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Truth can only be pure objectively, for even in the creeds where it
predominates, being subjective, and parcelled out into portions,
each of these necessarily receives a hue of idiosyncrasy, that is,
a taint of superstition more or less strong; while in such creeds as
the Roman Catholic, ignorance, interest, the basis of ancient
idolatries, and the force of authority, have gradually accumulated
on the pure truth, and transformed it, at last, into a mass of
superstition for the majority of its votaries; and how few are there,
alas! whose zeal, courage, and intellectual energy are equal to
the analysis of this accumulation, and to the discovery of the pearl
of great price which lies hidden beneath this heap of rubbish.
quoted by George Eliot in "Silly Novels by
Lady Novelists" from Laura Gay, published
in 1856, author unknown.

Blessed is the man who, having nothing to say abstains from
giving us wordy evidence of the fact.
Impressions of Theophrastus Such
George Eliot published 1879
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The author and narrator of a novel must each have a voice; a strong voice that the reader
can "hear" and that will make "listening" a pleasure. A good story is lost without a compelling
voice. Of foremost importance is, says Carl Malmgrem,
...the speaker and the relation he or she establishes with the
reader. In traditional fiction, regardless of the point of view,
the relation is friendly, cooperative, and mutually satisfying;
the speaker attempts to create a fictional community,
gradually drawing readers into the world of the text. (477)
George Eliot is writing about a world that she knows and the value of the connections and
memories associated with her childhood. These connections and memories are shaped in the
novel by
the paradoxical fact that she is using an artistic re-creation of her
own life partly to 'teach' that strong and deep roots make good men,
that morality is derived from the development of particular family
and local affections into abstract conceptions of duty and piety, while
her search for happiness in love and a wider intellectual world had ...
severed her from her roots (MOTF, Intro. xiii, A.S. Byatt, ed.)
all of which was accomplished and made graceful by "the distancing art of fiction and partly
because of the strength given to the particular history by its coincidence with the author's, and
the intellectual world's, general interest in such histories and their meanings" (MOTF, Intro. xv,
A.S. Byatt, ed.).
Eliot, according to Preston Fambrough, is writing within the confines of Victorian
morality and about her own moral growth: "The subject of George Eliot's fiction is man's moral
experience ...a consistent moral credo centered in faithfulness and responsibility but also a
distinct physiology of moral behavior in human life" (I). Carl Malmgrem discusses the various
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system[s] of discursive statements! [that] can be referred to as
ideological because their presence presupposes the existence
of a reading community which shares the value system,
ideational matrix, or episteme in which they are rooted ...an
awareness on the part of the speaker of a cultural community
which such statements have validity. (473)

The relationship between Eliot and the narrator of Mill on the Floss is intimate and
complex; the narrator is omniscient but Eliot's voice overpowers the narration at certain points in
the story so that there are two voices and two relationships being established--Eliot with her
reader and the narrator with the reader.

For example, shortly after the conversation between the

Tullivers regarding Mr. Tulliver's wishes for Tom's "scholardship," the narrator describes Mrs.
Tulliver as "healthy, fair, pump, and dull-witted, in short, the flower of her family"(l7).

At the

end of this description, Eliot's authorial voice intervenes
I have often wondered whether those early Madonnas of Raphael,
with the blond faces and somewhat stupid expression, kept their
placidity undisturbed when their strong-limbed strong-willed
boys got a little too old to do without clothing. I think they must
have been given to feeble remonstrance, getting more and more
peevish as it became more and more ineffectual. (17)
An early example of the relationship that the narrator establishes with the reader (as
expressed by Malmgrem above) appears in Chapter 19 of Jane Eyre. Rochester, disguised as a
fortune-teller, has convinced Jane to have her fortune told; he is trying to provoke Jane into
revealing feelings about her situation at Thornfield and asks Jane if she has not noticed how
pleased Mr. Rochester has been by the company of Miss Ingram and how entertaining the gossip
is about their pending marriage. Jane responds, "The eagerness of a listener quickens the tongue

1 Malmgrem defines "discursive statements" as: "divided into three main groups: personal, ideological, and
metalingual (roughly corresponding to statements of self, society, and literature).
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of a narrator." Jane of course knows that the household and friends have been awaiting this
announcement, that the story is deeply engaging to every member and that each version is "well
told" only because of the listener's bias.? Vicky Simpson proposes that
an appreciation of storytelling and its imaginative possibilities
is instilled in Jane as a child by the books she reads and by the
female characters like Bessie who influence her ...Yet, instead of
reinforcing Jane's disadvantaged position in the social system, the
stories teach her to see 'power as ability, a resource more available
to women' ....Thus, ...Jane uses storytelling to implicitly challenge
social institutions by gaining the authoritative position of
storyteller, a position that gives her significant influence over
St.John Rivers, Edward Rochester, and, of course, her reader. (2)
Elizabeth Ermarth in her essay says of the narrators of the nineteenth century that
These narrators with their indiscreet powers of inclusiveness,
their vantage point in the far future of the narrated events,
their lack of individual identity or accessibility in the history
narrated., all voice a common power, the power of interpretation. (I27)
One of the novels Ermarth cites is Middlemarch. In Millon the Floss, Eliot's narrator is
identified almost completely with the history narrated so that the narrator's power of
interpretation is immediately identified by the reader. That power of interpretation given to the
narrator has been qualified by Eliot allowing her voice to supersede and interfere in the narration
and speak the thoughts of the characters directly to the reader. Eliot's narrator is an intimate part
of Marianne Evans' history. Ermart says further that the power of interpretation in the narrator
is more important than any specific interpretation; without it
the story could not exist and neither could the reader, to the
extent that the reader's consciousness is supplemented or
supplanted by the narrator in the text. (127)

2 The quotation is used by Vicky Simpson in her article "The Eagerness of a listener quickens the tongue
of a narrator": Storytelling and Autobiography in Jane Eyre." See Works Cited.

5

Eliot has allowed her narrator only partial interpretive power. She has retained for herself the
final interpretive power over the story and its communication to the reader: it is a remarkable
partnership for the reader.
The authorial voice has always been; it has been in many forms and mostly masculine
until quite recently.

Dramatic changes to the definition of "author" and the structure of writing

fiction began occurring during the eighteenth century. According to Foucault in his essay "What
is an Author?", 'There was a time when the texts we today call 'literary' ...were accepted, put
into circulation, and valorized without any question about the identity of their author" (6). "A
switch takes place in the seventeenth or eighteenth century ... .literary discourses came to be
accepted only when endowed with the author function'? (7).
As to the development of structure in writing fiction, George Saints bury, in 1912, in his
book The English Novel, says, about George Eliot specifically, but generally to the midVictorian writers, that
...the point for us is ...the way in which the novel-once a
light and almost frivolous thing-shad come to be taken with
the utmost seriousness-shad in fact ceased to be light
literature at all, and begun to require rigorous and elaborate
training and preparation in the writer, perhaps even something
of the athlete's processes in the reader. (250)4

Foucault defines author function by way of discussion. "We now ask of each poetic or fictionaltext:
From where does it come, who wrote it, when, under what circumstances, or beginning withwhat design?
The meaning ascribed to it and the status or value accorded itdepend on the manner in which we answer
these questions. And ifa text should be discovered in a state of anonymity--whether as a consequence
of an accident or the author's explicit wish-the game becomes one of rediscovering the author. Since
literaryanonymity is not tolerable, we can accept it only in the guise of an enigma" (7).
3

When Saintsbury is speaking about mid-Victoriannovelists, he is clearly not speaking about the "Silly
Novels by Lady Novelists!"

