, p. 64. 

4rbid. 

5P. 70 , 
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To run from suffering she considered cowardice, for she said, 

"The highest calling and election is to do without opium and 

live through all our pain with conscious , clear-eyed endur

ance . "! Her life is testimony that she attempted to live the 

belief that "the fundamental faith f o r man i s faith in the re-

sult of a brav e , honest , and steady use of all his faculties . "2 

Her values , philosophy , and emotional atti t udes are 

reflected in her works. She said that art is the nearest 

thing to life , 3 and she attempted to write about that which 

she knew best . In discuss i ng her writing , she once wrote: 

• my wri ting is simply a s et of experiments in life--an 
endeavor to see what our thought and emotion may be capable 
of--what stores of motive , actual or hinted as poss i ble, give 
promise of a better after , which we may strive to keep hold 
of as s omething more sure than shifting theory . I become 
more and more timid--with less daring to adopt any formula 
which does not get itself clothed for·me in some human figure 
and individual experience, and perhaps that is a sign that if 
I help others to see at all it must be through that medium of 
art . 4 

It is my contention that her greatest experiments in 

life are the characters of Dorothea Brooke , Maggie Tulliver , 

and Mary Garth,who are reflections , sometimes idealized , of 

their creator. It is they who seem to verbalize the cry of 

her own heart and say for her, "Here am I , a woman. Let me 

live . " 

1Hanson , p . 231. 

2Paris, P e 83 . 

Jibid ., p. 125. 

4 Letters , VI, 216-17. 



CHAPTER II 

MAGGIE, DOROTHEA, AND MARY: GEORGE ELIOT'S IMAGES 

Glimmerings of George Eliot are to be found in several 

heroines who will not be considered in this paper. Gwendolen 

Harleth suffers from the same night terrors that George Eliot 

felt as a child; Dinah Morris exemplifies George Eliot's early 

Evangelical zeal, tempered by the kindness of the author's 

more mature nature; Princess Halm- Eberstein mirrors George 

Eliot 's frustration and anguish at being confined by society 's 

concept of the proper position of the woman; and Romola has 

the same exaltation of spirit as her creator, a trait she 

shares with Maggie Tulliver and Dorothea Brooke . However, 

it is in the characters of Magg ie Tulliver , Dorothea Brooke , 

and Mary Garth that we find the women wh o are made in the 

image of their creator: it is they who reflect her phys

ically, emotionally , reli giously, intellectually, and phil

osophically. Each of these women holds the essence of George 

Eliot , or, to use John Cross' word , her wesen. 

The entity of each is, of course, constructed bit by 

bit, day by day, as each lives out her life. Through the 

pages of The Mill ~ the Floss Magg ie takes on life, and in 

Middlemarch Dorothea and Mary spring into being , all of whom 

haunt us by revealing the dual personality of both character 

and author. The mirror which George El iot holds for us to 

31 
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see these women is a two-sided one in which we can see at 

times the distinct form of the author and at other times the 

form of the author as she would be: idealized, ye s , but not 

beyond recognition. 

Further, we see each woman in various stages of char-

acter development; and while their chara cteristics often over-

lap, some of them may vary , not so much from a difference of 

nature as from a difference in the ages and stages of moral 

development reached by the character . The reader meets Maggie 

at an early age , but does not meet Mary and Dorothea until 

they are young women. Even then , the differences between 

Dorothea and Maggie vary more from environmental conditions 

and from differences in maturation . 

George Eliot's concern about her lack of physical 

beauty carries itself into the pages of her novels. She draws 

her heroines in contrast to the typical Victorian concept of 

ideal blandness. She was in rebellion over stereotyped her-

oines who were to look and dress in a given manner . Maggie 

states George Eliot's philosophy concerning blond stereotypes 

when Maggie says to Philip: 

I didn ' t finish the book .. •. As soon as I came to the 
blond-haired young lady reading in the park , I shut it up , 
and determined to read no further. I foresaw that that 
light-complexioned girl would win away all the love from 
Corinne and make her miserable. I ' m dete r mined to read no 
more books where the blond-haired women carry away all the 
happiness . I should begin to have a prejudice against them . 
If you could give me some story , now , where the dark woman 
triumphs, it would restore the balance. I want to avenge 
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Rebecca and Flora Mac-Ivor, and Minna and all the rest of the 
dark unhappy ones.l 

Although the tone of this conversation is light and bantering, 

one still senses that George Eliot is expressing a truth 

through half-jest. 

George Eliot' s heroines , like herself , were not light-

complexioned blondes. However , with the exception of Mary 

Garth, who is not really a protagonist and who is perhaps 

her most realistic and least idealized of the three women, 

her heroines must be beautiful . She could not tolerate hav-

ing them suffer the fate which she herself suffered. 

The women are drawn in realistic, semi-idealized, and 

idealized portraits . Mary Garth of Middlemarch presents the 

most realistic physical portrai t of George Eliot . She is the 

plain , unattractive, small person who is very much aware of 

her plainness and is in a state of rebellion over the fact 

that she cannot change the inevitable . Not only is she un-

attractive by contemporary standards, but society, with its 

need to make even beauty relative, makes her even more aware 

of her physical defects by constantly comparing her to the 

ideal beauty of Rosamond Viney. 

In fact, most men in Middlemarch, except her brothers, held 
that Miss Viney was the best girl in the world, and some 
called her an angel. Mary Garth , on the contrary, had the 
aspect of an ordinary sinner: she was brown; her curly, dark 
hair was rough and stubborn; her stature was low; and it would 
not be true to declare she had all the virtues. Plainness has 
its peculiar temptations and vices quite as much as beauty; it 

1The Mill on the Floss, pp. 348-349. 
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is apt either to feign amiability , or not feigning it, to sho111 
all the repulsiveness of discontent . At any rate, to be called 
an ugly thing in contrast with that lovely creature , your com
panion, is apt to produce some effect beyond a sense of fine 
veracity and fitness in the phrase .1 

George Eliot, whose sister Christiana was blond and beautiful, 

had been compared and contrasted often enough to realize the 

effects such analyzation would have produced. Since Mary was 

not beautiful, society, in the form of Mrs. Viney, looked and 

then decided that she was not marriageable. She was "a dread

ful plain girl--more fit for a governess ."2 

George Eliot cannot let IVla.ry stand unprotected without 

some word to mitigate her outward plainness . She tells the 

reader that Mary's plainness was 

of a good human sort, such as the mothers of our race have 
very commonly worn in all latitudes under a more or less be
coming headgear. Rembrandt would have painted her with pleas
ure and would have made her broad features look out of the 
canvas with intelligent honesty.3 

And it is this honesty and Mary ' s sense of humor which help 

to lighten the burden of unattractiveness. Mary tells 

Rosamond laughingly, "What a bro\'<Tn patch I am by the side of 

you , Rosy! You are the most unbecoming companion ."4 

Maggie is the semi-idealized portrait. She is the 

"small mistake of nature"5 who begins life under the cloud of 

1Middlemarch, p. 112. 

2rb1d ., p. 102. 

3Ibid,, pp. 112-113. 

4Ibid., p . 113. 

5The Mill ~ the Floss, p. 18. 
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dark unattractiveness . Her aunt Pullett tells Mrs. Tulliver, 

"it ' s very bad luck, sister, as the gell should be so brown . 

I doubt it'll stand in her way i' life, to be so brown." 1 

Mrs . Tull iver is as concerned as Mrs . Pullett about Maggie's 

dark skin . She feels Providence is against her to give her 

so "comical" a child , and even though Maggie can read as well 

as the parson, it is of no good ; for what good is a small girl 

child if her hair will not curl?2 

However , Maggie is too dear to George Eliot for her 

to remain an ugly duckling . George Eliot does for Maggie what 

she could not do , but longed to do , for herself . Maggie is 

transformed from the ugly duckl ing to the beautiful swan. 

Maggie , the awkward, clumsy , unkempt hoyden, grows into a 

"tall dark- eyed nymph with her· jet-black coronet of hair . ••.3 

Phili p tells her she looks like "a tall Hamadryad , dark and 

strong and noble , just issued from one of the fir-trees, when 

the stems are casti.ng their afternoon shadows on the grass ."4 

And she makes a triumphal entrance into the society of St . Ogg 's 

when "her simple noble beauty , clad in a white muslin of some 

soft-floating kind , .•• appeared with marked distinction 

among the more adorned and conventi onal women around her."5 

1 I bid . , p . 76. 
2 I bid . , p • 18. 

.3I bid. , p . .392. 

4 I bid. , p . .34 .3 . 

5 I bid . , p. 449. 
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Though still unconventional, Maggie has become beautiful. 

The character of Dorothea issues forth in full bloom 

from the pen of George Eliot like Pallas Athena from the head 

of Zeus. In creating Dorothea , George Eliot draws the picture 

of the woman she would most have liked to resemble. Not only 

is Dorothea beautiful, but George Eliot imbues her with 

those characteristics, which were discussed in Chapter One, 

for which George Eliot was admired. Dorothea is 

. a breathing, blooming girl whose form, not shamed by 
the Ariadne, was clad in Quakerish grey drapery; her long 
cloak, fastened at the neck, was thrown backward from her 
arms , and one beautiful ungloved hand pillowed her cheek, 
pushing somewhat backward the white beaver bonnet which made 
a sort of h~lo of her face around the simply brai ded dark
brown hair . 

Not content with giving Dorothea beauty, George Eliot gives 

her her own beautiful hands, grace of movement, and beautiful 

voice. "But what a voice! It was like the voice of a soul 

that had once lived in an Aeolian harp." 2 Naumann , the ar-

tist, feels the completeness of Dorothea's beauty and tells 

Ladislaw, " •.• here stands beauty in its breathing life."J 

Both r1aggie and Dorothea imitate their creator in sim-

plicity of dress. George Eliot does not dress them in the 

black velvet which Bessie Parkes Belloc has reported she wore; 

but Dorothea is seen in her Quakerish grey , and Maggie enters 

1Middlemarch, p. 186. 

2Ibid., p. 79. 

