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Abstract 

Although George Eliot's novels have been compared with Shakes­

peare's plays and poems on an ad hoc basis, no systematic analysis has 

been made of the many connections that do in fact exist between their 

texts. This thesis tries to f 131 that gap by analyzing the numerous 

Shakespearean allusions, references, mottoes, and extracts found In 

Eliot's novel*, letters, notebooks, journals, and marginalia. By 

bringing this information together for the first time (which, it is 

hoped, may prove useful to further studies), an attempt is L .de to 

assess how Eliot assimilated Shakespeare's texts into her own. 

Chapter 1, the Introduction, surveys Eliot's close reading of 

Shakespeare's plays and poems and comments on some of the moral issues 

and aesthetic principles which she admired in his work and seems to have 

adopted or elaborated on in her own fiction. Subsequent chapters are 

devoted to each of her novels. They examine the subtle ways in which she 

uses Shakespeare's texts in the portrayal of her characters and the 

development of her plots and themes. The Shakespearean allusions in 

Scenes of Clerical Life, which are used to encourage the reader to view 

Eliot's ordinary, non-heroic characters with sympathy and understanding, 

are discussed in chapter 2. The thematic parallels between Adam Bede and 

As You Like It are explored in chapter 3, while aspects of Hamlet's 

tragedy are compared with Maggie Tulliver's story in chapter 4. Chapter 

5 argues that Romola and Silas Marner may be seen as experiments in 

realism and romance—prompted by Eliot's reading of Shakespeare—while 

chapter 6 argues that Felix Holt has a dramatic structure suggestive 

vi 



of Shakespeare's plays. The discussion o f JfiddJemarci, in chapter 7, 

centres on Eliot's many borrowings from Shakespeare's texts and indent-

ifies the various similarities of character, plot, and theme that are 

woven into her text; and Daziel Deronda's theme of "hearing with eyes," 

a metaphor used by Shakespeare to refer to the power of the imagination, 

is analyzed in chapter 8. Chapter 9, the conclusion, comments briefly on 

why Eliot spent so much time and effort studying Shakespeare. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

Within months of the publication of Adam Bede in 1859, people began 

to compare Georgi Eliot with Shakespeare. Barbara Bodichon reported a 

Miss Bayley (or Bailey) as saying, "Have you read k. B.—it is quite 

Shakespearean! That man is one of the first intellects of the day etc. 

etc. etc."' In April of the same year, Theodore Martin made a similar 

comment to John Blackwood: 

The views of life and character are so large, so Shakespearean in 
their breadth of sympathy, the pathos so natural and searching, 
the humour so genuine, the style so pure, that one almost forgets 
it is a book and loses himself in the reality of the incidents. 
(Letters 3: 42) 

Other Victorians defined Eliot's "Shakespearean" qualities in the same 

way, In 1866, Matilda Edwards referred to a line from The Spanish Gypsy, 

"Speech is but broken light, upon the depth of the unspoken," as "That 

wonderful Shakespearean line" (Letters 9: 55); and in 1879, Alexander 

Innes Shand observed, "Like Shakespeare, [Eliot] throws herself into her 

characters from the r ,_K.<?-. to the humblest; she breathes and thinks 

even in che lofty individual •'ties which she has conjured out of the 

depths of her dramatic genius. . . ."* They meant that Eliot shared 

Shakespeare's "breadth of sympathy." 

By the time Hiddlemarch was published in 1872, Eliot was routinely 

seen as a latter-day Shakespeare. Alexander Main frequently rhapsodized, 

"what Shakespeare did for Drama, George Eliot has done for its modern 

substitute the Hovel,"3 A more sober critic, like the writer of "The 

Author of Adam Bede and Hathaniel Hawthorne" (I860), also ranked Eliot 

with Shakespeare, Cervantes, and Goethe because, like them, she control-
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led her "powerful intellect," thereby vitalizing and exalting her 

imagination.* In 1873, John Fiske told his wife that Herbert Spencer 

considered Eliot "the female Shakespeare, so co speak; and I imagine he 

is not far from right" (Letters 5: 463). Finally, three years after 

Eliot's death, P. Bayne wrote an article entitled "Shakespeare and 

George Eliot" (1883), in which he more or less considered the two 

writers to be of equal stature.6 

U. C. Knoepflmacher has pointed out that, although many Victorians 

believed there to be parallels between Eliot and Shakespeare, most over­

looked the fact that she had consciously imitated him, particularly in 

"the productions of her later phase."6 Part of the reason for this, I 

suspect, had to do with the fact that the Victorians did not have access 

to Eliot's letters and notebooks, which might have alerted them to her 

very close reading of Shakespeare. Gordon S. Haight's index to The 

Letters lists well over one hundred Shakespearean references, and other 

editors have identified numerous extracts from Shakespeare's work and 

comments about him in transcribed editions of some of the notebooks. 

Victorian critics may have realised that, apart from the chaptex-

epigraphs of Eliot's own devising, Shakespeare provided her with more 

than any other writer,7 but they did not really analyze how he had in­

fluenced her. 

Modern critics have done some work in this area. For instance, iv. 

George Eliot's Early Novels, Knoepflmacher discusses parallels between 

The Mill on the Floss and As You Like It, Antony and Cleopatra Haslet, 

and King Lear; and between Silas Marner and Pericles, The Tempest, and 

The Winter's Tale, Barbara Hardy, in The Novels of George Eliot, talks 
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about Eliot's "Shakespearean use of running images," and compares themes 

in the navels to themes in King Lear, Macbeth, The Rape of Ijcrece, 

Timon of Athens, and The Winter's Tale, And David Carroll notes that 

tiitsre is a strong resemblance between the latter play and Silas Marner.* 

Their criticism, and that of others, is enormously suggestive and leads 

to a better understanding of Eliot's indebtedness to Shakespeare, yet 

much more remains to be said on the subject. 

As William Baker says, the availability of a number of notebooks 

alone, and the scholarship of their editors, now make it possible for 

Eliot studies to go beyond a "critical impressionism"91 to a more exact 

account of what she took note of. It is often said that her personal 

understanding of the world is reflected in the novels, and enough 

"̂ teria.i exists in her letters, notebooks, essays, and marginalia, for a 

systematic analysis o± whom and what she assimilated, Therefore, this 

study is prompted and shaped, ±ai 1 he most peart, by what we know of her 

actual response to Shakespeare. 

For a number of reasons, I do not attempt a comprehensive reading of 

how the nineteenth century as a whole received Shakespeare—how Eliot's 

predecessors and contemporaries (.poets, writers, essayists, critics, 

theatre reviewers, actor managers, editors, Bowdlerizers, scholars) in 

Great Britain, Germany and elsewhere viewed Shakespeare, his art and 

things Shakespearean—or how all of these y have influenced her, I do 

not attempt this because such a study would involve duplicating existing 

works10; it would be endless, if done properly; and, I think, it would 

pose problems where the question of Shakespeare's influence on Eliot is 

concerned, 
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Augustus Ralli's volume 1 of A History of Shakespearian Criticism is 

useful in demonstrating why it is very difficult to try to identify 

everyone who may have Influenced Eliot on Shakespeare. Ralli selects 

fifty-one English, twenty French and twenty-nine German commentators who 

wrote on Shakespeare during Eliot's lifetime alone, We know that she 

read some of the critics cited in Ralli's book (there is evidence to 

show that this was the case, and I will analyze or comment on that 

evidence in due course), But thure were other critics, not listed by 

Ralli, whom she read closely.11 And since she also read Italian, Spanish 

and Hebrew, it is possible that she took note of Shakespearean criticism 

in those languages as well. 

Hot only would such a study be virtually open-ended; it would also be 

fraught with difficulties. Unless exhaustive analyses on all the critics 

who may have influenced her were made, wrong or misleading conclusions 

might follow. Louis Marder's His Exits and His Entrances: The Story of 

Shakespeare's Reputation is a case in point. Marder talks about 

Coleridge and Lamb preferring to read Shakespeare's plays, rather than 

seeing them performed, and cites "the sensitive George Eliot" as an 

exception,112 His source for this observation is Eliot's letter to Sara 

Hennell, dated 5 December 1859, in which she writes, 

I'm glad you have had pleasure in the acting, In opposition to 
most people who love to read Shakspeare [sic] I like to see his 
plays acted better than any others: his great tragedies thrill 
me, let then be acted how they may. I think it is something like 
what I used to experience in old days in listening to uncultured 
preachers—the emotions lay hold of one too strongly for one to 
care about the medium. Before all other plays I find myself cold 
and critical, seeing nothing but actors and "properties." 
(Letters 3: 228-29.)13 
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Intentionally or not, Murder encourages his leadexs to see a significant 

contrast between Eliot, Coleridge and Lamb. But, before inferring that 

she continued to reject arguments for preferring to read Shakespeare, it 

is worth remembering that she is also an record as having voiced the 

apposite opinion. In a review oi As You Like It, George Henry Lewes 

said: "A great writer, who sat near me during the performance, asked, 

with something of triumph, whether 'his did not satisfy me that it was a 

great mistake ever to see one oi SI1AKSPEARE'S [sic] plays acted!" (Pall 

Mall Gazette, 10 March 1865)'* The "great writer" was, of course, George 

Eliot, who, as late as May 28th, 1880, complained again about another of 

Shakespeare's plays not being able to withstand a bad production, While 

on her honeymoon with John Cross, she wrote to Charles Lewes: 

Last evening, to satisfy J's curiosity, we went to see 
[Ernesto] Rossi in Hamlet, I had seen him in the part in London 
and thought him suiiiciently bad then, but he is certainly ±ai 
worse when he is intending to enrapture his own countrymen. Any 
thing so unintelligent, so—drunken as the performance last night 
I never saw on any stage English or foreign. In the scene with 
his mother he roared (hoarsely) and stamped, and pulled the poor 
woman's arms as if he meant to put them out of joint. One would 
be prepared to enjoy [Henry] Irving after seeing Rossi. (Letters 
7: 288-90) 

Marder does ,ioi mention Eliot's change in attitude, either because he 

did not make a detailed study of what she thought or, if he did, because 

he did not have the time and space in his kind of study to chart all her 

thoughts on the subject, He may well have known that she showed 

ambivalence about watching or reading plays, that, despite the two 

comments I have just cited, she continued to go to the theatre, tho­

roughly enjoying some Shakespearean productions while disliking others. 

Be that as it may, the result of Marder's study is that his comment on 

Eliot is incomplete and potentially misleading.1B But then it is very 
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difficult to represent accurately the various, sometimes contradictory, 

views held by every nineteenth- century person of note who commented on 

Shakespeare. Even if it was possible to know precisely what the nine­

teenth century as a whole thought about Shakespeare, we would be con­

fronted with what modern critical thereotlcians call an intertext, "a 

general field of anonymous formulae whose origin can scarcely ever be 

located," and which cannot be "reduced to a problem of sources or 

influences."''* 

Far all these reasons, I restrict the scope of iny enquiry to a 

consideration of those texts that contain direct or circumstantial 

evidence suggesting that Eliot was influenced--in a variety of ways and 

to differing degrees—by Shakespeare's work and Shakespearean critics 

whom we know she read, 

Here it might be argued that it is still difficult to talk about how 

any text selected by me has been influenced, since that presupposes that 

the text's ultimate meaning is known, and that is never possible. For 

instance, Claudia Holier Gosselin, a proponent oi Intertextuality, des­

cribes a text as an "active, generative mechanism in its own right," in 

which even the "writer is forced to function." The writer-text-reader 

relationship means that the meaning assigned to a text by a writer has 

no absolute authority over the way in which it can be interpreted by a 

reader, The writer and reader each deconstruct and reconstruct a text in 

accordance with theii "preordered and predlgested" senses of reality. 