4
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Margaret Doody's article "George Eliot and the Eighteenth Century Novel" discusses the
influence on George Eliot of women writers (unheralded according to the articlej' who were
writing and developing their "voices" during the period between "the death of Richardson and
the appearance of the novels of Scott and Austen" which period Doody says is mistakenly
regarded as "a dead period, a dull blank" (267). Doody argues that that period
sees the development of the paradigm ...ofthe nineteenth
century novel itself ... [to which] the works of Jane Austen, Charlotte
Bronte and George Eliot are deeply indebted ... [The paradigm] is
the story of a woman gifted with some talents and a deep capacity
both for affection and responsibility who is to some important degree
at odds with the world in which she finds herself (268).
Further in the article, Doody discusses the role of "style indirect libre" which she says
enables characters to "assist in narration without taking all the responsibility for it" (287).6 To
illustrate her point, Doody uses a description of Fred Vincey from Middlemarch.7

For the

purposes of this paper, I will use the following example from Mill on the Floss to illustrate
Eliot's early use of "style indirect libre":
Mrs. Tulliver is suffering under the weight of her husband's financially disastrous "going
to law." She has a plan that the reader cannot help but understand will increase the consequences

Margaret Doody, in this article, discusses the writings by Sarah Scott (1754), Mary Hays (1799), Agnes Maria
Bennett (1794), Sarah Fielding (1744), Charlotte Smith (1792), Maria Edgeworth (1809), Fanny Burney (1796),
Charlotte Lennox «1762), and Elizabeth Inchbald (1796) as some examples of the development of the pattern or
structure ofthe women's fiction and their growing voices.
5

Style indirect libre is a "Form of narration combining the features of reported and direct speech. Typically, the
thoughts of a fictional character are expressed, but without any introductory formula ('She thought ... ') and in the
imperfect tense. The narrator can thus move unobtrusively between objective and subjective narration, often
suggesting an ironic view of the thoughts expressed. The form occurs in the 18th and early 19th c., but was used
most powerfully by Flaubert, and has become an essential feature of the modem novel." This defmition is from the
Oxford Companion to French Literature (online) and was written by Peter France.
6

7 Doody's Middlemarch example was taken from Book 3, Chapter 23, pages 262-263. See works cited. A
comparison of this example with the example from Mill on the Floss might be a worthy enterprise to explore Eliot's
evolving use and elaboration of style indirect libre, but not in this essay.
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of the disaster. Mrs. Tulliver has decided that she can prevail upon Wakem not to bid on
Dorlcote Mill.
Mrs. Tulliver hid these reasonings in her own bosom; for when
she ... [hinted]. ..to Mr. Deane and Mr. Glegg, that she wouldn't
mind going to speak to Wakem herself, they had said, 'No, no,
no' ...'Let Wakem alone,' in the tone of men who were not likely
to give a candid attention to a more definite exposition of her
project. Still less dared she mention the plan to Tom and Maggie,
for 'the children were always so against everything their mother
said,' and Tom, she observed was almost as much set against
Wakem as his father was. But this unusual concentration of
thought naturally gave Mrs. Tulliver an unusual power of device
and determination, and a day or two before the sale to be held
at the Golden Lion, where there was no longer any time to be lost
she carried out her plan by a stratagem. There were pickles in
question--a large stock of pickles and ketchup which Mrs. Tulliver
possessed and which Mr. Hyndmarsh ...would certainly purchase
if she could transact the business in a personal interview, so she
would walk with Tom to St. Ogg's that morning: and when Tom
urged that she might let the pickles be, at present--he didn't want
her to go about just yet--she appeared so hurt at this conduct in
her son, contradicting her about pickles which she had made after
the family receipts inherited from his own grandmother who had
died when his mother was a little girl, that he gave way ...(259-60)
Doody asserts that it was possible for George Eliot to write this way because the women before
her had developed and nurtured a
new language ...[that] allowed investigation and judgement
both of the individual character and of the society
surrounding and influencing the character" (279) [and that the]
power of [Eliot's] sympathy would have lacked a correlative
form and answerable style if the women novelists of the
eighteenth century had not, long before her, developed a new
kind of novel and learned to speak with a strong voice. (291)
Mrs. Tulliver's ignorance of the desires ofWakem as to Dorlcote Mill, her desperate wish
to keep her life constant and steady like the "receipts inherited" and her strategy to fool Tom
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based upon the currents of her life are set forth by George Eliot and the narrator (inviting the
reader to surmise that they have shared a confidence about Mrs. Tulliver) in a way to include the
reader in the musings of Mrs. Tulliver as she developed and carried out her plan. "[Eliot] was,
after all a precursor of Sigmund Freud (as D. H. Lawrence put it: 'It was really George Eliot who
started it all. It was she who started putting action inside')" (Cohen 2).
George Eliot was born Marianne Evans on November 22, 1819. She was the youngest of
five children. From the age of five years, Marianne attended a school at Attleboro near the
Evans home in Griff. At about nine years of age she was sent to Miss Wallington's school at
Nuneaton and after several years at that school, Marianne was sent to the Misses Franklin's
school at Coventry. Marianne received an unusually thorough education through the efforts of
her father. She was not attractive (Henry James remarked that Eliot was "magnificently, aweinspiringly ugly") but very smart: not good recommendations for marriage in the nineteenth
century. Because of her father's career as the estate manager of Arbury Hall, Marianne was able
to spend a great deal of time in the library at the Hall; she was well educated, she was an avid
reader, she was accomplished in French, Italian, Latin, Greek and German. For about five years
after she left the Misses Franklin's School, Marianne spent her time nursing her dying mother
and then nursing her father during a serious illness while at the same time running the household
(both her sister Chrissy and her brother Isaac, were married and away from home). In 1840,
when she was 21, she and her father moved to Coventry where Marianne was able to enjoy a
more lively social life and where she met Charles and Cara Bray.
Charles Bray was a successful manufacturer who surrounded himself with radical and
intellectual persons (Herbert Spencer and Ralph Waldo Emerson, to name two). Bray was also
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philanthropic, endowing schools and social programs. Marianne translated Strauss's The Life of
Jesus Critically Examined, Vol. 3 (1846) from the German at this time; thereafter she was
invited to become a regular member of the Rosehill Circle at the Bray's home. Marianne Evans
became an editor of and contributor to The Westminster Review from 1851 until 1854. The first
review that Marianne Evans contributed to The Westminster Review (after she and George Henry
Lewes had met) is "Woman in France: Madame de Sable'" (a portion of this review is found in
A George Eliot Miscellany, ed. F.B. Pinion) whom she called "one in a firmament of stars" (7).
The review discusses the position of women in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in France,
contains an interesting discussion of Marianne's attitude toward the status of Englishwomen in
the mid-nineteenth century and an example of the growing strength of her ideas and power of her
voice:
Women became superior in France by being admitted to a
common fund of ideas, to common objects of interest with men;
and this must ever be the essential condition at once of true
womanly culture and of true social well-being ....Let the whole field
of reality be laid open to woman as well as to man, and then
that which is peculiar in her mental modification, instead of
being, as it is now, a source of discord and repulsion between
the sexes, will be found to be a necessary complement to the
truth and beauty of life. (7)
Eliot and George Henry Lewes met in 1851. Lewes was married and unable to obtain a
divorce, yet in 1854 they went on a trip to Europe together. Thereafter they lived happily
together in England for the remainder of Lewes's life. The love and support of Lewes was