Jrbid., p. 186. 
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society in simple white muslin. George Eliot pointedly re-

marks that Maggie's simplicity of dress is even more marked 

because of the overplumed women of St. Ogg's. Perhaps George 

Eliot is defending her own simplicity of dress, or she may 

have recognized, as any good fashion designer does, that for 

herself as well as her heroines, simplicity of dress is always 

the best of fashion. 

The passion which was so much of a driving force 

within George Eliot (as we have seen in Chapter One) is pres-

ent in abundance in Maggie and Dorothea; Mary, the realist, 

is "not over-balanced by passion."1 However, the child Maggie 

has all the passion of the child Mary Ann, driving nails into 

the head of her doll when she is angry, and venting her frus-

tration by crying so passionately that she "expelled every 

other form of consciousness--even the memory of the grievance 

that had caused it."2 

As an adolescent, Maggie is 

••• a creature full of eager, passionate longings for all 
that was beautiful and glad ; thirsty for all knowledge; with 
an ear straining after dreamy music that died away and would 
not come near to her; with a blind, unconscious yearning for 
something that would link together the wonderful impressions 
of this mysterious life, and give her soul a sense of home in 
it.3 

Even as an adult, Maggie does not lose her ardent per-

sonality. Her brother, Tom, argues with her. ''You're always 

1rbid., p. 308. 

2The Mill on the Floss, p. 34. ------
3rbid., p. 250. 
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in extremes--you have no judgment and self-command,"1 He is 

correct; she is an extremist, but George Eliot, too, was an 

extremist. Maggie's early death does not allow her the time 

in which to learn to curb her passion. She is driven by it, 

bound by it, torn by it, and at last destroyed by it; but it 

is this facet of her personality which gives her entity. 

When we first meet Dorothea, we meet a young woman 

passionately filled with the desire to grow--to reach out and 

to touch life. "All Dorothea's passion was transfused through 

a mind struggling towards an ideal life; the radiance of her 

transfigured girlhood fell on the first object that came within 

its level." 2 When Casaubon , the object of her worship, is far 

from ideal, and she is disillusioned , it is in part her pas

sionate nature which makes her leap to the conclusion that it 

is her fault, not his , that the marriage is not what she feels 

it should be.3 The more mature Dorothea comes to understand 

life, and while she does not lose her intense drive and the 

ability to feel, she does learn to subdue the outward show of 

her emotions . 

The loneliness of George Eliot, and her isolation, 

too,are expressed in the attitudes of her heroines. Each 

woman must face the trials of her life alone, perhaps because 

1rbid., p. 410 . 

2Middlemarch, p. 45. 

3rbid. , p . 189. 
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she has a contrapuntal personality . One feels that the other 

women- -and they are few in number- -who are placed about each 

of these heroines are there not as friends, but as represent

atives of an antithetical view of woman. Maggie is closer to 

Lucy Deane than Dorothea is to her sister , Celia Brooke, and 

than Mary is to Rosamond Viney ; but Lucy, Celia, and Rosamond 

are not close companions with whom our heroines can share real

ly intimate thoughts and problems. They seem to serve as 

Victorian stereotypes who make the contrast between them

selves and the distinctly individual personalities of Maggie, 

Dorothea , and Mary more distinct . 

Each woman feels her loneliness more acutely when she 

must face the biological condition of womanhood. Mary , whose 

financial situation is critical , is confined to keeping house 

for her uncle . If Mary, with her clarity of thought and di

rect action , had been a man , she would have known what she 

was meant to do and would have done it unhesitatingly . Since 

she is a woman , she must do what work fate puts before her and 

hope that her situation will improve . Mary refuses to marry 

Fred Viney until he proves himself because she knows that as 

his wife she will forever lead his life . Caleb Garth , Mary's 

father , states the situation quite plainly : "A woman, let her 

be as good as she may, has got to put up with the life her 

husband makes for her . "1 Mary is never so full of daydreams 

l r bid ., p. 251. 
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that she cannot clearly see what her future would be if she 

were tied to a man who was not doing what he was meant to do. 

She may be caught by circumstance , but she knows Fred does 

not have to be . 

Maggie feels her wings to be clipped because she lacks 

opportunity of expression since she is a woman . Tom , who is 

never able t o understand wha t he feels to be Maggie's erratic 

behavior , tells her that he never behaves in the extreme. She 

answers , "Because you are a man , Tom , and have power , and can 

do something i n the world . '' Tom , in his usual obtuse manner, 

replies , "Then , if you can do nothing , submit it t o those who 

can ."1 Submission is never JVIaggie ' s forte. 

Dorothea , too, is caught in the same web. She has come 

to realize that even a woman who is financially independent 

must submit both socially and legally. When she marries , she 

has "no presentiment that the power which her husband wi shed 

to establish over her future action had relation to anything 

else than his work . "2 She soon finds that she is almost a 

slave to his will . She tells Ladislaw : 

Sorrow comes in so many ways . Two years ago I had no notion 
of that--I mean of the unexpected way in which trouble comes, 
and ties our hands, and makes us silent when we long to speak. 
I used to despise women a little for not shaping their lives 
more and doing better things . I was ve r y fond of doing as I 
liked , but I have almost given it up , 3 

1The Mill on the Floss, p. 365. 

2Middlemarch, p. 464. 

3rbid., p. 527. 
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Perhaps it is because of the chains that bind each 

heroine to her destiny that she needs a belief which is pecul-

iarly her own. The religious faith of each woman is couched 

at times in orthodox terminology; however, each belief , while 

it may appear fundamental, is permeated with the religious 

philosophy of George Eliot. Maggie , Dorothea, and Mary step 

outside standard beliefs and practices , and each devises a 

faith that suits her needs . 

George Eliot says of Maggie: 

••• there are many among its myriads of souls who have 
absolutely needed an emphatic belief: life in this unpleas
urable shape demanding some solution even to unspeculative 
minds; • , . something that will present motives in an entire 
absence of high prizes, something that will give patience and 
feed human love when the limbs ache with weariness, and human 
looks are hard upon us--something , clearly , that lies outside 
personal desires, that includes resignation for ourselves and 
active love for what is not ourselves. Now and then that sort 
of enthusiasm finds a far-echoing voice that comes from an ex
perience springing out of the deepest need , And it was by 
being brought within the long lingering vibrations of such a 
voice that Maggie , with her girl's face and unnoted sorrows, 
found an effort and a hope that helped her through years of 
loneliness, making out a faith for herself without the aid of 
established authorities and appointed guides , for they were 
not at hand and her need. was pressing,l 

Maggie does devise a faith of her own: a faith which suits 

her own particular needs even though it is not orthodox. 

Dorothea does the same . She tells Will: 

But I have a belief of my o~ln and it comforts me. • • • That 
by desiring what is perfectly good , even when we don't quite 
know what it is and cannot do what we would , we are part of 
the Divine power against evil--widening the skirts of li ght 
and making the struggle with darkness narrow . 2 

1The Mill gg the Floss, pp , 307-308. 

2rv1iddlemarch, p , 381, 



42 

When Will tells her her belief is a beautiful mysticism, she 

replies: 

Please not to call it by any name •••• You will say it is 
Persian , or something else geographical . It is my life. I 
have found it out and cannot part with it. I have always 
been finding out my religion since I was a little girl. I 
used to pray so much--now I hardly ever pray. I try not to 
have desires merely for myself , because they may not be good 
for others, and I have too much already,1 

Mary despises the hyprocrisy of the Victorian attitude 

that the church was the vocation to be taken up by young men 

of some education who did not know what else to do with them-

selves. She refuses to marry Fred if he decides to go into 

the church, making himself a caricature of Christianity. She 

tells Mr. Farebrother, the minister: 

I could not love a man who is ridiculous •..• Fred has sense 
and knowledge enough to make him respectable, if he likes, in 
some good worldly business, but I can never imagine him preach
ing and exhorting, and pronouncing blessings, and praying by 
the sick, without feeling as if I were looking at a caricature. 
His being a clergyman would be only for gentility's sake, and 
I think there is nothing more contemptible than such imbecile 
gentility . I used to think that of Mr. Crowse, with his empty 
face and neat umbrella and mincing little speeches, What 
ri ght have such men to represent Christianity--as if ~t were 
an institution for getting up idiots genteelly .•. , 

George Eliot's heroines are not really being icon-

oclastic; they seem to be reaching for a greater depth of 

meaning in a faith that will enable them to relate more fully 

to their fellow creatures, rather than a faith which promises 

them a security in a life they do not as yet know. 

1Ibid., p. 381. 

2Ibid., pp. 501-502. 
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As in the experience of George Eliot, the combination 

of the religious nature and the passionate nature brings 

about the renunciation of worldly pleasures by both Maggie 

and Dorothea. The practical Mary takes her small earthly 

pleasures without the sense of exalted guilt which Maggie and 

Dorothea seem to feel. However , the young Maggie has George 

Eliot's abundant love for this life, causing her to want to 

renounce her earthly pleasures because she, as Paris states 

of George Eliot, felt she loved them too dearly. Maggie tells 

Philip : ''I was never satisfied with a little of anything. 

That is why it is better for me to do without earthly hap-

piness altogether •.•• I never felt that I had enough music--

I wanted more instruments playing together--I wanted voices to 

be fuller and deeper."l 

When Philip attempts to get her to read a variety of 

books instead of the few religious books she had allowed her-

self to read, she tells him , "No, thank you. • It would 

make me in love with this world again as I used to be--it 

would make me long for a full life."2 

Dorothea, also, was "in love with this world." 

She loved the fresh air and the various aspects of the country, 
and when her eyes and cheeks glowed with mingled pleasure she 
looked very little like a devotee . Riding was an indulgence 
which she allowed herself in spite of conscientious qualms; 
she felt that she enjoyed it in a pagan, sensuous way, and 

lThe Mill ~ the Floss, pp. 344-345. 