Consequently, a text can have different meanings tor different people, 

Literary borrowings within a text are fragments oi earlier texts that 

can also have different meanings, and, since the borrowings "function as 
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generative mechanisms that stimulate the process of writing and as 

disruptive elements, undermining the supposed unity oi the writer's 

voice,H1'7 it is virtually impassible to talk about a text's "real" 

meaning, 

However, although I accept that a text is open to more than one 

interpretation, 1 do not accept that it is open to t.ny, A theoretical 

perspective ma-y lead to the conclusion that the ultimate meaning of a 

particula, text is forever disappearing into the infinity of the inter-

text; but in practice we approach a text as someone's creation and 

assume that the writer knew what s/he wanted to say.'s We also take note 

of when a text was written (if we did not, we would fail to see the joke 

in the story of the man who watched one of Shakespeare's plays and said 

afterwards that it was filled with everyday quotations), I do not wish 

to ridicule or ignore liteiary theories that have opened up new and 

exciting ways of looking at texts, but I cannot help agreeing with 

Stephen Greenblatt when he says that the study of literature "is [also] 

the study oi contingent, particular, intended, and historically embedded 

works. , . . H1» Ho doubt, my "preordered and predigested" sense of 

reality will affect my interpretation of Eliot's texts, Shakespeare's 

texts and Eliot's readings of Shakespeare's texts. But then, in freely 

merging history and theory with interpretation, I only claim to be 

engaged "in an eclectic form of literary study less obsessed with 

controlling tiuth than (perhaps) with its ability to provoke the 

pleasure of new ideas."20 

Thus, I begin my readings of Eliot's novels by locating their 

Shakespearean extracts, allusions and references, I then supplement 
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these with other Shakespearean material iound in letters, essays, 

articles, reviews, Eliot's marginalia in books an Shakespeai-e, as well 

as transcribed and manuscript notebooks held in a number of public and 

university libraries in the United States and Great Britain. Having 

located the borrowings, I treat them as actual or rejected attempts on 

her part to create certain effects, patterns or meanings, I try to 

answer questions such as: Why this allusion, reference or epigraph? How 

does it help her? When was it written? What could she have had in mind? 

By interpreting her themes, plots and characters as well as her 

borrowings, and by tracing the ways in which they interact, I hope to 

make some interesting observations about her art and especially her use 

of Shakespeare, 

Since the connections between the works of Eliot and Shakespeare /ary 

from novel to novel and even within navels, I da not always claim the 

existence oi direct influence. Sometimes the connections are of little 

consequence, Occasionally, there are figures of speech, betraying little 

more than her unconscious use of Shakespeare's language. But more often 

than not, her selections indicate that she deliberately imitated or 

emulated hjm, It is frequently the case that allusions to specific plays 

or poems, or references to how well one of her characters reads 

Shakespeare, are designed to make us see certain similarities between 

characters, plots and themes, But there are also times when she used 

Shakespeare as a point of departure lor creating her own characters, In 

Scenes of Clerical Lile, tar instance, allusions to Shakespeare are 

designed to show how different her ordinary characters are from his 

heroic figures, 
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References to what Eliot's contemporaries or predecessors had to say 

about Shakespeare are also made, but only when there is evidence that 

she took notice of what they said and that they somehow mediated her 

response to Shakespeare. For instance, in my discussion of The Mill on 

the t-xoss I refer to a brief allusion to Goethe's—or more precisely, 

Wilhelm Meister's—reading of Hamlet, which suggests that Eliot was 

thinking of this play while writing Maggie Tulliver's tragic story. And 

in the case of Romola, I try to demonstrate that Eliot's artistic 

interests were influenced by what Lewes had to say about two particular 

theatrical productions of Hamlet and Othello, My aim is to focus on how 

and where Eliot experimented with aspects of Shakespeare's art. 

The connections between Eliot's and Shakespeare's works vary in kind, 

and they also vary in frequency and complexity. Fewer and less sophist­

icated allusions and references to Shakespeare's work are found in the 

early and middle novels than in the later ones. In Scenes of Clerical 

Life, Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner and Romola, there 

are, I think, significant Shakespearean allusions and references or 

structural parallels; but it is not until Felix Holt, Middlemarch and 

Daniel Deronda that she introduced chapter epigraphs (Shakespearean ones 

included) and turned more and more to Shakespeare's dramatic structures 

and methods of delineating and presenting characters. 

The early and middle novels contain less Shakespearean material, in 

part, because they are, generally speaking, less complex, less ambitious 

than the later ones: they do not have the same range of characters, 

plots and themes, Hevertheless, it is rewarding to see how Eliot began 

using Shakespearean references and allusions for her character analyses 



10 

and portayals and unifying ideas. His texts became more and more 

important to her as her artistic powers matured, and, in order to 

appreciate that, one should start at the beginning of her writing 

career. To my knowledge, her indebtedness to Shakespeare has never 

before been explored in this systematic way. 

At the end of this introduction I will outline more thoroughly what 

each subsequent chapter will try to demonstrate or argue. But first, it 

is necessary to comment more widely on her reading of Shakespeare. 

Eliot first read Shakespeare at Miss Franklin's school in Coventry, 

in 1832, at the age oi thirteen. -21 We do not know which edition she read 

there, but, given the time and the fact that the Miss Franklins were 

Baptists, it was probably an expurgated version. Henrietta Maria 

Bowdler's Family ilhakespeare and Mary Lamb's Tales from Shakespeare were 

published in 1807; in 1818, Dr. Bowdler brought out a second edition to 

his sister's first, changing the name slightly to Family Shakspeai~e; 

and, as Hoel Perrin paints out, by 1821 the latter edition "suddenly 

leaped up to became the best-selling Shakespeare in Eng3and."-" It is 

also likely that Eliot's own religious fervour prevented her from seeing 

an unexpurgated edition until some time after 1841, when she met, among 

others, Charles and Caroline Bray and began her radical revision of many 

ideas and beliefs, 

Thanks to the Shakespeare industry that had been gathering steam 

since the late seventeenth century, any number of eighteenth and 

nineteenth-century editions ol cornplel e or individual works may have 

been read or' consulted by Eliot at one time or another after 1841, There 
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were many to choose from, including editions by Rowe, Pope, Cibber, 

Theobald, Warburton, Johnson, Malone, Boswell-Malone, Fuller, Collier, 

Knight, as well as adaptations of some plays by actor-managers like 

Garrick, Kemble, Edmund Kean, Macready, and Charles Kean. In my 

appendix, I list the editions owned by the Leweees, including Knight's 

twelve volume Works (1842-44). But whether that means that this was the 

edition "most readily available" to Eliot, as claimed by J. C. Pratt and 

V. A. Heufeldt,23 remains a matter for speculation. In March 1845, Lewes 

wrote "Shakspeare [sic] and bis Editors," in which he gave Knight and 

Collier mixed reviews. He demonstrated an extensive knowledge of Shakes­

peare's life, contemporaries, plays, poems and the academic debates on 

cruxes, and concluded by saying that most of Shakespeare's editors have 

been "men of fourth-rate scholarship, and first-rate inability."2'1 Eliot 

even looked at Schlegel's translation of Shakespeare. In 1855 she wrote 

"Translations and Translators" for the Leader and praised his "faithful 

adherence to [Shakespeare]," adding, "more frequently the German is a 

feeble echo, and here and there it breaks down in a supremely fine 

passage." She cites examples from Measure for Measure, Macbeth and 

Corlolanus to show how misunderstandings of words or phrases can lead to 

absurd translations.2S All this suggests that the Leweses worked with 

more than one edition. In view of these articles, it would not surprise 

me if at one time or another they owned or had access to copies of the 

Folios and/or Quartos. 

It is certain, however, that once Eliot began reading Shakespeare, 

she continued to do so regularly until shortly before she died. From the 

notebooks, we know that the Leweses were particularly fond of reading 
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aloud to each other. In "Recollections of Berlin," she writes that 

during the delightful long evenings, "we read Shakespeare, Goethe, 

Heine, and Macaulay. , , ," and John Cross also notes that during those 

months spent in Germany (July 1854-March 1855) her- Shakespeare reading 

list included Jfeasure for Measure, Romeo and Juliet, Julius Caesar 

("very much struck with the masculine style of this play, and its 

vigorous moderation, compared with 'Romeo and Juliet'";, Antony and 

Cleopatra, Henry IV, Othello, As You Like It King Lear ("sublimely 

powerful"), The Taming of the Shrew, Coriolanus, Twelfth Night, The 

Merchant of Venice, A Midsummei- Night's Dream, The Winter's Tale, 

Richard III, and Hamlet,** 

When the Leweses returned to England in March 1855 and Eliot stayed 

in Dover until Lewes found a place for them in London, she continued to 

read Shakespeare: Venus and Adonis, The Passionate Pilgrim and some of 

the sonnets, In July 1056, whilst at Tenby, in South Wales, where Lewes 

was engaged in his scientific studies, they were "reading zoology and 

Shakespeare aloud"; in April 1857, she read Macbeth, The Tempest, Henry 

V, Henry Vlll, euid l.he three parts of Henry VI. Her Journr.,1, dated 

August 1, 1869, has the following entry: "Yesterday, sitting in 

Thornie's room [Lewes's second son who at the time was dying from 

paraplegia], I read through all Shakespeare's 'sonnets,*" and on Sept 

ember 10, 1869, she wrote that her reading for the week included 

Macbeth, Cross says that after Eliot recovered from the shack of Lewes's 

death in November 1878, "we read , , . a great many of Sainte-Beuve's 

'Causeries,' and much of Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Wordsworth," Finally, 

in September 1880, three months before her death, they were still 
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reading a good deal together, Shakespeare included, with Eliot acting as 

Cross's teacher.2* 

It is tempting to think that Shakespeare helped her decide to enter 

into a relationship with the married Lewes. Her dislike of marital laws 

based on narrow-minded conventions is reflected in a letter she wrote to 

Charles Bray on June 11, 1848—six years before she and Lewes began 

living together, Commenting on Jane Eyre's refusal to marry Rochester 

while Bertha lived, she said: 

All self-sacrifice is good—but one would like it to be in a 
somewhat nobler cause than that of a diabolical law which chains 
a man soul and body to a putrifying carcase (Letters 1: 268). 

She found Shakespeare's spirited portrayal of love much more appealing: 

It is remarkable that Shakespeare's women almost always make 
love, in opposition to the conventional notion ol what is lilting 
for woman, Yet his pictures of women are belauded. Is it so with 
contemporary dramatists?2" (Eliot's emphasis) 

Later, alter reading Saint- Marc Girardin's Cours de Literature Drama-

tique (1855), in which the author says that Shakespeare's women ars not 

frank about expressing love, Eliot listed a number of Shakespearean 

heroines to disprove him,za 

Women "making love" and "the conventional notion of what is fitting 

for [them]" are recurring themes in Eliot's own stories and novels. One 

thinks of Caterina and Janet in Scenes of Clerical Life, Dinah and Hetty 

in Adam Bede, Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss, Romola, Esther 

in Felix Holt, Rosamond and Dorothea in Middlemarch, and Gwendolen, Mira 

and the Princess in Daniel Deronda, They all have—or develop—strong, 

natural feelings of one kind or another towards the men in their lives; 

most find it impassible to obey conventional notions and, while some 

escape their tragic, claustrophobic situations, others do not. 
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It is also interesting to note that some of these women are compared 

with Juliet, Desdemona, Imogen and Cleopatra, The latter belong to that 

group of Shakespearean heroines revered by some nineteenth-century bard-

ologists. J, M, Hosworthy neatly summarizes the attitude when he says, 

"Shakespeare's , , . heroines, especially those of the Romances [and 

Imogen in particular], were exalted into paragons of womanly virtue,"30 

Eliot was aware of the tendency, as her letter to the Brays, dated 15 

February 1850, demonstrates: "It is amusing enough to see haw those 

small celebrities, the Cowden-Clarkes, make their living out of 

Shakespeare" (Letters 1: 329-31). Ilaight explains that Charles Cowden 

Clarke stayed with the Brays in January of that year while lecturing on 

Shakespeare at Coventry. Mary Cowden-Clarke's Complete Concoidance bo 

Shakespeare came out in 1844-45 and her The Girlhood of Shakespeare's 

Heroines was about to be published (see Letters 1: 329-31n). That does 

not mean, however, that Eliot continued to laugh at the people who 

idolised Shakespeare's women and things Shakespearean. Years later (in 

September 1871), Alexander Main reminded her of the Cowden-Clarkes by 

telling her that they called him their "Shakespearean Son,"3' By now she 

was more than willing to tolerate a small celebrity like Main, who alsn 

made a living revering Shakespeare and, later, Eliot herself. 