Madeleine de Souvre, marquis de Sable (1598-1678) "A prominent salonniere in seventeenth-century Paris,
Madame de Sable has long occupied the background of early modem French philosophy. She has survived in
intellectual history as the patron of La Rochefoucauld, as the hostess of a theological salon, and as the correspondent
of Blaise Pascal and Antoine Arnauld. These ancillary roles have obscured her original contributions to moral
philosophy in her writings." This biographical note is from the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy: A PeerReviewed Academic Resource.
B

a
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crucial to Marianne's continuing development; within a short time after they returned to England,
in 1856, she wrote "Silly Novels by Lady Novelists," using the name George Eliot for the first
time.? Michael Wolff discusses this taking of a masculine nom de plume as Eliot's recognition of
"the other" that was woman in the nineteenth century. He discusses the characters and the
situations oftbree of Eliot's heroines--Maggie (Mill on the Floss), Dorothea (Middlemarch)

and

Gwendolen (Daniel Deronda) as Eliot's "telling us that, if we are to be wise in our time, we
should become others, that is, that we should work for the feminization of our private and public
worlds" (41). Eliot's first fiction was in Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine in 1857 with the
publication of the first of the Scenes of Clerical Life. Her first novel, Adam Bede, was
published in 1859.
George Eliot and George Henry Lewes had a happy partnership; he encouraged and
supported her and as a result she became the foremost novelist in England during her life. In
December 1857, "How I Came To Write Fiction" was entered into her journal. The essay shows
how important the opinions and views of Lewes were to Eliot and to the novels she would write.
Eliot apparently had always wanted to write a novel, but she writes about the period after leaving
school to spend five years caring for her mother and father and with no one to urge her to try, that
" ...as the years passed on I lost any hope that I should ever be able to write a novel, just as I
desponded about everything else in my future life. I always thought I was deficient in dramatic
power, both of construction and dialogue ..." (pinion 104).
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In Daniel Deronda (1876) Eliot wrote: "No," said the Princess, shaking her head and folding her arms with an air

of decision. "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 he of such a size and no larger, else it must be pressed small, like
Chinese feet; her happiness is to be made as cakes are, by a fixed receipt...That was what my father wanted. He
wished I had been a son; he cared for me as a make-shift link" (Book 7, Chapter 51, p. II). George Eliot retained
the strong feelings about the position of women that were expressed in her first review of "Woman in France,
Madame de Sable" in 1851.
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While in Germany with Lewes, she showed him a descriptive chapter she had written and
although Lewes "distrusted-vindeed disbelieved in, my possession of any dramatic power ...he
began to think I might as well try" (104); when Eliot told him of her idea for Scenes of Clerical

Life, Lewes said

'It may be a failure ...it may be just good enough to warrant your
trying again' ...but his prevalent impression was that though I
could hardly write a poor novel, my effort would want the highest
quality offiction--dramatic presentation. He used to say, 'You
have wit, description and philosophy--those go a good way
towards the production of a novel' (105)
When Eliot read the first chapter of Scenes of Clerical Life to Lewes "[they] both cried over it,
and then he came up to me and kissed me, saying 'I think your pathos is better than your
fun' (105). It was Lewes who sent the manuscript to Blackwell and it was Lewes who convinced
them to publish the first part immediately. Scenes of Clerical Life was a great success and only
just the beginning. It was 1857. George Henry Lewes died in 1878 and George Eliot died in
1880. They were together for almost 27 years during which time the reviews, essays and novels
of George Eliot were written. In her essay for Discussions of George Eliot, Richard Strang, ed.,
Virginia Woolf says
Thus we behold her, a memorable figure, inordinately praised
and shrinking from her fame, despondent, reserved,
shuddering back into the arms oflove as if there alone were
satisfaction and, it might be, justification, at the same time
reaching out with 'a fastidious yet hungry ambition' for all that
life could offer the free and inquiring mind and confronting her
feminine aspirations with the real world of men. (30)
Appropriately, Woolf's statement could be the description for Maggie Tulliver. Henry James in
the same book of essays concludes his essay, "The Life of George Eliot":
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What is remarkable, extraordinary-sand the process remains
inscrutable and mysterious--is that this quiet, anxious,
sedentary, serious, invalidical English lady, without animal
spirits, without adventures or sensations, should have made
us believe that nothing in the world was alien to her; should
have produced such rich, deep, masterly pictures of the
multiform life of man. (12)

Millon the Floss is George Eliot's third novel and the last of her "autobiographical"
fiction written from childhood memories and experiences, marking "the end of what could be
called the first stage of George Eliot's work as an artist: an attempt at a realistic 'history of
unfashionable families' "(MOTFIntro. xi, A.S. Byatt, ed.). After Millon the Floss, Eliot's next
novel Silas Marner was an entirely different experience for the reader for " ...the world of fields
and farms no longer contents her," Virginia Woolf writes. "In real life she had sought her
fortunes elsewhere; ..." (28). Inhis essay quoted above, Henry James says about Silas Marner
that "[Eliot] has come nearest the mildly rich tints of brown and gray, the mellow lights and the
undreadful corner-shadows of the Dutch masters whom she emulates ..." (4).

An Omniscient Narrator
The narrator of Mill on the Floss is at times omniscient: a former resident; an adult who
knows all the characters. An example of the authoritative voice of the narrator speaking directly
to the reader is found in three of the pastoral sections, specifically: "Outside Dorlcote Mill," "A
Variation of Protestantism Unknown to Bossuet'"? and "The Last Conflict/Conclusion."