2Ibid., p . 321. 
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always looked forward to renouncing it , 1 

With Dorothea it is more the prospect of renunciation 

than the actuality of Maggie's renunciations . Dorothea goes 

on riding just as she justifies the acceptance of her mother's 

jewels by attempting to relate them to the use of gems as 

spiritual emblems. 2 Celia , Dorothea's sister , agrees that 

Dorothea is given to self-mortification and says quite direct

ly , "She likes giving up.".3 Neither Maggie nor Dorothea has 

considered that in the very act of renunciation there is 

pleasure. 

Maggie throws herself into the practice of renun

ciation for selfish rather than selfless reasonse She hopes 

to find some sort of oblivion to suffering . It is Philip 

Wakem who reflects the mature George Eliot's view and who 

tells Maggie that the practice of renunciation is , in real

ity , cowardice. "It is mere cowardice to seek safety in 

negations. No character becomes strong in that way , You 

will be thrown into the world some day , and then every ra

tional satisfaction of your nature that you deny now, will as

sault you like a savage appetite. "4 Both Maggie and Dorothea 

1Middlemarch , p . 12 . 

2rbid ., pp. 15- 16 • 

.3rbid ., p. 20 . 

4The Mill ~ the Floss , p • .345. 
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come to realize that renunciation is, indeed, cowardice and 

that life must be faced bravely. 

It is the character of Dorothea who most fully re-

fleets George Eliot . It is she who exemplifies George Eliot's 

desire to make her life effective and to be of service to man-

kind. Dorothea, like her creator, yearns to do something, but 

does not know the direction she should take. 

For a long while she had been oppressed by the indefiniteness 
which hung in her mind like a thick summer haze over all her 
desire to make her life greatly effective. What could she do, 
what ought she to do?--she , hardly more than a budding woman, 
but yet with an active conscience and a great mental need not 
to be satisfied by a girlish instruction comparable to the 
nibblings and judgements of a discursive mouse.l 

In her idealistic way she yearns to make life beauti

ful for everyone, 2 without stopping to realize that beauty is 

relative. However, she becomes more realistic in her atti-

tude about the social problems which surround her. It is 

through the character of Dorothea that George Eliot lashes 

out at the lack of concern for the living conditions of the 

poor. Dorothea is a would-be architect who wants to develop 

housing projects for the poor, a totally incongruous occupa

tion for a woman in Victorian England , but a convenient way 

for George Eliot to speak her mind without bludgeoning the 

reader with the crusading approach. Dorothea speaks to her 

uncle who means to enter Parliament. 

1Middlemarch, pp. 29-JO. 

2Ibid. , p. 216. 
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• • • one of the first things to be made better is the state 
of the land and the labourers. Think of Kit Downes, Uncle, 
who lives with his wife and seven children in a house with 
one sitting-room and one bedroom hardly larger than this 
table! And those poor Dagleys, in their tumble-down farm
house, where they live in the back kitchen and leave the 
other rooms to the rats! ••• I used to come from the vil
lage with all that dirt and coarse ugliness like a pain with
in me, and the simpering pictures in the drawing-room seemed 
to me like a wicked attempt to find delight in what is false, 
while we don't mind how hard the truth is for the neighbors 
outside our walls. I think we have no right to come forward 
and urge wider changes for good until we have tried to alter 
the evils which lie under our own hands.1 

Such reform is a task that Dorothea would like to ac-

complish, but she finds that what she would like to accomplish 

and what she can accomplish are conditions which are not al-

ways consistent. She, like George Eliot as stated in Chapter 

One, does aid in the work of establishing an infant school.2 

She even marries with the idea that her husband has a great 

contribution to make to society through his writing and schol-

arship, and she feels she can be of service to mankind by as

sisting him in whatever way she can.J After her husband's 

death, she tells Lydgate, the village doctor, that she would 

like to donate funds to the hospital. 

Yes, indeed •••• I shall be quite grateful to you if you 
will tell me how I can help to make things a little better. 
Everything of that sort has slipped away from me since I have 
been married. I mean, ••• that the people in our vi llage 
are tol erably comfortable. • • • But here--in such a place as 
Middlemarch--there must be a great deal to be done.4 

1Ibid., p. 37 8 . 

2 Ibid., p. 13. 

3Ibid., p. 465. 

4 Ibid. , p. 424. 
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Dorothea differs from Maggie and Mary in her concern 

for soc ial conditions because her wealth places her on a dif

ferent social level from them. Mary, throughout the book, 

must work to support herself; and Maggie, because of financial 

reverses, is forced to become a governess for a time. The 

concerns of Maggie and Mary would be different from those of 

Dorothea; Maggie and Mary must be concerned with where they 

can find their own daily bread, an effort which leaves little 

time for worrying about the social conditionG This does not 

mean, however , that they were not concerned for those whom 

they knew to need help . 

It is with social issues that these women most vary, 

and it is in their intelligence, their desire to learn, and 

their love for books that they are most alike. Mary has the 

greater common sense, and she becomes angry, as George Eliot 

must have, when she is spoken to as if she had none. "Oh, I 

am not angry, except with the ways of the world. I do like 

to be spoken to as if I had common sense. I really often 

feel as if I could understand a little more than I ever hear 

even from young gentlemen who have been to college."1 

Naggie , on the other hand , is too much the dreamer to 

be pract ical. Her father thinks she is extremely bright for 

a child her age and a "gell," but her mother is sure that at 

times she is "half an idiot," for her mother says: " •.. if 

1 I bid., p. 135. 
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I send her upstairs to fetch anything, she forgets what she's 

gone for, an' perhaps 'ull sit down on the floor 1' the sun-

shine an' plait her hair an' sing to herself like a Bedlam 

creatur', all the while I'm waiting for her downstairs."! 

Mrs. Tulliver is mentally incapable of realizing that Maggie's 

thoughts were "the oddest mixture of clear-eyed acumen and 

blind dreams."2 Maggie had read the dictionary so often she 

was well-acquainted with many polysyllabic words, but she had 

"no idea that gypsies were not well supplied with groceries."J 

Dorothea, too, is a. combination of "clear-eyed acumen 

and blind dreams. '' George Eliot says of her: ''Of lower ex-

perience such as plays a great part in the world, poor 

Mrs. Casaubon @orotheaJ had a very blurred, short-sighted 

knowledge, little helped by her imagination,"4 Dorothea was 

thought to be remarkably bright, but Celia, her sister, was 

credited with having more common sense,5 

Each woman has a deep veneration for knowledge, and 

each, while wanting to be learned herself, wants a man to be 

even more learned than she--an individual from whom she can 

learn. Fred Viney tells Mary, "You would admire a stupendous 

1The Mill~ the Floss, p. 17. 

2Ibid., p. 123. 

Jrbid. 

4Middlemarch, p. 742. 

5rbid., p. 9. 
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fellow who would have wise opinions about everything, •·• and she 

answers, "Yes, I should."1 Maggie tells Philip, "And your 

mind is a sort of world to me: you can tell me all I want to 

know. I think I should never be tired of being with you."2 

And George Eliot says of Dorothea: • • she was enamoured 

of intensity and greatness and rash in embracing whatever 

seemed to her to have those aspects; • . . tt) It is this ven-

eration of knowledge which leads Dorothea into her disastrous 

marriage with a man who has knowledge but no wisdom. 

JVIaggie and Dorothea want to find some learned author-

ity who will give them knowledge of life and how to live it. 

Maggie feels when she discovers the works of Thomas ~ Kempis 

that at last she has the secret by which to live, that there 

is within her own soul some supreme Teacher who will give her 

insight into life. 4 When Dorothea meets Casaubon, she thinks 

she has found someone to lift her from her womanly ignorance, 

and in marrying him she will have a "guide who would take her 

along the grandest path. ,,5 Both women want to find some 

knowledge that will give purpose to their lives, and both 

seem to feel that there is no lamp but knowledge and surely 

1Ibid., p. 1.35. 

2The Mill of the Floss, p • .35.3 • 

.3Middlemarch, p. 10. 

4The Mill on the Floss, pp. 305-.306. ------
5Middlemarch, p, )0. 
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that "learned men kept the only oil."1 Perhaps . the reason 

Mary does not have a desire for a "grand guide" is that she 

has realized, as she previously stated, that her common sense 

excels that of many young men who have been to college. Pos-

sibly their extreme veneration of knowledge comes because none 

of them has had the advantage of a formal education, and each 

feels that if she had been educated as a man, a feat beyond 

the reach of any, she would have the secrets of the universe 

divulged to her. 

However, when l"'aggie and Dorothea decide to educate 

themselves , they find that the difficulties encountered in 

formal learning are at times frustrating. The child Naggie, 

visiting Tom at school, feels highly incompetent when she 

first approaches Euclid and is humiliated when she cannot 

solve it immediately . "'It's nonsense!' she said, 'and very 

ugly stuff--nobody need want to make it out. '"2 And Dorothea 

tells Iadislaw : 

I have tried to learn a great deal since we were in Rome.. I 
can read Latin a little, and I am beginning to understand just 
a little Greek . • • • But it is very difficult to be learned; 
it seems as if people were worn out on the way to great 
thoughts and can never enjoy them because they are too tired.3 

Although neither Maggie nor Dorothea likes the ri gidity 

demanded in the study of languages, they, along with Mary , are 

1rbid., p. 86 . 

2The Mill on the Floss, p. 159. 

3Middlemarch, p. 353. 
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in love with books and learning. When r~ggie sees Mr. Stelling's 

library for the first time, she exclaims, "0, what books! . 

How I should like to have as many books as that."l Mary is 

constantly reading; Fred Viney brings books to her whenever 

he can. In teasing Fred about girls liking new men, she re-

veals the fact that she is well-read. 

. . 

Let me see •••• I must go back on my experience. There is 
Juliet--she seems an example of what you say. But then Ophelia 
had probably known Hamlet a long while; and Brenda Troil--she 
had known Mordaunt Merton ever since they were children, but 
then he seems to have been an estimable young man; and Minna 
was still more deeply in love with Cleveland, who was a stranger. 
Waverly was new to Flora Maciver, but then she did not fall in 
love with him. And there are Olivia and Sophia Primrose, and 
Corinne--they may be said to have fallen in love with new men. 
Altogether, my experience is rather mixed.2 

Dorothea knows many passages from Pascal and from Jeremy Taylor,3 

and Maggie is in love with Scott's novels and Byron's poems. 4 

Both Maggie and Dorothea are dissatisfied with their 

smattering of learning . Both of them desire greater knowledge. 