In subsequent chapters I will argue that Eliot's allusions to Shakes 

peare's heroines indicate that she did not necessarily wish to disparage 

the idea that women should be willing to sacrifice themselves for all 

that is good and noble. Par from it. Nevertheless, it is important to 

realize that she was not a bardologist. Her comment to Bray, "one would 

like it [self-sacrifice] to be in a somewhat nobler cause than that of a 
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diabolical law," also suggests she was equally interested in attacking 

the unfair, oppressive laws often imposed an women by men—laws which 

denied women the opportunity or freedom to express themselves fully. 

Eliot's allusions to Shakespeare's heroines sometimes serve a dual 

purpose: they point to faults or character flaws in her women as wo„i as 

to the brutal circumstances in which they often find themselves. 

In a letter to John Morley, dated 14 May 1867, Eliot spelled out in 

greater detail—with the help of a Shakespearean allusion—where she 

stood on the issue of sexual equality. The letter was occasioned by the 

debates on female enfranchisement, which was proposed by J. S, Mill in 

an amendment to Gladstone's Reform Bill, and which Morley supported. 

Eliot supported it too, but with some qualifications: 

I fear you may have misunderstood something I said the other 
evening about nature. I never meant to urge the "intention of 
Nature" argument, which is to me a pitiable fallacy. I mean that 
as a fact of mere zoological evolution, woman seems to me to have 
the worse share in existence. But for that very reason I would 
the more contend that in the moral evolution we have "art which 
does mend nature" tcf. Tie Winter's Tale IV, iv.95-96]. It is the 
function of love in the largest sense, to mitigate the harshness 
of all fatalities. And in the thorough recognition of that worse 
share, I think there is a basis for a sublimer recognition in 
women and a more regenerative tenderness in man. 

However, I repeat that I do not trust very confidently to my 
own impressions on this subject. The peculiarities of my own lot 
may have caused me to have idiosyncrasies rather than an average 
judgment, The one conviction o the matter which I hold with some 
tenacity is, that through all transitions of goal towards which 
we are proceeding is a clear discerned distinction of function 
(allowing always for exceptional cases of individual organiza­
tion) with 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 condit­
ions, (letters 4: 364-65) 

Commenting on the same letter, Gillian Beer writes: "That women are to 

be left at the mercy of their procreativity, caught between that and 

'hard non-moral outward conditions' seems a melancholy upshot of her the 
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brooding. Yet how else can we read this letter?"3* It is a melancholic 

view; but the letter can also be read as suggesting that happiness is 

passible when there is a willingness to encourage and allow women to 

rise above their "zoological" limitations, 

The letter's Shakespearean allusion aptly makes the point, Polixenes 

tells Perdita: 

Yet nature is made better by no mean 

But nature makes that mean; sa, over that art, 
Which you say adds to nature, is an art 
That nature makes. You see, sweet maid, we marry 
A gentler scion to the wildest stock, 
And make conceive a bark of baser kind 
By bud of nobler race. This is an art 
Which does mend nature—change it rather—but 
The art itself is nature. 

(The Winter's Tale IV. iv. 88*97) 

J. H. P, Pafford points out that Shakespeare was not the first to make 

the "statement that any man-made means of improving nature is itself the 

creation af nature, since man and his powers are also natural. . . , "•J-:, 

But in this instance Shakespeare uses the argument to show that we are 

not without influence in the great scheme of things, and he later rein­

forces the idea in Florizel's comment to Perdita: "Though Fortune, 

visible an enemy, / Should chase us, with my fathar, power no jot / Hath 

she to change our loves. . ," (V. i, 215-17). It is precisely because 

Florizel is so generous and loving that he intends to elevate Perdita 

from her rustic origins: neither knows at this stage that she is a 

king's daughter. And as the play also makes clear, the minute Leontes 

learns to love Hermione without qualification, she is restored to 

"life." 

Like Shakespeare, Eliot saw that our lives, which are often hard or 

unfair, can be improved, or at least made tolerable, by right moral 
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conduct through the influence of "love in the largest sense," And this 

is true not just for women, Once Silas Marner, for instance, comes to 

recognise this through the agency of Eppie, he improves his lot im­

measurably, 

Some critics have tended to undervalue this very important point, 

preferring instead to dwell on Eliot's conception af a deterministic 

Nature. Far instance, when trying to account far the severe way in which 

Hetty Sorrel is "rejected," Knoepflmacher writes: 

Adam Bede is ruled by a power as absolute as Milton's God, 
"Nature," the narrator informs us, knits men together, "by muscle 
and bone, and divides us by the subtler web of our brains; blends 
yearning and repulsion; and ties our heartstrings to beings that 
jar us at every moment", , , . This Nature stamps the personality 
of all men . . , and "has a language of her own, which she uses 
with strict veracity", , . , Those who dare to "extract the 
opposite of her meaning" , . , will suffer for their mistakes; 
even those who submit to her buffets soon learn, as small 
children do, "not to expect that our hurts will be made much of" 
, , , , Though equally harsh and demanding, Milton's God had been 
just; moreover, His justice was tempered by the Son's mercy. By 
comparison, the exacting Nature whose ways George Eliot's 
narrator tries to justify seems capricious and indifferent.3-"-

To some extent, Knoepllmacher is right: Eliot did see Nature imposing 

itself on people, In three letters she referred to "the skiey influ­

ences," recalling the Duke's comment to Claudio, "A breath thou art, / 

Servile ta the all the skyey influences / That dost this habitation 

where thou keep'st / hourly afflict. , ." (Measure for Measure III.i.8-

11). On July 15, 1861, she wrote ta John Blackwood giving an account of 

Lewes's bad health saying, "I wish I could have sent you a letter with 

more welcome naws in it to assist the skiey influences" (Letters 3:440); 

she told Mrs. Taylor on March 3, 1864, "I hope you are less abjectly 

under the control of the skiey influences than I am" (Letters 4: 134-

35); and on January 31, 1866, she explained to Frederick Harrison, 
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"Today we have rain, , , , You don't yet know what it is be a sickly 

wretch, dependent on these skiey influences" (Letters 4: 231-32), The 

comments make clear that Eliot believed in some sort of severe, 

indifferent and imposing Nature holding sway aver aur lives. But how 

does Nature affect us? It is necessary to distinguish between accidents 

that befall us and the moral choices we make, The world is full of 

"skyey influences," or "hard non-moral outward conditions," as she told 

Morley. Yet Nature holds no power over the ways in which we conduct 

ourselves towards one another, Claudio is in jail and threatened with 

execution because he is "servile" to Angelo's, not Nature's, influence, 

Besides Measure for Measure and The Winter's Tale, Eliot also liked 

to quote from As You Like It when trying to distinguish between the 

world we necessarily have to endure and the one we can attain once we 

renounce selfishness and become sympathetic towards each other. As You 

Like It is the play most frequently referred to in her letters and 

novels, and an early letter to Maria Lewis, dated 27 February Lb'i9, 

helps to explain why. Having heard that her friend was "in trouble" 

probably ill—Eliot wrote to comfort her: "I set so high a value on 'the 

sweet uses of adversity' that I am in danger ol failing in sympathy" 

(Letters 1: 15-18). Duke Senior also speaks of "the sweet uses of 

adversity" (cf. II.i.1-17) when he muses on his state of exile, Eliot's 

letter reflects the religious fervour that characterizes many of the 

letters written during this period, a fervour not found in As You Like 

It, The letter contains five quotations from the Bible and nine stanzas 

from a hymn by Dr. John Ryland beginning, "'Sovereign ruler of the 

skies!'" Nevertheless, there is a parallel between the Duke's view of 
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world and Eliot's. "The sweet uses of adversity" help both to see their 

own relative Insignificance in the great scheme of things and to place 

their faiths in powers greater than themselves. Each understands that 

there is more to the human experience than worldly interests, what the 

Duke calls a life of "painted pomp" (II.i 3). 

Eliot continued to use the allusion after she renounced her 

Evangelicalism. While her father was ill, she wrote to Sara Hennell on 

April 26, 1848: 

Dear Father is so decidedly progressing towards recovery that 
I am full of quiet joy—a gentle dawning light after the 
moonlight of sorrow. I have found already some of the "sweet 
uses" that belong only to what is called trouble—which is after 
all only a deepened gaze into life. . . . (Letters 1: 258-59) 

This time she did not look to heaven for relief from life's adversities: 

as with Duke Senior, adversity taught her to make moral distinctions, to 

value that which gives joy and to put into perspective that which does 

not. 

Eliot also liked to use Rosalind's lines, "0 how full of / briers is 

this working-day world" (I.iii.11-12). Commenting on them, Thomas Pinney 

writes: 

"Working-day": the phrase, originally from As You Like It, 
i.iii.12, is a key term in George Eliot's conception of realism. 
She uses it in the essay on "Evangelical Teaching" and "Three 
months in Weimar"; in Adam Bede, chs. 27 and 50; Felix Holt, 
Introduction; and Middlemarch, ch. 56. See also Letters, I, 44; 
66. The OED, which cites the Middlemarch passage, glosses the 
term as equivalent to "workaday" in the sense of ordinary humdrum 
everyday life."35 

I suggest that the term was also used to outline Eliot's conception of 

morality. The phrase helps Rosalind to express her pessimism while she 

and Celia are still at the corrupt court. Her despondency all but 

disappears in the forest of Arden, where she is transformed into a 
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happy, vivacious woman. Arden has that effect on people. Even Oliver, 

intent on killing Orlando, succumbs to its moral influence. Only Jaques 

remains "melancholy." He tells Rosalind that his melancholy is 

compounded of many simples, extracted from 
many objects, and indeed the sundry contemplation 
of my travels, in which my often rumination wraps 
me in a most humorous sadness. 

(IV,i.16-19) 

His "humorous sadness" may be glossed as "capricious" or "whimsical" 

sadness,365 because his view of life, conditioned through living inside 

and outside Arden, is both comic and tragic. In the Forest of Arden, 

there is harmony: rustics ]lve with noblemen, domestic animals with 

animals of prey; but beyond Arden lies the court of the usurping Duke, 

It remains to be seen whether or not the happiness found in the other­

worldly Arden will extend to the "real" world, to which the exiled court 

returns at the end of the play—but the possibility exists, In Eliot's 

eyes, happiness is passible, but it is usually tempered with sadness, As 

she wrote in Impressions of Theaphrastus Such (1879), 

Take a large enough area of human life and all comedy melts into 
tragedy, like the Foal's part by the side of Lear. The chief 
scenes get filled with erring heroes, guileful usurpers, per­
secuted discoverers, dying deliverers: everywhere the protagonist 
has a part pregnant with doom, The comedy sinks to an accessary, 
and if there are loud laughs they seem a convulsive transition 
from sobs; or if the comedy is touched with a gentle lovingness, 
the panoramic scene is one where 

"sadness is a kind of mirth 
So mingled as if mirth did make us sad 
And sadness merry." 

[ Two Noble Kinsmen]"' 

Jaques' ruminations over the complexity of life, its interconnected-

ness, and his subsequent "humorous sadness" usefully describe a side of 

Eliot's own nature. On September 21, 1857, she wrote to Sara Hennell: "I 
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am so glad there are thousands of good people in the world who have very 

decided opinions and are fond of working hard to enforce them—I like to 

feel and think everything and do nothing, a pool of the 'deep 

contemplative' kind" (Letters 2: 382-84), However, another side of her 

refused to be lulled into a passive, melancholic view of the world. On 

January 25, 1876, she wrote to Dr, Joseph Frank Payne, 

my writing is simply a set of experiments in life—an endeavour 
to see what our thought and emotion may be capable of—what 
stores of motive, actual or hinted as passible, give promise of a 
better after which we may strive—what gains from past 
revelations and discipline we may strive to keep hold of as some­
thing more sure than shifting theory. (Letters 6: 216-17) 

Throughout her fiction, Eliot looks forward to a time when people will 

once again find it possible to "fleet the time carelessly as they did in 

the / golden world" (As You Like It I. i. 118-19), when they will create 

better lives for themselves by practising right moral conduct. But she 

also dwells on the "working-day world," a world of natural ills made 

worse by the unsympathetic, intolerant or careless behaviour of 

individuals or societies towards others. While she was still struggling 

to retain her faith, she told Francis Watts that her imagination was "an 

enemy that must be cast down," because it lured her with the shallow 

pleasures "of only 'working day' price," At that time—the letter is 

dated September 17, 1842--~she believed that the only remedy was to 

listen to God's word and dwell on the "golden world" of heaven (Letters 

1: 65-67), Once she ceased to be subject to God's authority, "love in 

the largest sense" became the vehicle for reaching such a world. 