Eliot

uses pastoral or landscape imagery as a transitional device in a way that explains, enriches,
10 Jacques-Benigne
Bossuet, "(bam Sept. 25, 1627, QijQn, Fr.-died April 12, 1704, Paris), bishop who was the
most eloquent and influential spokesman for the rigbts of the French church against papal authori1.Y.He is now
chiefly remembered for his literary works, including funeral panegyrics for great personages" Encyclopaedia
Britannica (online)
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enhances or coincides with the changing narrative. The pastoral imagery is important to the
narrative because the countryside is a changing setting, naturally and by the hand of man. The
lives change, among other ways, by force of events directly connected to nature and/or the land.
The world at the time of the novel was agrarian on the verge of industrialization.
The narrator's dream in "Outside Dorlcote Mill" is a "cinematic" view of the landscape
surrounding the mill and St. Ogg's related in "an affected naturalness threatening to overflow
into sentimentality" (Mason 3).11 An omniscient narrator is by definition able to view the
landscape from above. The "dream" from which the narrator awakens at the end of this section
is a device that allows the narrator to tell a fictionalized narrative of reality (Eliot's memoriesj.I?
The dream is consistent with the way a person "remembers" the past, letting the reader know that
the narrator has this story deeply remembered and will now awaken to tell it. Very reassuring for
a reader to have a narrator who is so close to the story that it is part of the subconscious or dream
life, and that the narrator is wide awake! The narrator's transition from dreaming to awakening
is sweet, awakened from the dream with "arms numb from leaning on the table" leading directly
into the conversation that is going on between Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver many years earlier.
However overwrought the description of the landscape may feel to the reader, it is springtime
and the rich land is cultivated and ready for planting, ships are on the river, horses pull a wagon
and a child with her dog is watching the river. So much promise.

11 1 agree with that indictment. The language is overwrought: for example, «the loving tide," that "checks its passage with an
impetuous embrace." The whole paragraph is filled with such phrasing. Homer did it really well with his judicious use of
descriptives that meant something; for example, "wine-dark sea" and "bright-eyed goddess Pallas."
12The "dream" might also be a device to alert the reader who is thinking that the narrator is omniscient, to be wary of this narrator
who may be deceptively knowledgeable
at times. Dreams are not generally "true" but are a "thought-structure
which ... ranked as
a completely valid psychical product, and of which the manifest dream was no more than a distorted, abbreviated, and
misunderstood translation, and for the most part a translation into visual images" (The Freud Reader, p.27). Freud published his
findings long after Eliot was dead, but the ideas were "in the air" and she could have been thinking about them. There are some
who think Eliot was ahead of Freud in some respects. See Cohen in Works Cited.
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The first line of "A Variation of Protestantism Unknown to Bossuet" is a very different
pastoral experience for the reader. The narrator is speaking to the reader in an abstracted and
reflective tone; there is also the immediate note of decay under the sun on a "summer's
day...telling how the swift river [Rhone] once rose, like an angry, destroying god sweeping down
the feeble generations ...making their dwellings a desolation" (282). In the chapter before this
scene, Mr. Tulliver's lawsuit has failed and he has brought ruin on the family. Mr. Tulliver has a
conversation with Luke and tells Luke of the time when Tulliver inherited the mill and the house
from his father and that he, Tulliver, believes that "when the mill changes hands, the river is
angry" (277). Mr. Tulliver goes home and, over Maggie's pleas, writes an entry with a curse on
Wakem into the family Bible. Here the narrator explains to the reader that
It was still possible, even in that later time of anti-Catholic
preaching, for people to hold many pagan ideas and believe
themselves good church people notwithstanding; so we
need hardly feel any surprise at the fact that Mr. Tulliver,
though a regular church-goer, recorded his vindictiveness
on the fly-leaf of his Bible. (286)
According to the narrator, and consistent with the "cinematic" view of the banks of the Rhone,
the life lost in the floods of the Rhone is inconsequential because it had fallen from the splendor
of its origins as have the Tullivers, actually, and the people living in St. Ogg's, generally, who
live "a sordid life ...irradiated by no sublime principles, no romantic visions, no active, selfrenouncing faith ..." (283). The castles on the hills above the Rhone are of a more splendid,
active and violent, but engaged time in history. The failed society with no "passionate
impulse" (Fambrough 2) that came after was inundated and washed away. 13 In Mill on the Floss

13 Our narrator does not mention that there are new towns and life along the Rhone: that like the River Floss, the
Rhone is a highway of trade and communication and floods only temporarily delay the life on a river. The author!
narrator is pointing our way into and through this story a little too emphatically.
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the narrator is "telling the history of very simple people, who had never had any illuminating
doubts as to personal integrity and honour" (291), which in the novel refers to the discussion by
the narrator of the process within the Tulliver household and extended family of absorbing the
shocking position of the failed lawsuit and resulting bankruptcy which destroyed their lives. Eliot
is eloquent in her description of the process for the sufferers:
There is something sustaining in the very agitation that
accompanies the first shocks of trouble ...and produces an
excitement which is transient strength. It is in the slow,
changed life that follows-sin the time when sorrow has
become stale and has no longer an emotive intensity that
counteracts its pain, in the time when day follows day in
dull unexpectant sameness and trial in a dreary routine-it is then that despair threatens ...(287)
In this paragraph the narrator has been set aside it seems and our author is speaking to the reader.
Maggie's sadness and confused attempts to cope are discussed in detail in succeeding paragraphs
of the novel probably because Maggie is first and closest to the heart of George Eliot.
The discussion of the process within the TulJiver household after the bankruptcy can also
be applied generally to St. Ogg's: an inconsequential and expendable society on the River Floss
where the "cultivation of moral character [that] can serve as a source of meaning, even in the
absence of a belief in God" (Cohen 1) is not present. The belief in God is not quite absent but
subordinated to egotistical concerns and appearances:
[they] revered what ever was customary and respectable [as
to religious observances]. ..but [also had] to have the proper
pall-bearers ...well-cured hams at one's funeral, and ...an
unimpeachable will. (285)

In "The Last Conflict" the narrator describes the flooding of the River Floss and the last
hours of a now fearless Maggie in the boat. Maggie is determined to get to the mill to save her
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mother and Tom. She looks for signs of the places she knows to guide her. The scene is just
before dawn when shapes and vistas enable Maggie to "see" where she is going. The rain stops,
but Maggie is now caught in the flood and carried along until she sees where she is and gets to
the mill and finds Tom. The dawning light shows her the extent of the flood and its ravages.
In "Conclusion" it is five years after the flood and the narrator is talking to the reader,
while still sitting at the table remembering all the events of the story. We are told that
Nature repairs her ravages--but not all. The uptom trees are
not rooted again--the parted hills are left scarred: if there is a
new growth, the trees are not the same as the old ...To the
eyes that have dwelt on the past, there is no thorough
repair. (543)
God promised Noah after the flood that He would never destroy all of the living things on earth
again. The earth was washed clean by that flood and Noah and his family were to begin anew
and repeople the earth with goodness. Well, that flood didn't work! Eliot's flood is less
destructive and less redemptive: it is destroying the old, weary and useless around St. Ogg's to
make way for the new, fresh and potentially destructive industrial machinery. It also destroyed
Maggie who was ill-suited to the culture she was born into and was, clearly in the mind of Eliot,
without the possibility of a life.
It is September and the land is getting ready for winter. The land is scarred and like the
Rhone Valley, St. Ogg's has suffered the desolation of the flood. This "cinematic" overview is
not so promising as the first ("Outside Dorlcote Mill"), nor as pessimistic or cynical as the
second. There are two visits to the "grassy order and decent quiet" (544) of the cemetery. Sadly,
the narrator does not tell the reader that the flood has brought new moral or spiritual growth or
mental abundance to the citizens of St. Ogg's. There could have been some change, but the
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seeds of those changes did not survive: for example, Mrs. Glegg's fierce opposition to gossip
about Maggie was clouded by her first instinct of preserving the family's reputation and her
insistence that Maggie "must be humble"; Dr. Kenn was a splendid friend to Maggie, but
couldn't push past the threats to his livelihood; Lucy, with her large kind heart, and Stephen may
have grown from their experiences, but we are not informed. Philip is still alive: " ... [his visits to
the cemetery] always solitary. His great companionship was among the trees of the Red Deeps,
where the buried joy seemed still to hover--like a revisiting spirit" (544).