Maggie wants to study from Tom's school books so that she may 

have the knowledge of men--that knowledge "which made men con

tented, and even glad to live."5 Dorothea, too, is not to be 

satisfied with having a scholarly husband since "she wished, 

1The Mill 2n the Floss, p. 157. 

2Middlemarch, p. 137. 

3Ibid., p. 10. 

4The Mill Q£ the Floss, p. 301. 

5Ibid., p. 302. 
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poor child, to be wise herself."l Much time mus t pass and 

much suffering, too, before both Dorothea and Maggie realize 

that it is they, the self-taught, who possess greater knowl-

edge than most of the men around them. 

George Eliot's drive for knowledge was superseded 

only by her need to be loved. Her heroines echo her feeling. 

As a child Maggie can be quelled by the removal of affection. 

Tom is her world, and without him she wants nothing else. 

"What use was anything if Tom didn't love her?" 2 Even as a 

young woman she desperately wants Tom to love her. When he 

becomes angry with her because she wants to see Philip again, 

she cries because of the cruelty of his words. 

She was obliged to be childish--the tears would come. When 
Maggie was not angry, she was as dependent on kind or cold 
words as a daisy on the sunshine or the cloud: the need of 
being loved would always subdue her,

3
as in the old days it 

subdued her in the worm-eaten attic. 

She never loses her devotion for Tom, and it is to Tom that 

she goes during the flood, winning back his love but losing 

her life. 

In Maggie's adolescence she finds that the world out-

side books is not always a happy one, and that people are 

often cruelest to those they pretend to love. "And if life 

had no love in it, what else was there for Ma.ggie?"4 When 

1Middlemarch, p. 64. 

2The Mill ££ the Floss, p. 43. 

3Ib1d., pp. 409-410. 

4Ibid., p. 249. 
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Philip asks for her love and is afraid she may not give it be-

cause he is crippled, she replies, fto Philip! how can you 

think I have such feelings--as if I were not grateful for any 

love?"1 

:fvlaggie does not, however, want just "any'' love, even 

though she says this. She, like her creator, wants to be 

loved devotedly by some one person to whom she can be all in 

all. She finds this devotion in Philip; that is one of the 

reasons why she feels she is in love with him. When she con-

fesses to Lucy that she and Philip once loved, she sadly says, 

"There, Lucy, you have my story •••• You see like Sir Andrew 

Aguecheek--I was adored once."2 

Dorothea, like Maggie, needs to be loved, so much so 

that "in her need for some manifestation of feeling she was 

ready to exaggerate her own fault."3 Dorothea comes to mar-

riage with such exalted ideas of the marital state that few 

men could have been versatile enough to fill her needs, and 

Casaubon , with his pseudo-intellect, was probably the poorest 

choice she could have made. Her dreams must undergo change, 

but she cannot give up her need to be devoted to another being . 

It was too early yet for her fully to have readjusted that de
votedness which was so necessary a part of her mental life 
that she was almost sure sooner or later to recover it. Per
manent rebellion, the disorder of a life without some loving 

1Ibid., p. 351. 

2 Ibid., p . 404. 

3Middlemarch, p. 207. 



reverent resolve, was not possible to her; but ·she was now in 
an interval when the very force of her nature heightened its 
confusion.1 

It is in Will Iadislaw's eyes that Dorothea finds 

the devotion she is seeking, even though Will was supposedly 

out of her reach. George Eliot defends Dorothea's response 

to Will by saying: 

If a princess in the days of enchantment had seen a four-footed 
creature from among those which live in herds come to her once 
and again wi t h a human gaze which rested upon her with choice 
and beseeching, what would she think in her journeying , what 
would she look for when the herds passed her? Surely fo~ the 
gaze which had found her and which she would know again . 

George Eliot ' s defense here is of Dorothea ' s response; how-

ever , it would also defend Maggie ' s feelings for both Philip 

and Stephen , and it would certainly be applicable to ~~rian 

Evans ' response to George Henry Lewes when she chooses to 

live with him even though they cannot marry . J 

Hary also wants and needs love , but she is afraid that 

she is not attractive enough to inspire much admi ration e When 

Fred , whom she loves, teases her about Farebr other ' s being 

in love with her , she replies: 

I am not aware of it . And to me it is one of the most odious 
thi ngs in a girl' s life that there must always be some sup
position of falling in love coming between her and any man 
who i s kind to her , and to whom she is gr ateful. I should 
have though t that I, at least , might have been safe from all 

1Ibid., p . 192. 

2Ibid. , p . 521 . 

3Hai ght , George Eliot , p. 138 . 
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that. I have no ground for the nonsensical vanity of fancying 
everybody who comes near me is in love with me. 

Mary was faced with the physical unattractiveness of 

George Eliot, who must on several occasions, especially those 

involving John Chapman and Herbert Spencer, have been asked if 

she were in love with them or they with her. It must often 

have been necessary to answer such inquiries by saying they 

were just friends while perhaps wishing they were much more. 

Each of these women exemplifies George Eliot's philos-

ophy that life is justified by love, a love which grows within 

the mature nature which has reached maturation through suffer-

ing. Both Maggie and Dorothea experience the growth which 

leads them from innate subjectivity to objectivity, and the 

process of their growth is recorded within the novels. On 

the other hand, Mary is one of those rare people who seem to 

enter the world with a sensitivity which makes her quickly 

aware of the suffering of others and the ability to make 

peace, to a large degree, with her environment. 

Like Ge orge Eliot, Mary Garth felt that it was ridic-

ulous to cry for the moon; one should either bring it down or 

leave it where it is, but weeping over the inevitable was 

senseless. 

• • • for having early had strong reason to believe that 
things were not likely to be arranged for her peculiar sat
isfaction, she wasted no time in astonishment and annoyance 
at that fact. And she had already come to take life very 
much as a comedy in which she had a proud, nay a generous 

1Middlemarch, p, 135. 
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resolution not to act the mean or treacherous part.1 

She accepts the fate of working as companion and house

keeper for her cantankerous uncle. This is work she can do 

well, and she knows that she fills a need. 

Oh, I have an easy life--by comparison. I have tried being a 
teacher, and I am not fit for that: my mind is too fond of 
wandering on its own way. I think any hardship is better than 
pretending to do what one is paid for and never really doing 
it . Everything here I can do a~ well as anyone else could; 
perhaps better than some •••• 

Her love for the immature Fred Viney is made plausible 

because she can understand the conflicts within his nature and 

can see beyond them to the kind of resolution he can make. 

"There is often something maternal even in a girlish love, 

and Mary's hard experience had wrought her nature to an im-

pressibility very different from that hard, slight thing which 

l-re call girlishness. "3 

Maggie, whom we meet at an earlier age than Dorothea 

or Mary, must go through a long period of maturation . Dorothea 

must also mature, but she starts with the advantage of her 

years (at least twenty) and a different environment. Both 

Maggie and Dorothea are from environments which are more 

financially secure than Mary's, and hard experience does not 

come to them as quickly as it does to her. 

Maggie, in her childishness, indulges in the mental 

taking of opium whenever she feels unloved or unwanted by 

1rbid., p. 308. 

2rbid., pp. 135-136. 

3rbid., p. 249. 
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reshaping the world in the way that she would like it to be,l 

She had not yet reached the point where she could live through 

difficult experiences with the "conscious, clear-eyed endur-

anoe" that George Eliot felt was necessary in the mature in-

dividual. 

She is not so caught up in reshaping the world that 

she is insensitive to the feelings of others, but she yearns 

for a happiness of her own. Lucy tells Maggie that Maggie 

feels for other people as deeply as she, Lucy, does, but 

Maggie denies it. 

No, Lucy, ••• I don't enjoy their happiness as you do--else 
I should be more contented, I do feel for them when they are 
in trouble; I don't think I could ever bear to make anyone 
unhappy; and yet I often hate myself, because I get angry 
sometimes at the sight of happy people. I think I get worse 
as I get older, more selfish. That seems very dreadful,2 

However, Maggie is not as insensitive as she feels 

she is. From the time in her youth when her father has finan-

cial reverses and is so badly injured, Maggie begins to feel 

deeply for others. When Maggie kisses Mrs. Stelling, whom 

she had never liked, in a silent thank-you for a basket of 

food, George Eliot says: 

It was the first sign within the poor child of that new sense 
which is the gift of sorrow--that susceptibility to the bare 
offices of humanity which raises them into a bond of loving 
fellowship, as to haggard men among the icebergs the mere 
presence of an ordinary comrade stirs the deep fountains of 
affeotion,3 

1The Mill on the Floss, p, 55. --- ---- -- ---
2rbid., pp. 389-390. 

3Ibid., pp. 205-206, 



58 

Through the long months of caring for her father and 

attempting to cope with their reversed financial situation, 

Maggie's nature is enlarged by her suffering. ", •• Maggie, 

with all her keen susceptibility, yet felt as if the sorrow 

made larger room for her love to flow in, and gave breathing

space to her passionate nature."1 She learns in suffering 

herself and in watching the suffering of those she loves that 

personal feelings must be put aside if these feelings conflict 

with the happiness of others. 

She remains a person of strong personal emotion, an 

emotion revealed in her relationship with Stephen Guest; but 

while it may appear ri ght to her to follow her strongest feel-

ings at times, she is aware that there are times when one must 

renounce personal love for his love for mankind. She cries out 

to Stephen: 

• • • there are things we must renounce in life: some of us 
must resign love. Many things are difficult and dark to me; 
but I see one thing quite clearly--that I must not, cannot 
seek my own happiness by sacrificing others. Love is natural; 
but surely pity and faithfulness and memory are natural too. 
And they would live in me still, and punish me if I did not 
obey them. I should be haunted by the suffering I had caused. 
Our love would be poisoned. Don't urge me; help me--help me, 
because I love you,2 

Maggie does, of course, renounce Stephen, a renuncia-

tion she makes after destroying her reputation. The suffering 

she feels at releasing Stephen is doubly compounded by Tom's 

lrbid., p. 276. 