In subsequent chapters I will show that Eliot continually examined 

the circumstances and attitudes that must prevail before it is passible 

to live in a "golden world," By drawing attention to the Shakespearean 
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allusions, I will argue that Adam Bede, for instance, only linds true 

happiness when he abandons the excessive pride he takes in the "working 

day world" and accepts the "golden world" that Dinah represents for him. 

Similarly, I will point to Eliot's irony when she describes Hetty and 

Arthur Donnithorne as living in a "golden world": their irresponsibility 

temporarily plunges Hayslope into a "working-day world" period of guilt, 

shame, disillusionment and recriminations. It is fundamental to an 

understanding of Eliot's meaning that she holds individuals responsible 

for making right moral choices, however difficult those choices may be. 

Similarly, it is important to realize that she frequently resorted to 

plays like As You Like It, The Winter's Tale and Jfeasure for Measure 

when making that point. 

In a letter to Maria Lewis, dated March 16, 1839, Eliot identified 

another aspect oi Shakespeare's work that interested her. She discussed 

the value of reading fiction and said that the following were worth 

spending time on: Don Quixote, 3utler's Hudibras, Robinson Crusoe, Gil 

Bias, Byron's "Poetical romances," Southey's poetry, Walter Scott and 

especially Shakespeare, 

Shakespeare has a higher claim than this on our attention but we 
have need of as nice a power of distillation as the bee to suck 
nothing but honey from his pages. However as in life we must be 
exposed to malign influences from intercourse with others if we 
would reap the advantages designed for us by making us social 
beings, so in books, 

The letter implies that fiction should be realistic, and, therolore, the 

remark about Shakespeare is particularly interesting: 

As to the discipline our minds receive from the perusal of 
fictions I can conceive none that is beneficial but may be 
attained by that of history, It is the merit of fictions to come 
within the orbit ol probability; if unnatural they would no 
longer please If it be said that the mind must have relaxation, 
"Truth is strange stranger than fiction," When a person has 
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exhausted the wonders of truth, there is no other resort than 
fiction; till then I cannot imagine how the adventures of some 
phantom conjured up by fancy can be more entertaining than the 
transactions of real specimens of human nature, from which we may 
safely draw inferences. . . . (Letters 1: 21-24) 

Haight rightly says that we should not take this "pious homily" serious­

ly,-3-9 because, while she said that reading fiction was permissible, "al­

ways provided our leisure is not circumscribed by duty within narrow 

bounds" (Eliot's emphasis), she frequently alluded to "the adventures of 

phantoms conjured up by fancy." Letters written about this time are 

peppered with echoes from religious works as well as fiction.39 

A much more thorough and mature statement about the need for realism 

in art is found in "The Natural History of German Life: Riehl," written 

for the Westminster Review and published in 1856. In it she said that 

"Art is the nearest thing to life; it is a mode of amplifying experience 

and extending our contact with our fellow-men beyond the bounds of our 

personal lot." Since she considered the latter to be the artist's duty, 

she went on to say that the artist has a sacred duty not to falsify the 

"life of the People": 

It is not so very serious that we should have false ideas about 
evanescent fashions—about the manners and conversation of beaux 
and duchesses; but it is serious that our sympathy with the 
perennial joys and struggles, the toil, the tragedy, and the 
humour in life of our more heavily laden fellow-men, should be 
perverted, and turned towards a false object instead of the true 
one. 

This perversion is not the less fatal because the mis-
represention which gives rise to it has what the artist considers 
a moral end. The thing for mankind to know is, not what the 
motives and influences which the moralist thinks ought to act on 
the labourer or the artisan, but what are the motives and 
influences which do act on him. We want to be taught to feel, not 
for the heroic artisan or the sentimental peasant, but for the 
peasant in all his coarse apathy, and the artisan in all his 
suspicious selfishness.*0 (Eliot's emphasis) 
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The article was not directly prompted by her reading of Shakespeare, 

but that reading did, I think, help her to formulate her ideas. As 

Haight says, "The Natural History" was written when she and Lewes were 

on a "zoological" trip, and "Sharing in Lewes's biological researches 

had intensified her desire to 'escape from vagueness,""1' Sharing in his 

thoughts on Shakespeare probably intensified that desire as well, I have 

already mentioned that they were in the habit of reading Shakespeare 

aloud to each other, and it is significant that they were doing so at 

this time. It is very likely, therefore, that Lewes's views on Shakes 

peare's dramatic and poetic genius contributed to Eliot's thoughts on 

realism, and, more important, that those views encouraged her to learn 

from Shakespeare's art at a time when she was about to start writing her 

own fiction. 

Lewes was probably the most influential of all the Shakespearean 

critics whom Eliot took note of, Both before and after he met her, he 

expressed a deep interest in the theatre, reviewed numerous stage prod 

uctions and commented extensively on how Shakespeare's plays should be 

performed. *•* In my discussions of Romola, Silas Marner, and Felix Holt, 

I will refer to some ol these reviews and comments and will argue that 

she agreed with many of his ideas. And just as she learned from him, he 

learned from her. One of Eliot's notebooks points to the strong 

probability that she helped Lewes with some of his research for On 

Actors and the Art of Acting (1875), a book largely based on previously 

published reviews of stage productions and articles on drama. In his 

chapter "Shakspeare [sic] as Actor and Critic," Lewes suggests that 

Shakespeare was probably a bad actor because, "Ihe delicate sensitive 
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ness of his organization, which is implied in the exquisiteness and 

flexibility of his genius, would absolutely have unfitted him for the 

presentation of characters demanding a robust and weighty animalism,"*° 

In Pfortzheimer Holograph 3, there are a number of entries about Shakes­

peare, which would have been useful to Lewes, including the following: 

Chettle, editing the Groat's worth of Wit says 
Shakspeare [sic] was "excellent in the quality he 
professeth. " The rest of the evidence is rather 
to the effect that his acting was indifferent.Aa-

Baker notes that the dating of Eliot's entries is difficult,-*s but it is 

reasonable to suppose that these entries were made while Lewes was still 

compiling information for his book and that she read, perhaps re-read, 

these commentators to help him. 

In the same chapter, Lewes goes on to say that Shakespeare did know, 

despite the fact that he was probably an "indifferent" actor, how an 

actor should act—see the advice to the actors in Hamlet—and that the 

advice is still relevant. Shakespeare, he says, tried to make actors 

conscious of a need to feel and to represent the emotions of their 

characters, and in this respect the actor is much like the poet: 

The poet cannot write while his eyes are full of tears, while his 
nerves are trembling from mental shock, and his hurrying thoughts 
are too agitated to settle into definite tracks, But he must have 
felt, or his verse will be a mere echo. It is from the memory of 
past feelings that he draws the beautiful image with which he de­
lights us, He is tremulous again under the remembered agitation, 
but it is a pleasant tremor, and in no way disturbs the clearness 
of his intellect, He is a spectator of his awn tumult; and though 
moved by it, can yet so master it as to select from it only these 
elements which suit his purpose,-ts 

In a letter written on March 16, 1855, while the Leweses were in 

Germany, Eliot shows that she agreed with this definition of the poet's 

art, that a balance should be struck between disinterestedness and 
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sympathy. She recollects visits to private galleries in Berlin and says 

that at one gallery she saw Kaulbach's "illustrations of Shakespeare, 

and we saw the originals of two from Macbeth," She goes on: 

They are very Germanesque, but still, finer than any other 
attempt at Shakespeare illustration that I have seen. One of them 
represents the moment when Macbeth is girding on his armour and 
receives the news of his wife's death. The spirits of those he 
has murdered are hovering in the air above him and amongst them 
of course is Banquo with his children. This group of childish 
spirits, looking on in chubby composedness while their murderer 
is torn with contending passions, is the best bit of the picture, 
The Macbeth is too demonical--not Shakespearian, (Letters 2: 193) 

What she meant by Germanesque may be seen in the following comment on 

the Germans in a letter to Charles Bray, also sent from Berlin but dated 

November 12, 1854: 

It is very amusing to see how very comfortable the Germans are 
without many of the things which England considers the safeguards 
of society. The Germans eat their Bratwurst and KUchen [sic] from 
house to house in gladness of heart though they have no episcopal 
establishment and though they have some other things which are 
thought very noxious with us. I think them immensely inferior to 
us in creative intellect and in the possession of the means of 
life, but they better know how to use the means they have far the 
end of enjoyment. One sees everywhere in Germany what is the 
rarest of all things in England--thorough bien~etre, freedom from 
gnawing cares and ambitions, contentment in inexpensive pleasures 
with no suspicion that happiness is a vice which we must not only 
not indulge in ourselves but as far as possible restrain others 
from giving way to. There are disadvantages, of course, they 
don't improve their lacks and carriages as we do, ar»i they con 
sider a room furnished when it has a looking-glass and an escrit­
oire in it. They put their knives in their mouths, write un- sit 
out-able comedies and unreadable books; but they are decidedly 
happy animals. . . . (Letters 2', 184) (Eliot's emphasis) 

Germanesque, therefore, means "crude" or "lacking in refinement or 

detail" or "over-simplified", all of which, when applied to art, tend to 

give "feeble representations of life and character." This was a charge 

brought by Eliot against Mrs. Gaskell's Ruth and other novels by writers 

"not contented with the subdued colouring—the half tints of real life" 
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(George Eliot to Mrs. Peter Alfred Taylor," London, 1 February 1853, Letters 

2: 85). For Eliot, "Shakespearean" meant the opposite: Macbeth is not simply 

a demon, as Kaulbach had apparently visualised and painted him; he is a 

complex man worthy of careful analysis and study, 

A similar attitude towards the Germans is found in one of Lewes's 

letters and some of his articles on drama, suggesting that, although the 

Leweses read German criticism on Shakespeare, they were not always 

impressed with what they found. In a letter, dated September 18, 1856, 

written to Richard Moncton Milnes, Lewes said, "The German 'Shakspere ein 

My thus' is unknown to me and with my consent shall remain so. There are 

few things revolutionize my liver more than German writing about Shakspeare 

[sic]" (letters 8: 162 63), In his article, "The Drama: Authors and Managers" 

(1842), he indicated why his liver was thus affected, He said that he 

agreed in principle with Hegel's and Goethe's textual changes ol Shakes 

peare, since some of the plays are "unactable." But he also considered the 

Germans "notorious as a patient, stolid public, who will sit out five- act 

operas, and who will accept of a greater proportion of dialogue to action 

than any other people of Europe, . . "AO 

In "Shakespeare's Critics: English and Foreign" (1849), Lewes faulted 

both French and German critics of the stage for their dogmatism. Comparing 

French and English poetry, he said, "Our poetry is to theirs what our 

gardens are to theirs: a closer imitation af nature, with a greater dis­

regard for mere technical excellencies," German critics, he went on, have 

supplanted French critical dogma with their own, Instead of imitating 

nature so "that there be no incongruous mixture of reality with fiction; and 

that our judgment be not shocked by a contradiction with the object which 
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we have in view" (Lewes's emphasis), the French imitate nature slavishly by 

insisting on the classical notion that the unities of time, action and plane 

should be observed. The Germans, on the other hand, "[conlound] dramatic ar t 

with poetir art."^ Noting that Goethe, among others, considered 

Shakespeare's plays better read than seen, and that "To object to any stage 

representation of 'those immortal works,' is very generally considered to be 

a mark of delicate and refined taste," he said that reading Shakespeare 

does allow the imagination to soar "into a purely ideal region," whereas 

watching his plays often causes wonderment at the limited skills of actors. 