There is no mention

by Eliot of Mrs. Tulliver who has now lost absolutely everything; one wonders which losses she
feels most deeply.

An Intimate Narrator
Chapter I, Book One introduces Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver and the conversation that the
narrator awakens to tell the reader. The conversation is about a school for Tom. It is both
hilarious and spirit-deadening to "listen" to the Tullivers' conversation:
Mr.T.

...But I should like Tom to be a bit of a scholard, so as he
might be up to the tricks 0 'these as talk fme and write wi' a
flourish. It'd be help to me wi'these law-suits.(ll)

Mrs. T.

...Howiver, if Tom's to go to a new school, I should like him
to go where I can wash him and mend him; else he might
as well have calico as linen, for they'd be one as yallow as
th'other before they'd been washed half-a-dozen tirnes.(12)

At the end of the first few chapters, the reader is well-informed about the relationships
among the Tullivers and their extended family. Mr. Tulliver is vain and litigious; he destroys his
family without considering them. Mrs. Tulliver suffers greatly from her husband's superiority
and especially during the bankruptcy; her sufferings are, however, over small things--"chany"
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and linens--all her possessions.

Tom determines to rescue their property by hard work which has

merit and he does achieve a modest success: but Tom's ventures are narrowly focused on
regaining the possessions and family reputation. Maggie is lost in this disgrace; she suffers for
everyone. Her parents, uncles and aunts are busy with their own thoughts and concerns. The
whole family, in general, and at this crisis, is trapped by cultural role-playing and assumptions so
that communication is governed by questionable intellect or insight, misguided perception of
social position and an unwillingness to acknowledge the need for help or to countenance a desire
to help. The conversations and disagreements are remembered and recounted for the reader by
the narrator as if the narrator (and George Eliot) had been listening behind a door when each
event occurred.
Because art can be a means to the moral end of developing
greater sympathy for others, the interrelation of ethic and
aesthetic figures prominently in George Eliot's works, and is
frequently formulated by the narrator. (Harris 32)
The reader is also quickly made aware that "personal integrity and honor" are relative
commodities in these persons of mean understanding.

Sharpness (Mr. Riley),

arrogance (Mr. Tulliver) and narrow-minded blindness (Mrs. Tulliver) are not necessarily
excluded from "personal integrity and honor" but they pervert the privately-held definition of
"personal integrity and honor" even if the outward appearance of each is maintained.

Mr. Riley

gave Mr. Tulliver the recommendation of the Rev. Stelling as a teacher for Tom. Riley didn't
know Stelling, but knew his father-in-law and concocted his recommendation with what the
narrator wishes us to believe was good will. If the reader does not believe in the good will,
however, the author speaks to us about Mr. Riley's behavior:
Plotting covetousness and deliberate contrivance in order to
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compass a selfish end, are nowhere abundant but in the
world of dramatists: they demand too intense a mental action
for many of our fellow-parishioners to be guilty of them. It is
easy enough to spoil the lives of our neighbors without taking
so much trouble: we can do it by lazy acquiescence, by maladroit
flatteries and clumsily improvised insinuations. (28)
When Maggie (aged nine years) astonishes and upsets Mr. Tulliver and Mr. Riley by her
understanding and explication of pictures from Pilgrim's Progress, Mr. Tulliver exorcises his
discomfort at Maggie's 'cuteness by telling Mr. Riley that " ...I picked the mother because she
wasn't o'er 'cute ...I picked her from her sisters o'purpose 'cause she was a bit weak; for I wasn't
a-goin' to be told the rights

0'

things by my own fireside" (22). The reader is under no illusion

that this family and its near relations deal well with Maggie and Tom or with any other serious
personal issue that arises among them.
The reader is informed that the extended Dodson- Tulliver family is a microcosm of the
society and culture of 81. Ogg's:
In order to see Mr. and Mrs. Glegg at home, we must enter
the town of 81. Ogg's ...It is one of those old, old towns, which
impress one as a continuation and outgrowth of nature as
much as the nests of the bower birds or the winding galleries
of the white ants. (122)14
The Gleggs, Deanes, Pullets and Tullivers are one with the town where "the Catholics, bad
harvests and ...fluctuations of trade" (126) were the only things feared and "the present time was
like the level plain where ...tomorrow will be as yesterday and the giant forces that used to shake

14 In the Explanatory Notes on page 566 of Mill on the Floss, Book I, Chapter 12, note 2, Bower birds are
described as "[their nests 1 decorated with 'bivalve shells, skulls ofsmall animals and other bones' ...a race of birds
whose ingenuity is not merely directed towards the usual ends of existence, self-preservation and the continuation of
the species, but to the eleganees and amusements of life." What Eliot was thinking when she included the white
ants, one can only guess, hut this is clearly satirieal--very funny! The white ants she is prohably referring to are one
of the many varieties of termites. Termites are certainly pests, that either burrow underground or make nests aboveground or in trees. Wherever they nest, most oftbe varieties eat wood During the 18th and 19th centuries, these
white ants were imported through the trading ships from around the world. They did a great deal of damage.
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the earth are for ever laid to sleep" (126). "Public spirit was not held in high esteem at St.
Ogg's" (127) and certainly not among the Dodson- Tullivers. Once again the narrator takes the
reader on a "cinematic" overview of the landscape before "digging into" the persons, their
motivations and the consequences.