2rbid., p. 471. 
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rejection of her. She despairs at the trial of life and ques

tions the Unseen Pity to whom she prays. "Surely there was 

something being taught her by this experience of great need; 

and she must be learning a secret of human tenderness and 

long-suffering, that the less erring could hardly know?"l 

Maggie decides that if she must live, she wants to live in 

some way that she can help others. She prays, "0 God, if my 

life is to be long let me live to bless and comfort--"2 

Maggie has given up the opiate that had given relief in her 

youth and has learned through experience to bear life. 

Dorothea, also, yearns for happiness, but she is a 

young woman, not a child, and is aware that there are other 

individuals in the world to be considered. ''We are all of 

us born in moral stupidity, taking the world as an udder to 

feed our supreme selves: Dorothea had early begun to emerge 

from that stupidity ••• ,"3 

Dorothea, like Maggie, would like to fashion the 

world and some of its people to her own liking. She attempts, 

especially in Casaubon's case, to imagine they are fashioned 

in her own image. When she realizes Casaubon is far from 

being the "grand guide," she awakens to reality "with a dumb 

inward cry for help to bear this nightmare of a life in which 

lrbid., p. 540. 

2rbid. 

3Middlemarch, p. 208. 
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every energy was arrested by dread."1 

George Eliot reveals Dorothea's disillusionment as 

she sees all her hopes and dreams disappear. Thi s , then, is 

a moral crisis; and it is "in such a crisis as this, some 

women begin to hate. •• 2 Dorothea must grow through her suffer

ing or retreat into herself, a woQnded and immature individual. 

"There was no refuge now from spiritual emptiness and dis

content, and Dorothea had to bear her bad mood as she would 

have borne a headache.") Dorothea's world "was in a state of 

convulsive change; the only thing she could say distinctly to 

herself was that she must wait and think anew."4 

After deliberating and attempting to adjust to the 

situation, Dorothea feels that she can come to terms with her 

grief and can "sit down with it as a lasting companion and 

make it a sharer in her life."5 She, too, is refined by 

suffering. She lives with the restrictions placed on her by 

Casaubon during his life and attempts to cope with those re

strictions he places on her from his grave. When she realizes 

she is in love with Ladislaw and then believes him to be in 

love with Rosamond Viney Lydgate, she must again cope with 

1Ibid. , p. .36 5. 

2 Ibid., p, 415. 

.3Ibid., p. 461 

4 Ibid., p. 4?6. 

5Ibid. , pp. 76.3-764. 
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despair. However, she has told Lydgate she would attempt to 

reason with Rosamond in order to help him, and she knows she 

must sublimate her personal feelings. 

And what sort of crisis might not this be in three lives whose 
contact with hers laid an obligation on her as if they had 
been suppliants bearing the sacred branch? The objects of her 
rescue were not to be sought by her fancy; they were chosen 
for her. She yearned towards the perfect Right, that it might 
make a throne within her and rule her errant will. "What 
should I do--how should I act now, this very day, if I could 
clutch my own pain and compel it to silence and think of those 
three."1 

She is ennobled by an emotion stronger than personal 

love, as is Maggie, and she goes to Rosamond not only for 

Lydgate's sake, but because of her own sense of love for suf-

fering mankind. Dorothea, unlike Maggie in her relationship 

with Stephen, does accept Will Ladislaw; but before she does, 

she tells him: 

If we had lost our own chief good, other people's good would 
remain, and that is worth trying for. Some can be happy. I 
seemed to see that more clearly than ever when I was the most 
wretched. I can hardly think how I could have borne the 
trouble if that feeling had not come to make strength.2 

Dorothea has learned the difficult lesson of selflessness, 

made more difficult by her extremely sensitive nature. George 

Eliot sees her as one of many women who live quietly and who 

make spectacular daily sacrifices, enriching the lives of 

those around them.J 

1 Ibid., p. 764. 

2Ibid,, pp. 784-785. 

)Ibid,, p. 811, 
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Maggie, Dorothea , and Mary have sprung into being--they 

have become total entities. As George Eliot expresses it: "A 

human being in this aged nation of ours is a very wonderful 

whole, the slow creation of long interchanging influences; and 

charm is the result of two such wholes, the one loving and the 

one loved ."1 

When Marian Evans became George Eliot and George Eliot 

became the sibyl, she became "Madonna" to George Henry Lewes 

and many others; 2 she had figuratively entered the realm of 

the saintly. To recognize George Eliot in the role of a 

Madonna, one must view her mature entity after she had strug-

gled with and overcome many of life's bludgeonings. She must 

be viewed as a whole: the individual and her accomplishments. 

The characters of Maggie, Dorothea, and Mary, viewed 

from the objectivity of a study of complete character, rather 

than the subjectivity of a perusal of single incidents, have 

about them the aura of sainthood. In the introduction to 

Middlemarch, George Eliot refers to Dorothea as a new Saint 

Theresa; and Naumann tells Ladislaw that Dorothea is like 

"the most perfect young Ma.donna.".3 Maggie is thought of by 

Philip Wa.kem as an "exalted Beatrice";4 and Mary, although 

1Ibid., p • .398. 

2Ha.nson, p. 297. 

3Middlemarch, p. 187. 

4The Mill on the Floss, p • .380. -----



not an elevated saint, has about her the "saintliness" of 

common sense and clarity of thought--qualities which 

Mr. Farebrother, the young minister, finds heavenly enough 

to make him fall in love with her. Each of these heroines, 

then, embodies the essence of the spirit of George Eliot. 

Maggie, Dorothea, and Mary do mirror George Eliot 

physically, emotionally, religiously, intellectually, and 

philosophically. They reflect her as she was and as she 

would have liked to be. They do not follow her to her pin

nacle of literary success, but they do illustrate through 

their characterizations her belief that each man has a gift 
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to give to the world and that he should use all his faculties 

as bravely as possible in giving it. Dorothea feels that 

ufe.ilure after long perseverance is much grander than never to 

have a striving good enough to be called a failure."l This 

is also the philosophy of Maggie and Mary and, above all, the 

philosophy of George Eliot. 

1Middlemarch, p. 219. 



CHAPTER III 

A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF GEORGE ELIOT 

AN D HER HEROINES 

As with any author of renown, there is a plethora of 

criticism concerning the works of George Eliot. Her work ha s 

survived the critical dissection of a multitude of critics 

through the last century, and, for the most part, the critics 

a gree that she was a woman who adeptly portrayed the Victorian 

society with words, words that spoke to the public of the 

Victorian period and that continue to speak to contemporary 

society. Although she is sometimes thought to be a verbose, 

moralizing pedant, it is generally considered that the 

strengths of her writings outweigh her weaknesses. 

Her intellectual acumen, coupled with her artistic 

talent, has been, and still is, considered prodi gious. David 

Cecil states that she was far from the typical Victorian writer 

because she was an "intellectual." The constant activity of 

he r mind enabled her to analyze and generalize her surround-

ings and the people in them . Even more, her ability to an-

a.lyze was the catalyst that set her creative imagination to 

work and enabled her soundly to judge her impressions of 

lifel--impressions which she so vividly portrays for the 

lnavid Cecil , Victorian Novelists, Phoenix Books 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1965), pp . 264- 265 . 
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reader. Further, Cecil feels her mind was "too massive and 

inquisitive" to be confined by the more mundane thought pat-

terns of the man in the street; therefore, it was able to see 

life from the general aspect, rather than from the immediate 

particular.l 

It was her intellectual ability which led her to in-

vestigate all areas of life. Her interests were expansive. 

F. R. Leavis states: "George Eliot gives proof of a keen 

interest in political, social, and economic history, and in 

the total complex movement of civilization, and exhibits an 

impressive command of the facts • • • • .. 2 This was not a woman 

attempting to concern herself with concepts and topics beyond 

her reach. She could concern herself with the social history 

of man because she knew it. 

The very core of my thesis is George Eliot's concern 

for woman and her place in society. Therefore, it might seem 

that such an intellectual and well-informed woman living in 

this era of reform with her expert knowledge of social issues 

could hardly keep from becoming a determined feminist. However, 

as stated previously, George Eliot was not a feminist, even 

though she was interested in the reforms taking place concerning 

women's rights, especially in the realm of education . Barbara 

Hardy affirms that George Eliot never plays the role of the 

1Ibid., p. 266. 
2 F . R. Leavis, The Great Tradition, Gotham Library 

(New York : New York UniVersity Press, 1967), p. 51. 



proselytizing feminist and feels that even her books "ma ke 

their feminist protest in a very muted way. "l 
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The concrete reason that George El iot did not take a 

more active role is not known . Several critics have speculated 

on this eni gma since she must surely have known how weighty her 

voice would have been in helping the feminist movement . Lloyd 

Fernando feels that her reticence may have sprung from the 

fact that she was not sure that an e l evation in the status of 

women would be an "unmitigated good . 11 She had doubts about the 

good of women ' s voting, probably because so few of them were 

educated to the issues involved . Fernando speculates that she 

may not have wanted to take a categorical stand for one of 

several reasons: she may have felt her fame gave too much 

weight to her opinions on the subject ; she did not sympathize 

with some of the women who were leaders in the movement ; and her 

primary reason may have been that she felt the complexities 

of each i ssue that might affect the position of woman . 2 

Edward Dowden, a cri tic who was George El i ot's con-

temporary , views her reluctance as a desire t o refrain from 

taking issue on the behalf of any individual , male or female , 

in an effort to view the overall good for a collective society.) 

1Barbara Hardy , The Novels of George Eliot (New York: 
Oxford University Press , 1967 ), pp. 51-52 . 

2Lloyd Fernando , "George Eliot , Feminism and Dorothea 
Brooke ," Review of English Literature , IV :l , 76-90. 