"But," he added, "if the impressions be thus in some measure degraded, an 

the other hand, they become greatly more intense," "[I]t must be rememb­

ered," he said, "that the art of the dramatist is not shown in the mere 

portrayal oi mental slates, but In the adaptation ol those mental slates to 

the purposes of the drama, A character may be drawn with skill, and yet not 

be dramatic" (Lewes's emphasis), Goethe, he said, was a great pool "bui an 

indifferent dramatist," and, although he "has assisted us in the appreciat 

ion of certain passages, and of one character [ Hamlet: cl. Wilhelm Meisterl; 

... he has given us no assistance towards a clearer insight into dramatic 

art,"6"3 

I will return to Goethe's reading of Hamlet in chapter 4, where I will 

argue that there are parallels between the tragedies ol Hamlet and Maggie 

Tulliver. But here I wish to concentrate on Lewes's insight into dramatic 

art. In the same article he said that a play like Othello is successful 

because Shakespeare prepares us for the tragedy by indicating various 

aspects of Othello's character—his high-mindedness, chivalry, openness and 

affection—which Shakespeare the poet "delineate^]" and Shakespeare the 
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dramatist turns into "dramatic agents in the development oi his story,"60 

In other words, a good play only results when there is a perfect fusion of 

poetry and drama, Lewes had said something similar in "The Drama: Authors 

and Managers" (1842): 

It is always overlooked that all the drama is not alone 
poetry, but an applied form at poetry, This is admitted as an 
axiom, but disregarded as a practical guide, The drama is as much 
an art of itself, distinct from poetry, as painting is, the fundus 
Df which js also poetry, A play is not alone language, passion, 
character, incident, not even story, but a peculiar combination 
and construction of these elements,-""' 

He made the point again in "lhe Rise and Fall of the European Drama" 

(1845), where he deplored most nineteenth-century plays for their lack of 

substance and their emphases on mere spectacle or mindless amusement: 

Men will at all times be pleased with any thing uncommon. . , . 
But there is a higher faculty in man which must also be 
delighted: he is not all sense, all wonderment; he has a soul: he 
has thoughts and emotions which demand their food. To this 
higher faculty Shakspeare [sic] appealed; and, in spite of the 
reality of animals and the curiosity to see children [act in his 
plays], the public flacked to Shakspeare's theatre, there to enjoy 
those higher pleasures which they could enjoy nowhere else.4'-' 

Finally, in "Shakspaare in France," published in The Cornhill Magazine in 

1865, he explained that Shakespeare will never be as popular in France as 

in England, because "Without their poetry, the plays sink to the level of 

drames, and, as drames, most ol them are surpassed in interest and con­

struction by more modern works.1"""-

Eliot also believed that for art to be great there must be a success­

ful fusion of drama and poetry. It was precisely her disbelief in her abil 

ity to dramatise her work that prevented her from writing fiction until she 

was almost thirty-seven years old. In "How I Came to Write Fiction," she 

explains that the desire to write a novel had long been with her but that, 
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although she had made an attempt at "describing a Staffordshire village and 

the life of the neighbouring farm houses," 

I always thought I was deficient in dramatic power, both of con 
struction and dialogue. . . , My "introductory chapter' was pure 
description though there were good materials in it lor dramatic 
presentation, It happened to be among the papers I had with me 
in Germany, and one evening at Berlin, something led mo ta read 
it to George. He was struck with it as a bit of concrete des­
cription, and it suggested to him the possibility of my being 
able to write a nove], though he distrusted -indeed disbelieved 
in, my possession of any dramatic power. (See Letters 2; 406 10) 

Shortly afterwai-ds, having found the necessary "dramatic power," she wrote 

"The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton." 

There are a number of Shakespearean allusions in Scenes ui cleiical 

Life which indicate that she turned to him from the very beginning of her 

creative writing career as a model for fusing drama with poetry. She 

identifies or contrasts so many of her characters with Shakespeare's 

because, to paraphrase Lewes, these associations serve as "dramatic agents," 

giving sharper focus to her characters while at the same time developing or 

enhancing the poetic qualities of her realistically drawn stories, The 

effects oi those associations vary and became more potent, subtle and 

suggestive as her art matured, In chapter 2, 1 will demonstrate that Amos 

Barton is simply contrasted with Macbeth and Hotspur in order that we may 

not lose sight of his redeeming qualities, In chapter 7, however, I will 

show that Dorothea is identified with Isabella so that we appreciate more 

clearly not only that she has matured from a well-meaning though somewhat 

self-righteous girl into a tolerant, sympathetic woman, but also that 

Middlemarvh, like Measure for Measure, is largely "about" the need lor 

personal courage, moral integrity and the forgiveness of sins, Eliot's 

mature allusions to Shakespeare deliberatfily link her works to a literary 
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t radi t ion she valued ioi n1 s ubili ty to dramatise important issues of 

universal concer 11. 

However, not a l l her attempts at fusing drama with poetry worked, In 

my discussion of Romola I wil l argue that she had the nature of Othello's 

tragedy in mind when creating her heroine, but that in giving Romola a 

latent nobility, one tha t i s demonstrated as the story progresses, she only 

succeeded in making Romola stand apart from the r e s t of the story. 

Romola failed, I think, much as The Spanish Gypsy failed, because Eliot 

was s t i l l experimenting with dramatic structures, In Scenes of Clerical Life 

and Adam Bede she was concerned with presenting people and events 

rea l i s t ica l ly life in aJl i t s "coarse apathy." Beginning with The Mill on 

the Floss, she supplemented th i s treatment ol character and place with an 

exploration of the t ragic consequences entailed in the c lass ic conflict 

between the will of the individual and the will of society. And by the time 

she wrote Silas Marner and Romola, she was, I believe, consciously trying to 

do even more: employ Shakespearean methods of dramatic presentation, in­

volving contrasts between major and minor characters, main plot and sub­

plot. 

It is interest ing to note that eight months after finishing Romola she 

actually considered writing a play for the act ress Helen Faucit. On February 

8, 1864, the Leweses saw Kate Bateman in Leah the Forsaken, and in his 

Journal Lewes wrote, 

While wondering at the badness of the piece and the success i t 
has with the piaygoing public, I thought of writing one for Helen 
Faucit and amused myself with sketching a plot, The idea laid 
hold of n.e, and during a sleepness night, I made out the skeleton 
of the whole five ac ts , In the morning I suggested to Polly that 
she should do the piece, She rather liked the suggestion, and 
when I had written out the barest passible outline of my plot, 1 
read i t to her, She thought the subject a good one, and one that 
she could work out, So I wrote to Helen Faucit to arrange a meet-
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ing next Sunday that I might learn from her, before Fully begins, 
whether she is prepared to return to the stage if a good play 
were ready for her,L;fc> 

Faucit liked the idea and in March the Leweses travelled to Glasguw, 

where she was acting, to discuss their proposed play. However, the idea was 

dropped by both Eliot and Faucit. Perhaps there was a disagreement over 

how the play would be performed, Eliot admired Faucit csee Letters 4: 140 

43), but she agreed with Lewes when, a year later, he criticised her 

delivery of certain lines, (It was Faucit's performance in As You Like It 

that prompted him to say, "A great writer, who sat near me during the 

performance, asked, with something of triumph, whether this did not satisfy 

me that it was a great mistake ever to see one of SHAKSPEARE'C pJays 

acted.") But the actual reason for dropping the idea of the play is not 

known,ss Nor is anything known for certain about Lewes's plat, His pencil 

sketch of a three act play called Savella was inked over by Eliot and 

survives, but it is unclear if this was the one intended for Faucit,',/ 

Nevertheless, the idea of writing a drama stayed with her, and The Spanish 

Gypsy was begun as a stage play, As she told Blackwood in March 1867, when 

the time came for it ta be published, "I conceived the plot, and wrote 

nearly the whole as a drama in 1864" (Letters 4: 354 55). 

Much of her research for The Spanish Gypsy involved a study of the 

stage and a re-reading and careful analyses of numerous dramatists. Old 

favourites like Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides were read again—as was 

Shakespeare, But work on the play progressed so slowly, and she worried so 

much over her ability to produce something worthwhile, that on February 21, 

1865, Lewes took it away from her.'"° She did not work on it again until 
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after Felix Holt was finished, and then she changed the play into a poem-

cum-closet drama, 

There are, I think, two related reasons why The Spanish Gypsy gave 

Eliot so much trouble, The first has to da with Fedalma's tragedy and the 

second with the way her tragedy is presented, The story does not altogether 

meet Eliot's awn definition of what constitutes a good tragedy. In her 

"Notes on The Spanish Gypsy," she wrote: 

A good tragic subject must represent a possible, sufficiently 
probable, not a common, action; and to be really tragic, it must 
represent irreparable collision between the individual and the 
general (in differing degrees of generality). It is the individual 
with whom we sympathize, and the general of which we recognize 
the irresistible power. . . . 
, . . [W]hat is it that makes Othello a great tragic subject? A 
story simply of a jealous husband is elevated into a most path­
etic tragedy by the hereditary conditions of Othello's lot, which 
gives him a subjective ground for distrust. . , ,b° 

The subject of The Spanish Gypsy is sufficiently uncommon, but it is not 

"sufficiently probable," Silva's story is, I think, "elevated into a most 

pathetic tragedy" because he is forced to choose between his love for 

Fedalma and Spain, and that leads to great suffering, However, the 

"hereditary conditions" that Fedalma is seen to respond to are, for me at 

least, not believable, Her story is, to partially quote Lewes, an "in 

congruous mixture of reality with fiction," She has no "subjective ground" 

far giving up her personal happiness nor for leading the Zincali. Zarca 

convinces her to forsake her Spanish past, including her impending marriage 

to Silva, because of the enmity that exists between the two peoples and 

because 

you were born to reign, 
'Tis a compulsion of a higher sor t , 
Whose f e t t e r s are the net invis ible 
That holds a l l l i fe together. Royal deeds 
May make long dest inies for multitudes, 
And you are called to them, You belong 
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Not to the petty round of circumstance 

That makes a woman's lot, but to your tribe. . . .*-° 

But, since the age of three, she has been fettered to the Spanish "net 

invisible," and her decision to join the Gypsies is therefore difficult to 

accept. Eppie and Esther remain true to their adopted parents not because 

they recognise that their real parents are weak or guilty of neglect but 

because they cling to the love that has nurtured them, In Silas Marner and 

Felix Holt, Eliot stayed within the bounds of probability; in The Spanish 

Gypsy she did not. 

Eliot t r i e s to prepare us for Fedalma's future lot in l i fe , but these 

attempts are cerebral , not dramatic, in nature. The "hereditary conditions 

of Othello's lot , which gives him subjective ground for d is t rus t , " as Eliot 

put i t , are both believable and dramatically presented. We are made aware of 

them not jus t by l i s ten ing to what he and others say but a lso by watching 

and l i s tening to how he in te rac t s with others . As Lewes said, there are 

aspects of Othello's character that Shakespeare the poet delineates and 

Shakespeare the dramatis t turns into "dramatic agents in the development of 

h i s story." In The Spanish Gypsy tha t dramatic tension i s missing. Karen B. 

Mann r igh t ly says tha t Eliot characters "seem more intent on affecting the 

audience by means of the i r speech than upon affecting one another.H<S1 Thus, 

when Fedalma mentions her shor t but curious encounter with the father she 

has not seen for fifteen years—"The minute brief s t retched measureless, 

dream-filled / By a di la ted new-fraught consciousness"—she i s not so much 

addressing Silva as us when she muses that 
"[Zarca's look] found me there— 

Seemed to have travelled far to find me there 
And grasp me—claim t h i s fes ta l l i fe of mine 
As her i tage of sorrow, ch i l l my blood 
With the cold iron of some unknown bonds.'"*2 
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Similarly, the brief sub plot, involving Juan and Pepita, serves no purpose 

except to give us a metaphysical rationale for Fedalma's having to forsake 

her personal happiness. When Pepita wants to know whether or not he loves 

her, she gets this bewildering reply: 

"Juan is not a living man by himself 
His life is breathed in him by other men, 
And they speak out of him. He is their voice 
Juan's own life he gave once quite away. . . . 
We old, old poets, if we kept our hearts, 
Should hardly know them from another man's. 
They shrink to make room for the many more 
We keep within us. . . .'"-^ 

Thus, although it is suggested that Fedalma was never a true Spaniard 

but a Zincale at heart, the impression is that Fedalma is not so much a 

living person as a disembodied voice or an aggregate of history called on 

to fulfil the demands of an alien past. She is one of Eliot's extraordinary 

characters: the other one is her Florentine heroine, and it is significant 

that the writing of Romola also gave Eliot a lot of trouble. I do not think 

that her difficulties with these works had to do with the foreign settings 

and remote pasts, but rather with the tragic and/or heroic conceptions of 

these women and the difficulties necessarily involved in portraying them, 

Nevertheless, The Spanish Gypsy points to the kaen interest in tragic 

vision and dramatic structure that Eliot portrayed and developed with great 

success in Felix Holt, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda. In those novels she 

turned increasingly to Shakespeare's examples of tragedy and comedy, using 

a number of his plays and poems to do some of the work for her, Her most 

notable measure was the introduction of chapter epigraphs, and, as I will 

argue in my later chapters, they form an integral part of her design. 