The narrator knows each person and imparts that knowledge

generously to the reader.
The narrator knows Tom and Maggie intimately: especially how each is perceived by
parents and relations. Maggie is thought of by her aunts as troublesome and the product of her
mother's failure (though not specified). In the eyes of her dim-witted mother, Maggie is totally
misunderstood and misrepresented:
You talk

0'

'cuteness ...but I'm sure the child's half a idiot i'

some things, for if I send her up-stairs to fetch anything she
forgets what she's gone for, an' perhaps 'ull sit down on the
floor i' the sunshine an' ...sing to herselflike a Bedlam creatur'
...That niver run i' my family ...no more nor a brown skin as
makes her look like a mulatter. (15)
Tom, on the other hand, a favorite with all the family,
...was one of those lads that grow everywhere in England ...
with light brown hair, cheeks of cream and roses, full lips,
indeterminate nose and eyebrows ...the generic character of
boyhood. (36)
Maggie is only good at making a mess of her clothes, speaking out of turn, daydreaming, running
away to the gypsies and generally causing her mother to regret her existence. Tom is good at
fishing, hunting, sports and games. His father, when seeking advice from Mr. Riley, alludes to
the fact that Tom is not as smart as Maggie but that isn't held to be in Maggie's favor and Tom is
a boy, which matters the most.
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That neither child speaks in the dialect of the parents and aunts is important. Tom and
Maggie's English is fluid and coherent. The speech of the Wakems, Lucy, Stephen, and Messrs.
Glegg, Deane and Pullet, Dr. Kenn and Rev. Stelling is free of the Dodson- Tulliver dialect. Eliot
wrote in "Notes on Form in Art" (1868) that "The old phrases should not give way ...for speech is
to a great extent like sculpture, expressing observed phenomena and remaining true ..." (MOTF
Intro., A.S. Byatt, ed., p. xx). George Eliot wrote in her "Leaves From a Notebook'"> a short
entry on the consequences of the "supremacy given in European cultures to the literature of
Greece and Rome." She says of the idea that that has created a uniformity in the sameness of
language:
Great and precious origination must always be comparatively
rare, and can only exist on condition of a wide massive
uniformity. When a multitude of men have learned to use the same
language in speech and writing, then and then only can the greatest
masters oflanguage arise ...They use words which are already a
familiar medium of understanding and sympathy in such a way as
greatly to enlarge the understanding and sympathy. Originality of
this order changes the wild grasses into world-feeding grain.
Idiosyncrasies are pepper and spices ofq.uestionable aroma, (194)
(emphasis mine)
In his article "Towards a Poetics of Fiction: An Approach through Language," David Lodge says:
...the verbal conceptualization of experience is overtly
stressed in verbal artifice; so that in reading a Shakespeare
sonnet, or beholding a Shakespeare play, for instance, we
are simultaneously conscious of being put in touch with a
bit of life, and of having this bit of life presented to us in a
particular way, which imposes aesthetic distance on it...No
other literary form immerses us so completely in the life it
presents; no other form takes such pains to disguise the
fact that it is an artefact[sic] ... [it should be noted that] the strategies
and devices it uses to this end ...naturally require as medium
that kind of written language which we use to record and
15 In

Works of George Eliot, Vol. 1, J.W.Cross, ed. See works cited.
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describe actual events, namely the prose of historiography,
essays, letters, diaries, and so forth. (167)

The "old-fashioned" speech patterns, notions and "respectability" that the Dodsons claim to hold
may be less important than they pretend and are useless when confronted with a modernizing
world. The speech patterns and other fussinesses about linens and "chany" are not only not of
any value and are going to be lost, but because of the narrator's thoroughness, they alert the
reader to the fact that the thought and speech patterns, which are interrelated, of old-fashioned
ideas and superstitions are obstacles to forward motion; they represent the family's identity in
terms of its history and are vestiges of the town's history as well. Nevertheless, it is the past and
the better educated and worldly characters in the book do not reflexively think or speak in such a
pattern.
Bob Jaken and Luke, while rustics using the older speech patterns, have a different effect.
Both men are workers, uneducated, stable and productive.

Both are kind, compassionate human

beings. Bob especially is a sort of hybrid: a pack-man which is an old fashioned fixture that Bob
has modernized with his "bargain" goods. One of the best examples of the difference in "oldfashioned" speech patterns and how one (Mrs. Glegg's speech and point of view) is doomed to
be lost and the other (Bob's incredible blither) is a road to success is the commercial exchange
between them:
Bob

Lors ...it's a thousand pities such a lady as you shouldn't
deal with a packman, i'stead 0' goin' into these newfangled shops ...it stan's to reason you mun pay three times
the price you pay a packman ...you can see through them
shopmen, I'll be bound.

Mrs.G.

Yes, I reckon I can, and through the packman too ...are you
akin to that packman with a squint in his eye, as used to
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bring th' Irish linen?
Bob

Look you there now!...Didn't I know as you'd remember
the best bargains y'ever made ...was made w' a packman? (329)

Bob is slowly moving into the house and Mrs. Glegg's resistance to his entry that would result in
messing up her carpet is dwindling. Bob feigns embarrassment at his poor stock, but Mrs. Glegg
is now onto him, so she believes.
Mrs.G.

Bring me the muslin ...it's a buff--I'm partial to buff.

Bob

...a damaged thing ...you' d do nothing with it, mum-you'd give it to the cook ...

Mrs.G.

I'll give you six shilling for it.

Bob

Didn't I tell you ...as it 'ud hurt your feelings to look at
my pack?

Mrs.G.

Well, seven shilling. (334)

Mrs. Glegg is completely bamboozled by Bob's abstruse banter; she is so sure of her superiority
and control, that she cannot understand her position in the exchange. She is not exactly
hampered by her dialect here, but she is in tune with Bob's speech and assumes her superiority
on her ground: it is a failure of self-perception versus reality in this case which is part of the
whole context of outdated patterns of speech and thought.
On the other hand, Eliot's control of dialogue "when it is not dialect" has been criticized.
In her essay "George Eliot" quoted above, Woolf compares Jane Austen's control of dialogue in

Emma with George Eliot's apparent lack of dialogue control in Middlemarch using the character
Mrs. Casaubon who is the former Dorothea Brooke.
'Whom are you going to dance with?' asked Mr. Knightley, at
the Weston's ball. 'With you, if you will ask me,' said Emma;
and she has said enough. Mrs. Casaubon would have talked
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for an hour and we should have looked out of the window.
(qtd. in Strang 29)
While that is a brilliant piece of criticism, I believe that the narrator of Mill on the Floss is
repeating conversations that have been overheard (probably by the narrator): the conversations of
people with "narrow lives" whose passions were not understood by themselves or each other and
were given to long oblique, uninteresting or hurtful diversions to overcome difficulties of
analysis and understanding.

The narrator is so much identified with the people and the story that,

in spite of the negative feelings about their morality and understanding, the narrator gives their
conversations in full with credit as conversations.
about Eliot's narrator.

I believe it is probable that Woolf is speaking

Emma, who speaks quickly and intelligently but thoughtlessly, in Emma

and Mrs. Casaubon, who speaks at length in Middlemarch but speaks beautifully and coherently,
are entirely different from the characters whose conversations are recorded in dialect in Millon
the Floss.
The narrator of Mill on the Floss knows how Maggie and Tom are each intellectually and
psychologically constructed; the family and relations are either unaware or unable to understand
the differences and the manifestations of their different personalities.