3Edward Dowden , "George Eliot , " A Century of George 
Eliot Criticism , ed . Gordon s . Haight (Boston: Houghton 
IVTifflin Company , 196 5) , P. 71. 



67 

This point of view would seem somewhat strained when George 

Eliot has devoted so much of her novels to women and the role 

of the individual woman pitted against a society which does 

not understand her. It would seem that to elevate the status 

of women , even if she did not promote woman suffrage, would be 

an overall good for the collective society, and George Eliot 

would surely have realized that woman had a great deal to give 

to a society which would , at least partially, release her from 

her subjection to men. 

My speculation is that George Eliot with all her giant 

intellect held tenaciously to the concept that a woman might 

lose her femininity if she attempted publicly to defy mascu-

line supremacy. I believe she felt that it was socially cor-

rect and morally sound for a woman to stand firmly on her 

convictions but that it was a breach in the conduct of a lady 

to do battle publicly with men . She preferred to make her 

quiet , but weighty , protest in her novels. 

George Eliot does make her convictions known in her 

novels , subtly, it is true ; but it is not necessary to bludgeon 

the reader with a cause in order that he know what the author 

is saying. Fernando states: 

It is quite likely that in writing l"'iddlemarch one of her in
tentions was to depict persuasively her view of the place of 
women in society. Clearly she does not seem to have thought 
the introduction of a prophetic element illegitimate for her 
purposes , provided it was suitably blended with the actual, 
since some of her earlier heroines are less successful efforts 
of the same kind .1 



Further, he says, "Dorothea is a type, an idealized 

portraying of what a woman could be ; she ~'las George Eliot's 

portrait of what the emancipated woman could be like."1 An 

author who1rought to life characters like Dorothea Brooke, 
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Maggie Tulliver, and Mary Garth would certainly be concerned 

with the woman and her plight. George Eliot cannot be dubbed 

a feminist; but her novels carry a message which is a plea 

for society to recognize the need of each woman to be accepted, 

as it would accept each man, for her individual worth. 

Virginia Woolf might have been speaking for George 

Eliot when she wrote: " ••• I thought how unpleasant it is 

to be locked out; and I thought how it is worse to be locked 

in; and, ••• of the safety and prosperity of the one sex 

and the poverty and insecurity of the other n2 . . . . 
According to Barbara Hardy, •'The heroines of George 

Eliot's novels • all share the ~officio disability of 

being a 'woman."3 Miss Hardy feels that George Eliot needed 

this disability within her novels in order that the novels 

might make such compassionate appeal. The handicap is not 

so great that it initiates tragedy, but it is great enough to 

play a large role in "determining the duality of the tragic 

lrbid. 

2virg1nia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace , and Compan~929), p. 4o:-

3The Novels of George Eliot, p. 47. 



suffering and redemption. •• 1 

Further, it is because they are women that they exist 

in a state of isolation, and it is because they are isolated 

that they cannot share in the ''hard-won treasure of thought, 

which generations of painful toil have laid up for the race 

of men."2 Miss Hardy continues, "This isolation of course 

entails not merely loneliness but • • • the fatal flaw of 

ignorance."3 As has been stated in Chapter Two, Dorothea, 

Maggie, and Mary each felt that ignorance was a curse, one 

which should be overcome as quickly as possible . 

Miss Hardy, as did George Eliot, feels that the lack 

of education is a part of this fatal flaw. "Dorothea's lack 

of education is carefully exposed. It contributes to her 

illusions--it combines fatally with her theoretic mind, her 

experience and youth, and her social ardour."4 

If ignorance is a fatal flaw, it may certainly be a 

flaw which can be attributed to Maggie as well as Dorothea. 

Mary, in her realistic way, would despise ignorance, but 

would never accord to it so great a significance that it 

would seem to her fatal. 

Another significant disability of the heroines of 

George Eliot is that they have no socially acceptable way in 

1Ibid., p. 51. 

2rbid. 

3rbid. 

4p. 49. 



which to express themselves. 1 Paris states that Dorothea 

(and might well have added Maggie and Mary) "had an ardent 

desire to be a power for good in the world, but her social 
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sympathy and 'passionate, ideal nature' 

by the meanness of opportunity."2 

• were frustrated 

It would follow that if there were little opportunity 

for self-expression, there would be a great problem in the 

choosing of an occupation. In most cases, the heroine does 

not have an occupation since her choices are restricted to 

the vocations of governess or teacher.3 It is interesting 

that George Eliot never makes any of her heroines novelists. 

Perhaps she felt that her own case was so unusual that there 

would be less universality in a feminine character who became 

successful as a writer. 

However, she did not feel her personality was so unique 

that she refrained from reflecting herself in her characters--

as I have attempted to prove. Virginia Wo~lf states that 

there is "even in her early works, traces of that troubled 

spirit, that exacting and questioning and baffling presence 

who was George Eliot herself.4 She elaborates: "In Adam Bede 

there is a hint of her in Dinah. She shows herself far more 

1Ibid., p. 47. 

2Bernard J. Paris, Experiments in Life (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1965), p.-r7~ 

3Ha.rdy, p. 51. 

4virginia Woolf, The Common Reader, A Harvest Book 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace-and Company, 1953), pp. 172-1?3. 
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openly and completely in Maggie in The Mill ~ the Floss. She 

is Janet in Janet's Repentance and Romola, and Dorothea seek-

ing wisdom • • • • 
nl 

Miss Woolf feels George Eliot is always more self-

conscious when her heroines are speaking for her. ..She dis-

guised them in every possible way. She granted them beauty 

and wealth into the bargain. • . . But the disconcerting and 

stimulating fact remained that she was compelled by the very 

power of her genius to step forth in person upon the quiet 

bucolic scene."2 

Mary Deakin goes further in her analysis of George 

Eliot's identification with her heroines and says that Maggie 

and Dorothea give her pain because a part of her being went 

into the forming of their characters. " •.• in each she 

took a part of her own being and blended it with other 

elements, shaped it afresh and gave it life,"J 

Leavis contends that she definitely identifies with 

Dorothea, but that Dorothea hardly encompasses the extent of 

the personality of George Eliot. However, enough of her is 

revealed that when one thinks of the nobility of George Eliot, 

there is a great probability that Dorothea and Maggie are 

called to mind.4 

1Ibid. 

2 Ibid. , p. 17 3. 

Jp, 145. 

4P. 65. 
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Not only are we able to see specific aspects of her 

character in the characters of Iviaggie, Dorothea, and Ivlary, 

but we can also see varieties of the same characteristic with-

in each woman . Each woman definitely has a sense of duty, 

but one can see how Dorothea's sense of duty differs from 

Mary Garth's;1 had Cecil carried his illustration further, 

Maggie ' s sense of duty differs from either of the other two, 

but it is present nevertheless . George Eliot was able to 

analyze not only varieties of the same characteristic , but 

was able to see how a given characteristic, like duty , might 

bring about a different reaction when a given character is 

placed in different circumstances. 

At the same time , while each woman's approach to a 

characteristic may differ, one cannot help but feel that 

T•1aggie, Dorothea , and Iviary would have responded in much the 

same manner had there been an exchange of circumstance. Cecil 

states : "George Eliot ' s analysis of l\laggie Tulliver and 

Dorothea clearly defines the difference between them . But 

separate two passages of their conversation from their con

text , and who shall tell which is speak1ng?" 2 

There is a definite closeness , then , between author 

and subject : a projection of self onto the page which is 

intuitively felt even before a reader makes a study of Eliot 's 

1cecil , pp. 284-285 . 

2p, 304. 
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biographies. Quentin Anderson affirms that George Eliot has 

certain delegated voices who .. are in a sense independent of 

her , but ••• are wholly caught up within a system of morally 

and aesthetically stable r esponses--as i s Hary Garth--and cor-

respond rather to Nary Anne Evans, who had once lived within a 

provincial society, than to George Eliot, the novelist,"! 

Hanson quotes Ge orge Eliot as saying that it would be 

an impossibility for her to write an autobiography . She felt 

that her own experience had been worse than r'Iaggie • s and that 

she had softened everything in The Mill on the Floss as com

pared to real life. He disagrees with her. 

• • • in everything but physical appearance Na ggie appears 
the very spit of the young Marian; their problems are iden
tical--an intellectual appetite impossible to satisfy in the 
home circle, a capacity for affection and a yearning to lean 
on the beloved which circumstance also foils, a burning re
li gious enthusiasm for self-immolation before the spiritual 
ideal .2 

However, he does feel that there is a disparity between 

Na ggie and her creator because George Eliot idealizes Maggie 

to a point that many of her faults disappear and with them a 

substantiality of character. If George Eliot had been able 

to depict the whole of l\1ar1an in l\1aggie and had been able to 

include such charac:teristics as "the peevish discontent, the 

hysteria, the unattractiveness of demeanor so often obscuring 

1Quentin Anderson, "Ge orge Eliot in Middlemarch ," A 
Century of George Eliot Criticism , ed . Gordon s. Haight 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company , 1965), p. 322. 

2p , 220. 



n oble t h ough t and motive s , her darling would ha ve · had full 

life as well as charm."l 
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Hanson somehow has overlooked the fact that Ma ggie is 

peevish: she spends whole mornings sulking in her attic, 

driving nails into the head of a badly mistreated dollJ she 

hurls her cousin, Lucy, into the mud when she becomes angry; 

and she cuts off her long hair in a fit of pique. She often 

has hysterical fits of sobbing , never lasting for very long , 

but sobbing nevertheless, Also, while she strives for nobility 

of thought and motives, one can hardly say that running away 

I 
with the assumed fiance of one 's cousin and closest friend, 

even if for a short time , is brought about by highly noble 

thoughts and motives. IVIaggie is not always charming. Per

hap s George Eliot does slant ~he Mill 2£ the Floss so that the 

reader better understandsand sympathizes with Ma ggie, but 

this is the privileg e of any author . 

John Cross, Marian's husband, who would be in a better 

position to judge the appearance of Marian Evans than Hanson, 

feels that the "description of IViagg ie Tulliver at thirteen is 

a very fair one of her creator at this time."2 Granted , 

Cross' view of George Eliot is a prejudiced one , but he would 

still be in a better position to judge similarities. 