Eliot was not the first to use Shakespearean epigraphs: Sir Walter 

Scott, whom she greatly admired,•=••* used two hundred and two in the Waver-
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ley Novels,t'("' Scott was also steeped in Shakespeare, and throughout the 

nineteenth century and beyond he too was often compared with Shakespeare.' ' 

Critics indicate that he resorted to Shakespeare much more frequently than 

Eliot ever did, but they do not agree about the effects that this had an 

his work, Wilmon Brewer says that Shakespeare crops up on "at least nine 

hundred and eighty- one" occasions and that he served as a "model in at 

least half . . . [of Scott's] longer narrative poems, in his dramas, and 

above all in his Waverley Novels."1,7 Arthur Melville Clark writes, 

". , . Henry IV continued to be perhaps his favourite play, certainly his 

favourite among Shakespeare's histories, I would even suggest that its 

lacing of history with fiction provided the general model for the Wa\'erley 

Novels.'"361 However, R. K. Gordon does not quite agree. In "Shakespeare's 

Henry IV and Some Scenes in the Waverley Novels," he compares scenes in­

volving characters like Hotspur and Falstaff with eight at the Waverley 

Navels and says that in Old Mortality 

Scott owes a goad deal to Shakespeare . . . in structure and 
ordering, and something, too, in phrasing But Scott does not J use 
his independence, , , , When Scott really cares about what he is 
doing , , . he is no man's ser^itar, not even Shakespeare's,1 ' 

In "Scott and Shakespeare's Tragedies," Gordon shows that Scott 

sometimes compares the suliering of tragic heroes like Lear with the 

suffering of his ordinary characters and says, 

Of course, Scott never dreamed that his scenes were on a 
level with those he so light-heartedly summons to our 
remembrance, If he had taken his own work more seriously, he 
would not have incurred such risks. He turns our thoughts to 
Shakespeare partly no doubt because he hopes Shakespeare may 
prop him up and strengthen his scene, but also, I fancy, merely 
because he delighted in remembering the plays he knew so well. 
The resemblance between his scene and Shakespeare's is sometimes 
of the slightest, but enough to set Scott's memory at work.70 
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A more recent and comprehensive study, The Language of Walter Scott: A 

Study of his Scottish and Period Language, by Graham lulloch, corroborates 

Gordon's assert ion tha t Scott liked to quote Shakespeare and others more 

far the sake ui i t than anything else. Tullach demonstrates Scot t ' s lave and 

enormous knowledge Df renaissance and medieval works, and says: 

He seems to have found often that a l ine or phrase of 
Shakespeare or some other author was in h i s mind to express his 
thoughts bet are any expression of h i s own was formulated; he 
thought naturally in quotations. In the l a tes t edition of the 
Journal (W. E. K. Anderson ed,, Oxford, 1972) under the index 
heading 'Shakespeare: h is plays quoted' there are 148 ent r ies . In 
the navels quotations short and long constantly mingle with 
Scott 's own words, , . , 

Scott quotes more often probably than any English novelist of 
equal s ta ture , Clearly a not insignif icant part of h is thought-
processes was quite naturally carr ied on in the words of others. 
This more than anything may explain why quotations form a quite 
important par t of the dialogue of h i s characters in cer ta in of 
h i s novels, What was natural to himself he carr ied over to his 
created characters , At the same time t h i s habit could be made to 
serve h is special ends with regard ta period language, In a 
perfectly natural way characters are able to quote sizeable pass­
ages from the works of the i r supposed contemporaries,71 

In his introduction to Chronicles of the Canongate (1827), Scott 

himself explains that he began making up h i s own epigraphs because, "I 

found i t too troublesome to turn to the collection of the Bri t ish poets to 

discover apposite mottoes. . . ,"7S I t i s not altogether c lear what may be 

inferred from that , His comment could mean tha t h i s epigraphs, including 

his borrowed ones, were afterthoughts, tha t he was not necessarily 

conscious of another 's work while wri t ing h is own s to r i e s . Perhaps he 

borrowed epigraphs because his thoughts coincided with—but were not 

d i rec t ly influenced by—another wr i te r ' s , On the other hand, there may have 

been times when he knew precisely where to look for epigraphs once he 

became fully avrare tha t he had been imitat ing, say, Shakespeare, Eliot also 
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made up epigraphs when she could not find something appropriate elsewhere, 

and she also added epigraphs to her finished manuscripts. But, as I will 

show in chapters 6 to 8, her Shakespearean ones were selected prior to or 

during the writing of the last three novels. And that clearly indicates that 

she saw the parallels between her work and Shakespeare's while she was 

still busy writing. 

Throughout the thesis, I will show that Eliot's Shakespearean borrow­

ings enhance and develop her art, and that as they become more frequent 

they help control the delicate interplay between her major and minor 

characters, plots and sub-plots, as well as themes. In the later novels 

especially, it is often the case that the control, if not the interplay 

itself, is achieved by Eliot's characters, plots and themes being linked to 

Shakespeare's—through the use of subtle, increasingly complex combinations 

of epigraphs, references and allusions. 

Chapter 2 identifies and comments on the allusions and references to 

Shakespeare's plays in Scenes of Clerical Life, which, although few in 

number and apparently inconsequential, do in fact help Eliot in making her 

ordinary people worthy of our interest. They make us think, perhaps more 

than we might otherwise be inclined to do, about "low life." Eliot's humble 

folk are not heroic in the traditional sense: they are often petty, mean, 

intolerant or unrealistic in outlook, and, in any case, they do not change 

the course of history, But their trials and tribulations are real and felt— 

like our own—and not altogether unlike those oi conventional heroes. Thus, 

Amos Barton is mentioned in the same breath as are Macbeth and Hotspur, 

not because he resembles them in heroic stature but because he, too, in his 

own small way, is a complex individual charged with ideas, beliefs and 
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feelings that are often chaotic and irrational, yet deeply held, The 

Shakespearean allusions in "Janet's Repentance" are of a different kind. 

They help us to discriminate between the ways people practise religion and 

religiosity. When Dempster attacks Mr, Tryan, he refers to two of 

Shakespeare's plays. His allusions may be seen as clever ways in which to 

ridicule Mr. Tryan, and to some extent they are. However, they cut both 

ways: close examinations of the contexts in which his borrowings appear 

help to foreground Mr. Tryan's virtues—which cause Janet to repent. 

Chapter 3 continues to examine Eliot's use of Shakespearean allusions 

to depict "low life," "ordinary heroes" and differing attitudes to religion. 

However, unlike the previous chapter, this one also tries to demonstrate 

that one of Adam Bede's unifying principles, its moral vision, is loosely 

based on As You Like It. Echoes of this play are first heard in Scenes and 

continue to be heard throughout the navels, In Adam Bede they are of 

considerable importance, It would be an exaggeration to say that the novel 

is structured on the play, yet there are striking parallels between Hayslope 

and the Forest of Arden, and allusions are made to "working-day" and 

"golden" worlds, suggesting that Eliot was certainly thinking about this 

play, Comparing the two works leads, I think, ta a realization that 

seemingly disparate people—Adam and Arthur, Arthur and Hetty, Mr. Irwine 

and Dinah—have shared characteristics, Eliot's characters loosely resemble 

Shakespeare's, insofar as they, too, are forced to recognise that their 

powers of moral discrimination are in need of revision if they are to 

overcome Hayslope's great trial brought on by Hetty's disgrace, and return 

to normal 11 le, 
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Chapter 4 explores Eliot's growing interest in Shakespearean concepts 

of tragedy, Based on a reference to Hamlet, which is itself based on Eliot's 

reading of Goethe's reading of the play, the chapter argues that the story 

of Shakespeare's hero contains tragic themes also found in Maggie Tulliver's 

story. My point is not to suggest how closely the two characters resemble 

each other: both are, of course, very different. However, I hope that the 

links I establish lead to an understanding of why, despite Maggie's humble 

background and ordinary nature, she should be seen as a tragic figure in 

Eliot's sense, By considering other Shakespearean allusions, the chapter 

will show how she comes by the "hereditary conditions" that contribute to 

her tragedy. 

Chapter 5 again considers Eliot's use of Shakespearean tragedy where 

Romola is concerned, but also looks at the different ways she began fusing 

romance elements in what are, on the whale, realistic stories, Both Romola 

and Silas Marner seem to me to demonstrate Eliot's continuing interest in 

dramatic portrayals of characters and events and even the beginnings ol the 

type of dramatic structuring found in the last three novels. Allusions in 

the novels, notebooks and letters show Eliot's delight in Shakespeare's 

minor characters and her interest in the way he handles crowd scenes, 

thereby pointing to her indebtedness where her treatment of similar 

characters and scenes is concerned, The section on Romola argues that the 

failure of this novel does not lie in the realistic portrayal of Florence, 

but rather in the treatment of the heroine. As in The Spanish Gypsy, a 

number of romance elements are injected into the novel-- dreams, 

premonitions, evidence of Romola's unique disposition, all designed to 

prepare us for her future heroic behaviour. However, the romance elements 
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are never integrated into the novel's realism. The section on Silas Marner, 

on the other hand, will argue that this novel succeeds where Romola fails 

because the romance elements blend very well with the realism. 

Chapter 6 discusses the different functions of the Shakespearean 

epigraphs introduced for the first time in Felix Holt, along with other 

Shakespearan material laund in the novel and notebooks, and then considers 

how everything is used to build a dramatic structure. That structure creates 

a number of significant parallels between society and individuals. Just as 

the English and Roman History plays (referred to in Felix Holt) often 

depict large, public issues by way of individual characters, so the novel 

subordinates or personalises political events just before the 1832 Reform 

Bill by means of Felix, Esther, Rufus Lyon, Harold and Mrs. Transome. 

References or allusions to various Shakespearean characters imbue Eliot's 

"ordinary heroes" with certain attitudes or dispositions. However, instead 

of simply identifying one of her characters with one of Shakespeare's, she 

selects the personality traits of ditlerent characters and attributes these 

to an individual, thereby portraying that person's complex, sometimes self-

contradictory nature. Since her characters mirror political events, she also 

demonstrates exactly why it is necessary to approach times of upheaval 

with caution, The word "Radical" describes individuals and the times; the 

Shakespearean structure and borrowings help to show that for Eliot it had a 

number of meanings during the 1830's. 

Chapter 7 focuses on the central themes of self-knowledge and 

vocation in Middlemarch, which extend to all the main characters and are 

superbly developed with the help of Shakespeare's comedies, tragi-comedies 

and romances, It will also point to the novel's synthesis of many Shakes-
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pearean ideas and techniques already identified in earlier discussions. In 

so doing, the chapter should demonstrate just how much Eliot had come to 

rely on and appropriate Shakespeare's art by the time she wrote this novel. 

Writing about her early novels, Knoepflmacher says that "her reliance on 

Shakespeare's tragedies and romances, although unnoted by previous critics 

of her novels, are areas essential to a full appreciation of her philosophic 

art."73 His observation applies even more to the later novels: Middlemarch's 

numerous epigraphs, allusions and references, and the variety of extracts 

and comments in notebooks, show that by the mid 1860's she habitually turn­

ed to his art when creating her own. 

Chapter 8 argues against seeing Daniel Deronda as a flawed novel, its 

back broken by two dissimilar stories: instead it tries to show that the 

novel's unity can be found in thematic comparisons involving characters and 

plots, The Shakespearean material in the novel helps to make those comp­

arisons by defining characters and by drawing attention to the ways in 

which they resemble or differ from each other. The resemblances and differ­

ences between the English and the Jewish people are measured by the failure 

of the one and ability of the other to "hear with eyes." The chapter will 

show that "hearing with eyes" was one of Eliot's favourite Shakespearean 

expressions and that it meant having visions, seeing with one's imagination. 