Maggie, having been

constantly told she is too smart, too brown, too naughty, etc., is a boiling conflict of despair and
explosive delight. Her affect is unstable and unpredictable: "The attic was Maggie's favorite
retreat...here she fretted out all her ill-humours ...and here she kept a Fetish which she punished
for all her misfortunes ...in her nine years of earthly struggle ..." (31) and " ...Maggie's lifestruggles had lain almost entirely within her own soul, one shadowy army fighting another, and
the slain shadows forever rising again" (320). Maggie, desperately trying to gather some
empathy and attention from anyone, discusses books with Luke and learns that "[he] can't do
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wi' knowin' so many things besides my work. That's what brings folks to the gallows--knowin'
everything but what they'n got to get their bread by. An' they're mostly lies, I think, what's
printed i' the books" (34). While Luke is not mean-spirited, this encounter is set up as another
disappointment for Maggie. Later, when her life is sinking under the weight of the bankruptcy,
Bob brings Maggie books. There are pictures in the books: "There's all sorts
wi'all sorts

0'

0'

genelmen here,

noses" (294). Bob is excited for Maggie and understands that a book would be

important to and welcomed by her.
Maggie's response to Mrs. Stelling's offer of a food basket when Tom and she rush away
from King's Lorton is another example of the narrator's perfect knowledge of a person's inner
activity:
Maggie's heart went out to this woman whom she had never
liked ...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 hwnanity ...stirs the deep fountains of affection. (20 I)

Meanwhile Tom is toiling with conflict in another direction; "Under [his] average boyish
physiognomies ... [nature ]...conceals ...rigid inflexible purposes ...[and] ...unmodifiable
characters ..." (36-7) and "[he] was engaged in a dustier, noisier warfare, grappling with more
substantial obstacles, and gaining more definite conquests" (320).
Tom's treatment of Maggie throughout the novel is an example of the consequences to his
inner life of his inheritance of the culturally accepted position of superiority and the failure of
imagination and empathy. The narrator, once again, relates this behavior with a perfect pitch of
understanding and knowledge. Tom has gone to Mr. Deane seeking assistance in gaining
employment.

Mr. Deane lectures him on the waste of Tom's education and paints an
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unappetizing picture for this boy who is facing the ruin of all his future dreams and fantasies.
Tom is feeling wounded and "good for nothing." When he fmally drags himself home and
comfort, Maggie invokes Sir Walter Scott's novel Guy Mannering and offers that she can help
Tom learn "double-entry bookkeeping."

Tom, sore and disappointed, can't hear what Maggie

really is saying and replies:
You're always setting yourself up above me and every one
else. And I've wanted to tell you about it several times ...You
think you know better than anyone, but you're almost always
wrong. I can judge much better than you can. (246)
Tom is completely wrong. He is almost always wrong with regard to Maggie, probably because
he wants desperately to feel that he really is superior, but actually because he has to defend
himself against the possibility that she may be right. Tom is not smart. He does not know how
to analyze Maggie's intelligence so that he cannot determine her rightness. Tom knows that he
has to learn to keep books; he may not know that there is such a thing as "double-entry
bookkeeping" but he will not allow it to be Maggie's knowledge and not his. The biting thing
about his rebuff of Maggie is that she is right in a way that she does not understand. The narrator
knows that Maggie's sense of "the other person" is operating and she, with no boundaries to her
love for Tom, is trying to help him. Maggie is the only one in the Tulliver family who has the
capacity to enter into another person's thoughts and the only one who is operating on that
generous principle. Tom's harshness may be partially justified by his chaotic feelings, but he
never has the idea that Maggie has sensibilities and/or that those sensibilities might be necessary
to him. When Maggie upbraids Tom for misunderstanding her and being "always so harsh" the
Eliot understands ''the damage caused by the incorporation within [women's] psyches of images
of untouchable male power ... [where women] were locked into gestures of abject worship ...that
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replicated the gender imbalances of their society" (Fuller 286) contained in Tom's response: "No,
I'm not harsh,' said Tom, with severe decision. 'I'm always kind to you; and so I shall be: I shall
always take care of you. But you must mind what I say' (247).
Tom's harshness is worse when he discovers that Maggie and Philip have been meeting.
Tom articulates all the cultural definitions of women: Maggie is duplicitous; fickle in her
loyalties and unable to control herself. Tom knows very well that his father has been the cause of
the ruin and that his mother is very silly, but except for momentary irritations, Tom accepts all
this. Maggie is the target for the venting of his pain at the cost of what he sees as his sacrifice:
his feelings for Maggie are not only self-reflective, but iflooked at very closely, are probably the
source of much of his conflict.
When Maggie returns from five days away because of Stephen, and begs Tom to realize
that what he thinks is not true and to forgive her, Tom is especially harsh:
...you are ten times worse than [Stephen]. I loathe your
character and your conduct. You struggled with your feelings,
you say..J have had a harder life ...but I have found MY comfort
in doing my duty. But I will sanction no such character as yours ...
the sight of you is hateful to me. (504-5)
This speech is the nineteenth century image of a man standing in the door pointing his finger into
the distance while a disgraced woman crawls away. (It is exactly how Eliot's brother responded
to her relationship with George Henry Lewes; Isaac Evans disowned his sister.) Tom is trapped
and acts in the character of the culture. Torn cannot forgive Maggie because he sees her behavior
only as it reflects on him and what he views as his hard-won achievement. He is also behaving as
ifhe has been "wronged" in a way that he can't or won't understand. The timing of Maggie's
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mistake could not be worse for them both. The narrator, once again, is extremely accurate and
perceptive.

The Narrator as Historian
The reader is on the way to visit Mr. and Mrs. Glegg. But first, the story of St. Ogg's
must be told. "It was the Normans who began to build that fine old Hall, which is like the town-telling of the thoughts and hands of widely-sundered generations" (124). The myth of St. Ogg
"is even older than the Hall" and is evidenced by a "remnant of the original chapel dedicated to
St. Ogg" in the wall of the Hall (124). The town has grown up by the river since before the
Romans. There are "several manuscript versions" of this history which the narrator possesses: "1
incline to the briefest, since if it should not be wholly true it is at least likely to contain the least
falsehood" (123), which 1 suppose means fewer words, fewer chances to lie. However, the
narrator here is a little boastful and in this one place has run away from the author. The "1" here
is significant because "The relation of past and present, the past in which the TuIlivers' tragedy is
enacted, and the present in which that tragedy is being described, is one of the main concerns of
the [narrator]" (Harris 35) and this history ofSt. Ogg's is in the possession of a narrator who has
determined which version the reader shall get.
The history according to the one chosen by the narrator describes the protection of the
town and the people from the river by St. Ogg and the Virgin. The narrator describes the
hardships faced by the town from flood (loss and suffering of animals) and Puritan versus
Loyalist conflicts. Persons who were on the wrong side at the end of those conflicts fled with
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nothing. The melancholy houses that were left behind are now surrounded by the buildings that
represent the commercial success of the town and its location on the river.
However, at the time of the telling of this story, there was no
incongruous new-fashioned smartness, no plate glass in
shop-windows, no fresh stucco facing, or other fallacious
attempt to make fine old red St. Ogg's wear the air of a town
that sprang up yesterday. (125)
The narrator shares with the Dodson- Tullivers the sense of how the physical oldness and the oldfashioned characteristics of their surroundings shore up the attitudes and expectations of those
families: they are both forever and nothing can change. The town's "oldness" and history protect
the families in their "oldness" and history. "The mind of St. Ogg's did not look extensively
before or after. It inherited a long past without thinking of it" (126). The long past for these
families exists to support their misconceived notions of its value to themselves and their origins
and habits; "it was a time when ignorance was much more comfortable than at present..." (127).
The narrator proceeds to detail the effects of this historical warp on the members of the families.
However, the men who married three of the Dodson sisters, Messrs. Glegg, Deane and Pullet, are
involved in the commercial activities of the town and are successful persons. The narrator does
not tell the reader their pre-marital histories.
The narrator is a good historian and has a firm grasp of the history of the town, the
residents and the antecedents.