1 p. 221. 

2Deakin, p . 2LJ-. 
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F. R. Leavis emphatically states that Maggie Tulliver 

is "essentially identical to the young Mary Ann Evans ... l 

Maggie has the same thwarted intellectual ability which is· 

stymied by her environment; she has the same need to be loved 

and the same emotional exaltation; and she has the desire to 

transform her ordinary everyday life by some grand, ideal 

purpose . 2 

On the other hand, Maggie's great difference from 

Marian Evans is that Maggie is beautiful. Leavis understands 

George Eliot well enough to know she must have felt a glow in 

~eing able to play the fairy god-mother and turn the duckling 

to swan; and he feels that giving Maggie beauty is not a need 

which must be analyzed, but simply an innocent desire on the 

part of George Eliot to give to Maggie that which Marian Evans 

did not have and wanted.J 

However, Leavis grants that Maggie is idealized. 

But when George Eliot touches on these given intensities of 
Maggie's inner life the vibration comes directly and simply 
from the novelist, precluding the presence of a maturer intel
ligence than Maggie's own. It is in these places that we are 
most likely to make with conscious critical intent the comment 
that in George Eliot's presentment of Maggie there is an el
ement of self-idealization. The criticism sharpens itself 
when we say that with the self-idealization there goes an 
element of self-pity. George Eliot's attitude to her own 
immaturity as represented by Maggie is the reverse of a mature 
one. Maggie Tulliver, in fact, represents an immaturity that 
George Eliot never leaves safely behind her. We have it 

lp, 39. 

2rbid. 

Jrbid. 
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wherever we have this note, and where it prevails her intel
ligence and mature judgment are out of action •• • • 1 

This may well be true, but Leavis forgets that at times George 

Eliot's creative spontaneity, apart from her intellect and 

mature judgment, produces her very best work. 

Deakin feels that Maggie's outlook is narrower than 

that of George Eliot. "Maggie's nature, beautiful and noble 

as it is , is smaller and simpler than that of her creator: 

yet we can see much of Marian's self there •• .. 2 It would • • 

hardly be feasible for an author to encompass all of herself 

within any character. Moreover , the provincial Maggie would 

hardly be a convincing character if she had inherited the 

traits of the more mature Marian Evans. 

Williams elaborates on some of the similarities between 

~ggie and Marian. 

• • • she {Maggi ij loved , as Mary Anne loved, music that in
fused strength into her limbs, ideas into her brain. Maggie's 
fictive sense is Mary Anne's. Maggie completed Scott's Pirate; 
Mary Anne had finished for herself his Waverly ••• • Maggie, 
who would be a clever woman as Mary Anne expected to be , saw 
herself in the future honored for her surprising attainments; 
Maggie , like Mary Anne, found Thomas~ Kempis and envisioned 
the sublime height of renunciation taught by one who had the 
same passionate desire, the same strivings , the same failures, 
the same weariness. IYiaggie, like Mary Anne, .. often lost the 
spirit of humility by being excessive in the outward act; she 
often strove after too hi gh a flight, and came down with her 
poor little half-fledged wings dabbled in the mud . " •• • 
For Maggie, as for Mary Anne , there was at least this fruit 
from all her years of striving after the highest and best-
that her soul , though betrayed, beguiled , ensnared, could 
never deliberately "consent to the choice of the lower~~" Like 

1 p . 42. 

2pp. 31-32. 
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Mary Anne she had thought that renunciation was quiet ecstasy; 
like her, Maggie learned that it is patient living strength, 
thorns forever pressing on its brow,l 

The similarities between the two women must be more 

than coincidental. George Eliot brought forth Maggie in her 

own image with all the beautiful and loving memories of the 

childhood of Mary Anne Evans. If she has idealized her some-

what , it is an idealization brought about by the wishful 

thinking of our author, coupled with her love for her past. 

Williams feels that George Eliot draws idealized 

characters for the purposes required in her novels.2 Dorothea, 

too, is idealized, but idealized or not, she 

is almost wholly George Eliot, from the first pages that men
tion her finely formed hand and wrist, her cleverness, her 
plain dressing, her knowing passages from Pascal and Jeremy 
Taylor , her love for intensity and greatness--on to the final 
statement about her and Ladislaw (Ladislaw is no other than 
George Henry Lewes), a statement that might have been written 
about the two Georges, "They were bound to each other by a 
love stronger than any impulses which could have marred it. 
No life would have been possible to Dorothea which was not 
filled with emotion.") 

Paris, too, feels that Dorothea "is more like her 

creator than anyone else and more so than any other of her 

creations."4 Dorothea was the creation of Marian Evans' 

youthful consciousness. Dorothea is the representation of 

George Eliot's mature evaluation of her earlier Evangelical 

lp, 176. 

2p, 267. 

Jrbid. 

4Pp. 7-8. 
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personality. Also, we find the same conflict in the two 

women between the sensual and the spiritual, "produced by the 

same combination of a sensuous nature and a Christian con

sciousness.ul 

Leavis puts it quite succinctly when he says: 

"Dorothea ••• is a product of George Eliot's own 'soul

hunger';--another day-dream ideal self."2 Paris analyzes 

that "in Dorothea, George Eliot dramatized her own quest for 

values. "3 And Hanson states: "She [porothe~ becomes yet 

another of the idealized portraits, not exactly of the author, 

but of what the author believed she might have been."4 

It is the character of Mary who seems to be sorely 

overlooked by most critics. Perhaps they think that she is 

not the true protagonist of the novel, and since she is not, 

does not warrant considerable attention; or perhaps because 

she does not seem to embody the more elevated characteristics 

they have become accustomed to expecting in the heroines of 

George Eliot, they feel she is not one of the sisterhood. It 

would seem to me that Mary Garth not only embodies these char

acteristics, but that she exemplifies a side of George Eliot 

seldom analyzed by critics. 

libid. 

2 P. 75. 

3p. 22, 

4p, 286. 
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It is true that George Eliot was an idealist, a dreamer 

of great dreams , a woman of great sensitivity, and a tremen

dous intellect; and , at first glance, these aspects of George 

Eliot's character do not seem to fit the pragmatic, sensible 

Mary. Mary, as well as Maggie and Dorothea, could not hope 

to emulate her creator; but Mary was idealistic enough to re

fuse to accept in a man any less than the best he could give 

of himself; she was sensitive enough to ache when others suf

fered and, even more, to realize when they were suffering; 

she was without the opportunity to become a great intellectual, 

but she spent almost every available hour reading books of 

quality; and she was sensitive to the world around her, to 

the environment in which she found herself. 

On the other hand , George Eliot was not always a 

dreamer who found it difficult to function in a materialistic 

world controlled by masculine authority . She, like Mary, 

could be highly realistic and extremely pragmatic. She proved 

herself in a literary world with prodigious success. George 

Eliot viewed herself realistically more often than many crit

ics credit her for doing. She was aware, as Mary was, that 

she was physically unattractive, but she must have been aware 

that her face, like Mary's, had the kind of quality about it 

that Rembrandt would have liked to paint. 1 She knew her li

abilities, and she knew her assets. Paris states that Mary 

1Middlemarch, pp. 112-113. 
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"exemplifies the objective approach to reality."1 And indeed, 

she does. It is in the character of Mary Garth, I feel, that 

we glimpse George Eliot in sincere simplicity, without the 

cloak of idealism in which George Eliot wrapped her heroines 

to give them a status above the lowly state of womanhood. 

Leavis says of Mary: 

••• femininity in her is wholly admirable--something that 
gives her in any company a wholly admirable advantage. Her 
good sense, quick intelligence and fine strength of character 
appear as the poised liveliness, shrewd good-humoured sharp
ne s s and direct honesty of her speech. If it were not a part 
of her strength to lack an aptitude for emotional exaltation, 
she mi ght be said to represent George Eliot's ideal of fem
ininity--she certainly represents a great deal of George 
Eliot's own characteristic strength.2 

Mary does seem to have more strength than Maggie and Dorothea--

just as George Eliot, while having a loving and dependent na-

ture, was endowed with a great deal of strength, more than 

even she herself was aware. 

As stated in Chapter Two, George Eliot reflects her 

philosophy through t he characters of Maggie, Dorothea, and 

Mary. She understands them because she understands herself, 

and great and deep understanding can bring about melancholy. 

George Eliot was often a melancholy person. Oliver Elton 

feels her melancholia was not because 

of her painful, uneasy turn for analysis, but because she 
hears what she calls in a noted phrase, "the roar that lies 
on the other side of silence"; that is, the minute, unspoken 
play of motive that lies behind an ordinary conversation; and 

lp. 14). 

2p. 68. 
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also the sorrows of bewilderments of simple inarticulate 
1 . . ~ persons. 

She is always moved by human joy and human sorrow, 

and, to her, death was not the greatest of all tragedies; but 

rather the tragedy was the refusal to live life with a purpose, 

and by refusing to let the soul slowly die.2 In each of her 

novels , there is a moral issue at stake--a moral issue which 

is embodied for the most part in her heroines. 

Ge orge Eliot felt that there was a great disparity 

between the inward and the outward, or rather between the 

individual needs and the general good . Tragedy came about 

because of the adjustment of the individual needs to the 

necessities demanded of us by life.J We can see such a dis-

parity especially in the characters of Dorothea and Maggie, 

Paris is convinced that "Dorothea's response to life 

was unbalanced; her consuming search for personal and social 

significance and her pervading concern for the ends of life 

made her humorless and blind to much of the life around her."4 

He also feels that Maggie and Dorothea are both passionate 

individuals whose natures 11 are oppressed by the indifference 

and sometimes the hostility of external reality . Their plight 

1oliver Elton, "On George Eliot," f::. Century of George 
Eliot Criticism , ed, Gordon s. Haight (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company , 1965), p . 196. 

2nowden, p, 66. 

3Paris, p , 22. 