Initially, Gwendolen's imagination allows her to see only nightmare visions; 

Grandcourt has no imagination; but Deronda, Mirah and, above all, Mordecai 

are capable of seeing what is worth striving for. In this way, and through 

the use of other Shakespearean allusions, the thematic comparisons are 

made, giving the novel its unity. 
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Chapter 2 
Scenes of Clerical Life; Ordinary Heroes 

On the surface of it, Scenes of Clerical Life is not a promising work 

for discussing Shakespeare. In her "Commonplace Book," Eliot made 

entries from 1855 to 1876, but none relate to Scenes,1 In "Janet's Rep­

entance," she alludes briefly to Twelfth Night and A Midsummer Night's 

Dream*; in "The Sad Fortunes of Amos Barton" to Macbeth, As You Like It, 

and 1 Henry IV3; and in "Mr Gilfil's Love-Story," she makes only a 

passing reference to Juliet and Desdemona. Hevertheless, although the 

allusions and references are few in number and may seem insignificant, I 

shall try to demonstrate that they are important to Eliot's overall 

design. 

When Lewes sent the manuscript of "Amos Barton" to John Blackwood in 

November 1856, he wrote: 

This is what I am commissioned to say to you about the proposed 
series. It will consist of tales and sketches illustrative of the 
actual life of our country clergy about a quarter of a century ago; 
but solely in its human and not at all in its theological aspect; 
the object being to do what has never yet been done in our 
Literature, for we have had abundant religious stories polemical 
and doctrinal, but since the "Vicar [of Wakefield]" and Miss 
Austen, no stories representing the clergy like any other class 
with the humours, sorrows, and troubles of other men. He begged me 
particularly to add that—as the specimen sent will sufficiently 
prove—the tone throughout will be sympathetic and not at all 
antagonistic. (Letters 2: 269) (Lewes's emphasis) 

In other words, Scenes conforms to Eliot's understanding of the artist's 

duty, as outlined in the essay on Rlehl. The artist should make his 

reader feel for realistically—not heroically nor sentimentally— 

portrayed characters. And that is essentially what Eliot says she is 

trying to do in "Amos Barton": 

my only merit must lie in the truth with which I represent to you 
the humble experience of ordinary fellow-mortals, I wish to stir 
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your sympathy with commonplace troubles—ta win yaur tears for real 
sorrow: sorrow such as may live next door to you—such as walks 
neither in rags nor in velvet, but in very ordinary decent apparel, 
(56). 

The Shakespearean allusions and references assist Eliot in those 

aims. Some help to define her characters, events and situations by 

inviting comparisons that lead us to see ordinary people in a new or 

brighter light, Hence they add to the realistic portrayals ol 

characters. Others cause us to locus on "commonplace troubles," and so 

contribute to her general plea for viewing her characters sympalhetio 

ally. At the heart of Eliot's humanist religion is her insistence on 

sympathy for others; each story is designed to bring that about, The 

Shakespearean allusions come into play here by helping us to avoid 

kneejerk assessments of people and situations, thus paving the way 

towards a sympathetic understanding of others, 

Scenes is primarily concerned with the nature of religious teaching 

and the comfort it brings, and in "Janet's Repentance," Eliot discour­

ages Kaulbach-like, Germanesque evaluations of Evangelicalism, As Thomas 

Noble says, the story is an attempt to "set down clearly, with neither 

bitterness nor sentimentality, her mature feelings about the discarded 

religion of her youth."-' For that reason, it is perhaps best to begin 

with thai story, 

"Janet's Repentance" should be compared with her essay, "Evangelical 

Teaching: Dr, Cumming," which had been published in 1855 in The 

Westminster Review. In the essay, she attacked not only Dr, Cumming but 

all Evangelicals responsible for uncharitable and distorted teachings of 

Christianity: 
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Pleasant to the clerical flesh . . . is the arrival of Sunday! 
Somewhat at a disadvantage during the week, in the presence of 
working day interests and lay splendours, on Sunday the preacher 
becomes the cynosure of a thousand eyes, and predominates at once 
over the Amphitryon with whom he dines, and the most captious 
member of his church or vestry."*"' 

Since Eliot was an agnostic when she wrote the essay, it can be read 

as a final repudiation of her own Evangelical fervour. However, she 

recognized that religion was of fundamental importance to many people, 

and the essay should be seen as a criticism of those preachers who not 

only failed to give their congregations any spiritual comfort, but also 

taught doctrines which discouraged sympathy for human failings, Her 

reference to "working-day interests" recalls As You Like It and her 

conviction that the concomitant "golden world" can only be achieved 

through the practice of right moral conduct, Thus, her use of Shakes­

peare's phrase in the essay is designed to draw attention to the moral 

divide which she felt existed between the Christian ideal and the 

deplorable teaching of some Evangelicals, 

In "Janet's Repentance," Bliot makes us aware ol the good that 

Evangelicalism can da, without endorsing its religious doctrines, She 

compares its efficacy with the charges of hypocrisy brought against it 

by Dempster and his followers, Put another way, she examines Dempster's 

"working-day interests" with the "golden world" that Mr. Tryan is trying 

to create. 

When Mr. Tryan arrives in Milby, the community is split into two 

religious camps, and at first Eliot leaves us in some doubt as to where 

our sympathies should lie. As soon as we learn about the "distinguished 

triad," representing "the intellect, morality, and wealth of Milby" 

(207) and led by the loud-mouthed Dempster, we know enough to avoid 
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siding with the anti-Tryanite camp, But if Mr. Crewe's flock is 

insincere, having suddenly rallied round him, convinced that he "was the 

model ol a parish priest, and his sermons the soundest and moot odilying 

that had ever remained unheard by a church-going population" (207), the 

other camp is also suspect. The vanity that has inspired Miss Pratt to 

produce "Six Stanzas, addressed to the Rev. Edgar Tryan, printed on 

glazed paper with a neat border, and beginning, 'Forward, young wrestler 

for the truth!'" (211) speaks for Itself, and Mrs, Linnet is probably 

not the only one with an overly keen, albeit limited, interest in 

Evangelicalism: 

Mrs Linnet had become a reader oi religious books since Mr 
Tryan's advent, , . , On taking up the biography of a celebrated 
preacher, she immediately turned to the end to see what disease he 
died afj and if his legs swelled, as her own occasionally did, she 
felt a stronger interest in ascertaining any earlier iacts in the 
history of the dropsical divine- whether he had e"cr fallen oil a 
stage coach, whether he had married more than one wife, and, in 
general, any adventures or repartees recorded of him previous to 
the epoch of his conversion. (212) 

Thus, by way of mild irony, Eliot indicates that neither High nor Low 

Church should be judged by its followers, even though there are people 

like Mrs. Crewe and Mr, Jerome who put their different faiths into 

practice Instead she wants us to pay particular attention to the way 

religion is applied in the community. Only then is it seen that Mr, 

Tryan's Evangelicalism is preferable to Mr. Crewe's "avarice in com­

fort," or the earlier "lax and indifferent kind" af Dissent found in the 

"Independent chapel, known as Salem. , ." (201). 

Janet begins to repent her attitude towards Mr. Tryan when she 

overhears his words of comfort to the dying Sally Martin, because "There 

was none of the self-satisfied unction ol the teacher, quoting, or 

exhorting, or expounding, for the benefit of the hearer, but a simple 
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appeal for help, a confession of weakness" (265). And his later confes­

sion to her about Lucy, prompted by her confession about her marital 

problems, brings about her full repentance and conversion to his faith. 

The narrator says, " The Tale of the Divine Pity was never yet believed 

from the lips that were not felt to be moved by human pity" (288), and 

since Mr, Tryan has also suffered he is capable of "human pity" and 

sympathy. His love ior Janet as a fellow- creature makes her religious 

conversion passible, When she confesses her temptation to drink the 

brandy found in her husband's bureau, we read; 

The act of confiding in human sympathy, the consciousness that a 
fellow-being was listening to her with patient pity, prepared her 
soul for that stranger leap by which faith grasps the ide~. of the 
Divine synupthy. (321) 

Thus, it is Mr. Tryan's ability to mix Evangelicalism with humanism 

that we are asked to consider. In "Scenes of Clerical Life: The Diagram 

and the Picture," Derek and Sybil Oldfield argue that Eliot learned this 

humanist philosophy from Feuerbach and her own Evangelical experience. 

From Feuerbach, they say, she learned that "Love is the recognition of 

our human brotherhood," that there is a necessary relationship between 

sympathy and suffering, and that we are "insignificant parts of a 

wonderful whole,"7 It is true that Eliot closely follows Feuerbach's 

teachings in implying that religious impulses are founded on our 

essential humanity, Feuerbach's influence, for example, is felt in the 

following: 

The blessed work of helping the world forward, happily does not 
wait to be done by perfect men, , , . The real heroes, of God's 
making, are quite different: they have their natural heritage of 
love and conscience which they drew in with their mother's milk; 
they know one or two of those deep spiritual truths which are only 
to be won by long wrestling with their own sins and their own 
sorrows; they have earned faith and strength so far as they have 



48 

done genuine work: but the rest is dry barren theory, blank 
prejudice, vague hearsay. (.256 57) 

Nevertheless, important aspects of the story are also suggested in 

Dempster's Shakespearean allusions, and therefore it is not quite true 

to say that Feuerbach's philosophy "dominatcD" the intellectual 

substructure oi Scenes.** Eliot told Sara Hennell, "With the ideas of 

Feuerbach I everywhere agree, , ." (Letters 2; 153), but she wuuld not 

have wanted them to be the only creed for a "sympathetic" study oi 

religious people--especially when Feuerbach says that all immortality ifa 

an idle dream, 

When Dempster holds forth against Evangelicals in the bar of the Red 

Lion, he accuses them of sedition, hypocrisy, and ambition (.194). Lodge 

paints out that to accuse Mr. Tryan of Jesuitical tendencies "1& a 

rather wild insult addressed to a Protestant clergyman," even it it is 

proverbial.0 But as a lawyer, Dempster would know that an argumentum ad 

hominem can be very effective. He cleverly likens Mr. Tryan to 

Shakespeare's Malvolio when he says of Evangelicals, "ginger isn't hat 

in their mouths." Despite what we may think about Malvolio's treatment 

in the "dark house," he deserves the ridicule he gets from Maria, Sir 

Toby Belch, Fabian, Sir Andrew Aguecheek, and the Clown because he is an 

ambitious hypocrite. Maria says of him, "Marry sir, sometimes he is a 

kind of Puritan" (Twelfth Night II.iii,140), and she is right, because 

as soon as it suits him he turns "heathen, a very renegado" UII.ii.67) 

by presenting himself in cross-gartered yellow stockings. The brandy 

and-water loving Dempster tries to act like the fun-loving Sir Toby and 

plays the sort of trick on Mr. Tryan—the incident with the play bill'" 

—that Sir Toby and his friends play on Malvolio, 

http://UII.ii.67
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To a large extent, the ridiculing of Shakespeare's Malvolio is 

genuinely funny, but commentators who are uneasy about the "dark-house" 

episode have a valid point. Maria's letter is justified because it 

exposes his vanity and presumptiousness; the "dark house" is not because 

it amounts to a gratuitous attack on his religious beliefs and sanity. 

Malvolio is unfairly victimised when the Clown (as Sir Tapas the curate) 

cries that he can see the "hyperbolical fiend," and that it is to be 

hoped tlrat the heavens will restore Malvolio's wits (see IV. ii.21-132). 

The latter's religious inconsistency does not warrant an attack on 

religion itself. Hence, when Malvolio stalks off with "I'll be reveng'd 

on the whole pack of you!," Olivia rightly says, "He hath been most 

notoriously abus'd" (V.1.377 78). At this point, I think, Shakespeare 

wants us to realize that the joke against Malvolio has gone too far; if 

we have laughed heartily during the "dark house" scene, then that says 

something about our prejudices, and, like most of the characters in the 

play, we need to discover who we are and what we really think. '1 

To laugh at Malvolio is one thing; to laugh at religion another, and 

Eliot wants us to make the same distinction in "Janet's Repentance." 