St. Ogg's is changing by default. Commerce on the river is

growing and soon there will be new ways and new machines. The narrator is intimating that the
town and its people are at a moment in history which is critical: will it modernize or die from old
age? The Dodson- Tullivers are in somewhat the same historical position. However, the narrator
is less optimistic about their motion forward. The history of St, Ogg's, under the control of the
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narrator and as it relates to the families, is uncertain how the families will fare when faced with
modernization and the change that a wider experience with the world around them will bring.
The narrator is also speaking here for the author who does not look affectionately on these
families. It may be that Eliot feels that these are people who will not change when it is necessary
and is simply recording that they existed and showing the unfortunate consequences of their
intractability.
Maggie's parents, Tom and her aunts and uncles are so emotionally incompetent that
there is never anywhere within her family for Maggie to find refuge. The one place she has
found is the red Deeps. Philip invades this haven and engages Maggie in her first partnership of
ideas and conversation.

However, Philip finds it incumbent upon himself to chastise Maggie for

her Calvinist deprivations.

Philip offers her a book and she refuses it:

M:

it would make me in love with this world again, as I used to be;
it would make me long to see and know many things--it would
make me long for a full life.

P:

But you will not always be shut up in your present lot: why
should you starve your mind in that way? it is narrow
asceticism--I don't like to see you persisting in it, Maggie.
Poetry and art and knowledge are sacred and pure. (318)

Philip is seeing Maggie's decision through his feelings for her. He might have asked her
questions about her position as opposed to opposing her belief. As it is, she goes away burdened
with Philip's feelings, her fear of the secrecy of the meetings and Tom's reaction if it should
become known to him. Philip is good for Maggie when they meet, but he never lightens the
burden of her life or the guilt from the secrecy of their meetings. Philip prophesies that
depriving herself of emotions will be catastrophic:
P:

...1 foresee it will not end well; you can never carry on this self-
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torture.
M:

I shall have strength given me.

P:

No, you will not, Maggie: no one has strength given to do what
is unnatural. 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 rational satisfaction of
your nature that you deny now, will assault you like a savage
appetite. (342)

He is right; but he is speaking from his wishes and hopes and not to Maggie's fears and burdens.
The prophesy comes in the form of Lucy's kindness which leads to Stephen, who is a disgrace.
The meeting and ultimate catastrophe that is Stephen Guest brings to mind Lily Bart (House of
Mirth by Edith Wharton), Anna Karenina (Tolstoy), Emma Bovary (Flaubert) and other tragic
heroines who cannot make self-preserving decisions and end up committing suicide. However,
unlike those heroines, Maggie is struggling with issues of good and evil or moral and immoral.
Maggie is not struggling with how to marry a rich man, how to get away from a dreary husband
or her dreary life. Why is Maggie in this predicament?

Somewhere between the bankruptcy and

the meeting with Stephen Guest, the narrator (Eliot?) has intruded a notion that Maggie must be
an example of the wrong-headedness

of Calvinist orthodoxy or some sense of the absolute

rightness of never seeking pleasure at another's expense. The absolutes of Maggie's downfall
are disturbing. There is no other character in the novel who could have helped her with this
torment. Dr. Kenn may have been the one, but she met him too late.
Maggie's death was heroic when she was trying to save her brother. She loved him.
Stephen Guest was an unnecessary plot, unless George Eliot was exorcising her own earlier preLewes misadventures?

Is death by "flood-driven machinery" appropriate for this splendid

creature, who was driven away from the one person she loved because of a second-rate, partially
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realized minor character? Even as weary and run down as she was by her struggles when she
arrived at Lucy's, Maggie would not have misunderstood the attractions ofluxury and she would
have found Stephen Guest unpalatable as a lover. The model of Greek tragedy is persistent.
Maggie is doomed. She is doomed in so many ways, whether she lives or dies. However,
Maggie is not the great king with one fatal flaw. Maggie is a little girl who only gets to her
eighteenth year. She is a little girl who is psychically molested by her family. Their love is
qualified, withheld, abusive and diminishing: these calamities are insurmountable.

The chorus/

narrator who keeps reminding us of Maggie's troubles is often willing to find Maggie guilty.
The narrative voice, though still clear, falters at the end of Millon the Floss. It is
difficult to establish the gender of the narrator, if that is necessary. It would be rather wonderful
if there were enough evidence to indicate that Philip Wakem is telling the story, as he is the only
one other than Maggie with the requisite intelligence, sensitivity and insight (although he was
not able to overcome his own feelings when she needed him to do that). Philip is also an artist,
which could account for the splendid descriptive parts of the novel, if one can ignore the
sentimentality. Philip was Maggie's only friend and the only person who was an equal in
intelligence, curiosity and understanding.

There are times in the Mill on the Floss, when the

narrator sounds like Philip. He and Maggie meet in the Red Deeps; those meetings cause
Maggie great conflict because she finds solace in the Red Deeps for herself and Philip is an
intruder and their meetings must be secret, on the one hand. On the other hand, Philip talks
about things that give Maggie hope and images of beauty in a world that has become sordid for
her. Philip loves her. As with all the persons in her life who "love" her, Philip's love is not
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available to her because of their families. Philip is also unafraid to criticize Maggie's hard-won
choices for his own purposes, most particularly her wish to discontinue their meetings.
Maggie shook her head slowly ...under conflicting thoughts. It
seemed to her inclination that to see Philip now and then and keep
up the bond of friendship with him, was something not only
innocent but good ...The voice that said this made sweet music to
Maggie; but athwart it there came an urgent monotonous warning
that such interviews implied secrecy, implied doing something that
she would dread to be discovered in [and] if discovered, must cause
anger and pain ... (315)
That passage about the conflict that Maggie suffers because of Philip is similar to the underlying
conflict that the narrator has when telling the story about the Tulliver's and their family in St.
Ogg's; it is a story about deeply flawed, shallow people failing at honesty and good will causing
the narrator to appear judgmental and harsh at times. It appears that Eliot's authorial voice has
overtaken the narrator in the passage above because Maggie is trying to protect herself from
being deceitful and the narrator, if it is Philip, is impatient with her. Maggie is right once again,
but, as with Tom, Philip sees her position only as it reflects on him. The narrator is also
occasionally guilty of self indulgence and impatience.
Philip Wakem is the only person who comes close to really loving Maggie. It would be a
proper tribute to that love, incomplete and discarded though it was, for Philip Wakem to tell her
story.
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