4p, 9. 
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typifies George Eliot's conception of human destiny." 1 

When her heroines are confronted by the force of con-

crete reality, they many times turn to a type of opium in an 

effort to alleviate the pain of living. Barbara Hardy de-

clares: 

Every living creature turns to an opiate, and whereas some 
opiates are "innocent,. and others less so, the drugged exist
ence seems to be seen as a necessary stage in the human prog
ress. It is a kind of touchstone of moral success: not the 
refusal to take one's opium, but the refusal to become addicted. 
For all George Eliot's characters opium is futile and the world 
breaks in upon the opium-dream , but for the dreamers who turn 
its enclosed comfort to clarity and pain, there is the approval 
given to Maggie, to Esther, to Dorothea, and, at the last to 
Gwendolen. The opiate is partially accepted as a common 
refuge, presented ~lainly in its degradation and shown in all 
its human variety. 

As Miss Hardy has pointed out, the opiate stage was a 

necessary stage in the individual's development; it was that 

period which gave the characters time to grow, even when they 

did not realize that they were growing, and made them ready to 

face the world of reality. 

When one is faced with the reality of living and the 

fact that he is not alone in a world where he may choose that 

which is best for himself alone, he must then, according to 

George Eliot, undergo a process of dying to self in order that 

the universal good may be served. Whether or not George 

Eliot was conscious of the fact, this is a philosophy which 

libid., p. 24. 

2Barba.ra Hardy, "The Image of the Opiate in George 
Eliot 's Novels," Notes and Queries, CCII , 1957 , p . 489 . 
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was instilled in her during her early Evangelical training and 

which she modified to fit her mature philosophical beliefs. 

Basil Willey refutes David Cecil's statement that George Eliot 

is not religious. Willey feels that she definitely was reli-

gious. Even though she had given up Orthodox Christianity, 

she was still a follower of the religion "of Jesus," if not 

"about Jesus."1 

She knew the hunger and thirst after righteousness, and the 
need for renunciation--the need to lose one's life in order 
to gain it. And though her religious consciousness was pre
eminently moral, it was not exclusively so; she also had the 
faculty of reverence , the capacity to acknowledge the reality 
of the unseen .2 

Virginia Woolf contends that one of the great problems 

of the heroines is that they are unable to live without re-

ligion. "They cannot live without religion, and they start 

out on the search for one when they are little girls . Each 

has a deep feminine passion for goodness , which makes the 

place where she stands in aspiration and agony the heart of 

the book--still and cloistered like a place of worship, but 

that she no 1 onger knows to whom to pray. '·' 3 

I contend, as stated in Chapter Two, that Maggie, 

Dorothea, and Mary each has a religion, a religion of her 

own making which suits her individual needs. George Eliot, 

1Basil Willey, "George Eliot," .f=. Century of George 
Eliot Criticism, ed. Gordon s. Haight (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1965), p. 262. 

2Ibid. 

3The Common Reader, pp. 175-176. 
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too, has her religion, though she may not choose to call it 

that, and it is this religion which we see reflected, though 

somewhat differently, in each case in each of the three women. 

It is because of the intensity of the religious na-

tures, coupled with the passionate nature of each of these 

women, that renunciation is such a difficult task. Dowden 

states that the casting away of self was no small or easy 

thing to George Eliot.l "The dying to self is the dying of 

young creatures full of the strength and gladness of living. 

The world is indeed cruel; to be happy is so sweet. If joy 

were ignoble it could be abandoned with less anguish and 

remorse, but it is pure and high .••• "2 

To George Eliot, and hence to her heroines, one must 

practice renunciation for duty's sake. One's personal hap-

piness is incidental and should be subordinate to duty. John 

Holloway quotes Maggie 's statement as an illustration of re-

nunciation: "Our life is determined for us," says Maggie, 

"and it makes the mind very free when we give up wishing and 

only think of bearing what is laid upon us."J Holloway con-

tinues, "Renunciation, for George Eliot, is the essential part 

of virtue; and it is the chief moral reality implied by her 

3John Holloway , "George Eliot,"! Century of George 
Eliot Criticism, ed. Gordon s. Haight (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1965), p. 280. 
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whole outlook."1 Henry James, in a summary of the characters 

in her novels , says: .. They all share this fundamental trait,--

that in each of them passion proves itself feebler than con

science ... 2 

Each woman, then , must recognize the limitations of 

the human l ot and learn, though after much suffering, to bear 

the frustrating weakness of being human . 3 From this point , 

the women are more able to see that they, in so far as envl-

ronment would allow them to be , are the shapers of their own 

destiny. 4 

George Eliot is often called deterministic since the 

fates of so many of her characters seem to be determined for 

them. However, Levine does not think that her deterministic 

philosophy conflicts with her concepts of responsibility and 

duty , The world may be determined, but man is still to be 

held responsible for his actions.5 :r:lt3.vid Cecil said, "Matthew 

Arnold thought that conduct was three-fourths of life; George 

Eliot went further , she thought it was four-fourths. "6 

1rbid. 

2Henry James, "The Novels of George Eliot ," A Century 
of George Eliot Criticism, ed, Gordon s . Haight (Boston : 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1965) , p , 45. 

3Paris, p. 45 . 

4cecil, p . 281. 

5aeorge Levine , "Determinism and Responsibility in 
the \~orks of George Eliot," PMLA, LXXVII (J une , 1962) , 268-269. 

6p, 281. 
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Each of the heroines goes through several stages of 

development as she progresses toward maturation. Paris sees 

Maggie's despair as develop.ing her sensi ti vi ty to the suffering 

of others ; this initiates a new stage of moral development.l 

Maggie can reach beyond her own grief and anxiety to encompass 

griefs other than her own. 

For Maggi e comes to feel that in the fulfillment of duty and 
in the submission of personal desires to a rule of conduct 
which transcends self lies the sacredness of life; and her 
desire born of despair for such a sanctification of her exist
ence makes it impossible for her ever to be content with mere 
self- gratification . 2 

Dorothea, too, learns that man must live for the good 

of -others rather than for self . She embodies George Eliot's 

philosophy when she tells Will Ladislaw that living for the 

good of others is worth trying for .3 And Mary, as illustrated 

in Chapter Two , devoted most of her young life to serving 

others . 

George Eliot's chief concentration as an artist is on 

the moral side of human nature , and Cec i l says it is this con-

centration which is the "chief source of her peculiar glory, 

the kernel of her previous unique contribution to our lit

erature."4 Leavis , too , feels that it is this nobility of 

nature and her ardent response to life which makes her so 

lp . 160. 

2 Ibid. , p . 161. 

3rbid., p . 249 . 

4p . 284. 



87 

great an artist.1 

George Eliot's morality must not, however, be consid-

ered as a restricting force except in the highest sense. Her 

sense of morality is simply her sense of love, love in its 

highest context--love for mankind and a realization of the 

worth of man. She does not preach duty without reason, but 

duty because man must respond to the needs of his fellow men. 

needs which each of us must realize exist in others since we 

ourselves have experienced them. Eneas Sweetland Dallas 

says: 

We need not fear to yield ourselves entirely to all the en
chantments of the wizard whose first article of belief is the 
truism which very few of us comprehend until it has been 
knocked into us by years of experience--that we are all 
alike--that the human heart is one.2 

Dallas understands George Eliot's great sympathy and 

tolerance for mankind which is reflected in the characters 

who have reached a state of maturation. He realizes, as does 

George Eliot, that it is only those minds who have suffered 

much, who have seen and lived through a great deal, who are 

capable of great empathy and understanding.J 

George Eliot's life was one of struggle, disappoint-

ment, self-sacrifice, growth , accomplishment, and, above all, 

2Eneas Sweetland Dallas, ''Adam Be de," A Century of 
George Eliot Criticism, ed. Gordon s. Haight (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1965), p. J. 

Jrbid. 
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love. She learned that she could not compromise herself and 

maintain her self-respect or any degree of happiness. Perhaps 

her practice of her philosophy, since at times it did defy 

social convention, would seem contradictory with the philosophy 

of her novels; but this is not the case. George Eliot set cer

tain rules of conduct for herself, and she lived by them. For 

her , they were morally right. Each of her heroines, Maggie, 

Dorothea, and Mary, also lived by definite rules of conduct 

which each woman felt to be the only way in which she could 

live with any degree of contentment. 

Maggie, Dorothea , and Mary were faced not only with 

the difficulty of living a life of self-sacrifice, but, like 

George Eliot , they were faced also with the social disability 

of being women--women who had something to give to a society 

that refused to recognize their worth because of their biolog

ical condition. However, they did not retreat into the rigid 

pattern of conformity set forth by the Victorian society. 

Each one knew herself to be an individual: a human being 

with needs that superseded sex, the need of any individual, 

male or female,to live among his fellows with pride and pur

pose. Of George Eliot's heroines , Virginia Woolf says: " ••• 

their story is the incomplete version of the story of George 

Eliot herself. For her , too, the burden and the complexity 

of womanhood were not enough; she must reach beyond the 

sanctuary and pluck for herself the strange bright fruits 
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of art and knowledge."1 

That Maggie, Dorothea, and Mary wanted to be acknowl

edged as individuals does not indicate that they did not like 

or accept their role as women. As previously stated, George 

Eliot thought the estate of womanhood to be an elevated one. 

Her heroines were not trying to escape their condition by 

donning trousers in a masculine world; they simply wished to 

be accepted as beings who had an intellectual as well as a 

biological place in society. 

Though she was not a feminist, she created women who 

could not be ignored a s mere embroidery for the Victorian 

drawing room. She herself had life in abundance, and she 

molded her women in her own image, giving to each one some 

very real and important part of herself. If she at times 

idealized them, this idealization may have been in order that 

the public would respond to them with hearts and minds more 

open than they would have, had these heroines been less ad

mirable. 

Whatever her purpose, objective or subjective, it is 

enough that she wrote so that Maggie, Dorothea, and Mary live. 

And in living, they not only illustrate to society that woman 

has a definite place to fill, but also that the woman who 

thinks, or at least attempts to make some stride in the direc

tion of thought, is not alone. 

lThe Common Reader, p. 176. 
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