Dempster is right in saying that some Evangelicals are "sly; smooth­

faced, drawling, hypocritical fellows, who pretend ginger isn't hot in 

their mouths," But not all Evangelicals are hypocrites, and Mr, Tryan is 

certainly not one, Dempster's remark, therefore, reveals more about him 

than about the clergyman, In this way, Eliot combats our possible 

hostility towards Evangelicalism, or, if not hostility, our willingness 

to ridicule it, Her concern with the human tendency to demean other 

people's every act of generosity by assuming that others have hidden 
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dove—one of your honey-mouthed hypocrites'" (236). Bottom is told by 

his fellow actors that if he plays the part of the lion and roars too 

loudly, he will frighten the women in the audience, and that will result 

in the actors being hanged. He replies: 

I grant you, friends, if you should fright the ladies 
out of their wits, they would have no more discre­
tion but to hang us. But I will aggravate my voice 
so, that I will roar you as gently as any sucking 
dove; I will roar you and 'twere any nightingale. 

(I.ii.74-78) 

But just as Dempster ridicules himself in suggesting that Mr. Tryan 

resembles Malvolio, because, if the analogy holds, Dempster resembles a 

completely besotted Sir Toby—with none of that reveller's wit—so here 

too he casts himself in another unflattering part. For immediately after 

the remark, he roars as gently as any sucking dove to his mother to 

accompany him into the lush garden, where attention is drawn to "his 

heavy long-limbed steps" (236). It is tempting to see a parallel between 

this picture and the play's forest scene in which the spellbound Titania 

dotes on Bottom with his long ass's ears. If anyone is an ass it is 

Dempster, who enjoys more adulation from his wife and mother than Mr. 

Tryan can lay claim to. 

But there is more to the allusion. Oberon's "love-juice" is used to 

"make or man or woman dote / Upon the next live creature that it sees" 

(II.1.171-72), and that is how Titania comes to "love" Bottom, who seeas 

to her to be like a sucking dove and more, Harold Brooks says that the 

love-juice episode is meant to make us realize that "the eyes, 

traditional initiators of love, are liable to see false under its 

irrational power," and that only when seeing is coupled with reason can 

love be possible.13 Bottom, even in his metamorphoses, never loses his 
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therefore he is much more than a mere laughing-stock, All in all, his 

vanity and malapropisms are minor, even endearing, faults, because there 

is nothing false about him. Moreover, as Brooks says: 

He makes one of the most sensible speeches in the play, epitomizing 
half its critique of love: "To say the truth, reason and love keep 
little company together nowadays, The more the pity, that same 
honest neighbours will not make them friends." [III.i.138 -413*A 

Thus, there is more irony than Dempster realizes when he intimates 

that Mr. Tryan is like Bottom. We are told that according to some, the 

curate's "intellectual culture was too limited," and that he also makes 

mistakes: "identifying Christianity with a too narrow doctrinal system," 

seeking "God's work too exclusively in antagonism to the world, the 

flesh, and the devil," But ior all that, Mr, Tryan has a "true knowledge 

of our fellow-man , . , [and a] love that sees in all farms of human 

thought and work, the life and death struggles of separate human beings" 

(257). 

Eliot's reply to Blackwood, who had said, "Dempster is rather too 

barefaced a brute," and had asked, "When are you going to give us a 

really good active working clergyman, neither absurdly evangelical nor 

absurdly High Church?" (Letters 2: 344-45), best sums up the story: 

The collision in the drama is not at all between "bigotted 
churchmanship" and evangelicalism, but between irreligion and 
religion [Eliot's emphasis]. Religion in this case happens to be 
represented by evangelicalism. . . . I thought that I had made it 
apparent in my sketch of Milby feelings on the advent of Mr. Tryan 
that the conflict lay between immorality and morality -irreligion 
and religion, Mr. Tryan will carry the reader's sympathy. It is 
through him that Janet is brought to repentance. Dempster's vices 
have their natural evolution in deeper and deeper moral 
deterioration (though not without softening touches) and death tram 
intemperance. Everything is softened from the fact, so far as art 
is permitted to soften and yet remain essentially true, , , . 
(Letters 2: 347) 



53 

"Everything is softened" with Dempster's moral deterioration and death 

because religion triumphs over irreligion. Mr. Tryan also dies 

prematurely, but his "memorial" (334), Janet, lives on to a ripe old 

age. We expect her to pass on the legacy of "human feeling" to her 

adopted family, In the words of the play that Dempster liked to quote 

from, Eliot cautiously looks forward to when the "golden time convents" 

(Twelfth Night V.1.381), 

Amos Barton's intellectual culture is even more limited than Mr, 

Tryan's. From the beginning, we learn that no-one except Milly thinks 

highly of the curate, because he is foolish, vain, and insensitive. He 

is gullible enough to believe in the zealous working man who supposedly 

wrote a book against dissenting preachers, and he entertains half-baked, 

polemical religious notions: 

He preached Low-Church doctrine—-as evangelical as anything to be 
heard in the Independent Chapel; and he made a High-Church 
assertion of ecclesiastical powers and functions. Clearly, the 
Dissenters would feel that 'the parson' was too many for them. 
Nothing like a man who combines shrewdness with energy. The wisdom 
of the serpent, Mr. Barton considered, was one of his strong 
points. (.18) 

But wisdom is precisely what he lacks. Otherwise he would not have 

risked his wife's health with another pregnancy, tolerated the long, 

arduous visit of the Countess Czerlaski, or been so indifferent to the 

concerns and traditions of the community. He stops his congregation from 

singing "the wedding psalm," because it does not meet with his confused 

ideas of what is right and proper, 

In contrast to Amos stands his meek, saint-like wife, Milly, She is 

everything that Amos is not, and thus serves to further underscore his 

deficiencies, "But," says the narrator, "I, for one, do not grudge Amos 
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Barton his sweet wife" U9), Most people would prefer Milly to have a 

husband who "wins golden opinions from all sorts of men" (20), but not 

the narrator, The suggestion is that those who win "golden opinions" do 

not need someone like Milly—not as much as Amos does- because thoy are 

already privileged in some way. However, I think that there is more to 

it than that: there is also the suggestion that when all things are 

considered, Amos is as deserving as any favoured man, if not more so. 

Macbeth talks of "golden opinions" immediately after his soliloquy on 

the inexpediency of murder, He tells his wife that they "will proceed no 

further in this business [of killing Duncan]" because the rewards and 

"golden opinions" he has received should be enjoyed, "Not cast aside so 

soon" (I.vii,31-34), Macbeth was once a favoured man, and yet he proved 

himself to be anything but deserving. Amos has many faults, but at 

least he can lay claim to the moral integrity that some men notably 

lack. Neither is he like the Countess Czerlaski, whose insufferable 

selfishness drives even Milly to despair, Thus, Eliot asks us to 

discover the good qualities in Amos that lie beneath the surface appear 

ances. Her plea for tolerance and understanding is reinforced when Amos 

is compared with his so-called betters: 

let that successful, well shaped, discreet and able gentleman put 
up with something less than the best in the matrimonial department 
. . , . I venture to say, Mrs Barton's nature would never have 
grown half so angelic if she had married the man you would perhaps 
have had in your eye for her—a man with sufficient income and 
abundant personal eclat, (20) 

Another deliberate attempt to cast Amos in a favourable light is seen 

in the narrator's allusion to 1 Henry IV. We are told that Amos belongs 

to that large proportion of men "whose conversation is more or less bald 

and disjointed" (42), which echoes Hotspur's remark about the king's 
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envoy who talked about "guns, and drums, and wounds," Asked why he did 

not co-operate with the envoy sent to claim his prisoners, Hotspur says, 

"I did deny no prisoners"; "This bald unjointed chat of his, my lord, / 

I answer'd indirectly" (I,iii,29, 55, 64-65). In other words, the fail­

ure to release his prisoners sprung from a misunderstanding caused by 

the envoy's peculiarities of speech. But that is not true, Hotspur made 

the prisoners' release conditional an Mortimer's ransom. His attempt to 

blame the "popinjay" for his failure to act is a red herring designed to 

divert attention from his deliberate disobedience. Men like Shakes­

peare's envoy and Eliot's Amos Barton may be stupid and irritating, but 

at least they do not lie or engage in treasonous activities. 

Macbeth's callousness and Hotspur's duplicity are alluded to in order 

to promote sympathy for "a man whose virtues were not heroic , . . [but] 

who had no undetected crime within his breast. . ." (41). We are being 

asked to reflect on whether or not we have been prejudiced in our 

judgment of Amos. Have we, like most people in Shepperton, dismissed him 

as a silly Evangelical preacher, even disliked him for his religion? If 

so, we resemble him more than we think. Evangelicalism is not the cause 

of his faults, but a lack of sympathy is. 

At least eighty percent of the male population is just like Amos, 

says the narrator: 

these commonplace people~-many of them- bear a conscience, and have 
felt the sublime prompting to do the painful right; they have their 
unspoken sorrows, and their sacred joys; their hearts have perhaps 
gone out towards their first-born, and they have mourned over the 
irreclaimable dead, Nay, is there not a pathos in their very in­
significance—in our comparison of their dim and narrow existence 
with the glorious possibilities of that human nature which they 
share? 

Depend upon it, you would gain unspeakably if you would learn 
with me to see some of the poetry and pathos, the tragedy and the 
comedy, lying in the experience of a human soul that looks out 
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through dull grey eyes, and that speaks in a voice of quite 
ordinary tones, (42) 

Amos is seen to have a "conscience" when Milly dies, when he throws 

himself on her grave with "'Milly, Milly, dost thou hear me? I didn't 

love thee enough—I wasn't tender enough to thee but I think ol it all 

now'" (71). Her death awakens him to his faults: "now he re lived all 

their life together, with that terrible keenness of memory and imagin­

ation which bereavement gives, and he felt as if his very love needed a 

pardon for its poverty and selfishness" (68). We "gain unspeakably" from 

this just as we gain from watching any tragedy, 

It is, therefore, only mildly ironic that Eliot's description of 

Amos's despair -iiould resemble Macbeth's "Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and 

tomorrow" soliloquy (V,v,19ff)—when he too has lost a wife--in its use 

of bleak imagery and repetition of words: 

The burial was over, and Amos turned with his children to re­
enter the house—the house where, an hour ago, Milly's dear body 
lay, where the windows were half-darkened, and sorrow seemed to 
have a hallowed precinct for itself, shut out from the world. But 
now she was gone; the broad snow-reflected daylight was in all the 
rooms; the Vicarage again seemed part of the common working day 
world, and Amos, for the first time felt that he was alone- that 
day after day, month after month, year after year, would have to be 
lived through without Milly's love, Spring would come, and she 
would not be there; summer, and she would not be there; and he 
would never have her again with him by the fireside in the long 
evenings. The seasons all seemed irksome to his thoughts; and how 
dreary the sunshiny days that would be sure to come! (67) 

Whereas Macbeth regards the remnants of his life in the murky light of 

his degradation, Amos views his in the glaring light of the "working day 

world." He has lost his "golden world" forever and is therefore condemn 

ed to reflect on the meaninglessness of his future; and this stirs our 

sympathy. 
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In "Mr Gilfil's Love Story," the narrator again invites us to look at 

"the poetry and the pathos, the tragedy and the comedy, lying in the 

experience ol a human soul that looks out through dull grey eyes, and 

that speaks in a voice of quite ordinary tones" ("Amos Barton" 42), We 

are told that Mr Gilfil's vice of sipping gin-and-water does not 

"exclude a vast amount of antecedent romance. . . . " 

Alas, alas! we poor mortals are often little better than wood-
ashes—there is small sign of sap, and the leafy freshness, and the 
bursting buds that were once there; but wherever we see wood ashes, 
we know that all that early fullness of life must have been. I, at 
least, hardly ever look at a bent old man, or a wizened old woman, 
but I see also, with my mind's eye, that Past of which they are a 
shrunken remnant, and the unfinished romance of rosy cheeks and 
bright eyes seems sometimes of feeble interest and significance, 
compared with that drama of hope and love which has long ago 
reached its catastrophe, and left the poor soul, like a dim and 
dusty stage, with all its sweet garden-scenes and fair perspectives 
overturned and thrust out of sight, (82-83) 

However, in "Mr Gilfil's Love Story" we may well wonder who the narrator 

wants us to look at, 

In January 1858, Samuel Lucas reviewed the story for The Times and 

said that he preferred it to the others because the "artificial elements 

of the story are . . , kept within bounds" of probability, '& Today one 

is likely to hear the apposite: it is the weakest story precisely be­

cause it has too many artificial elements which are beyond the bounds of 

probability. For instance, Thomas Noble argues that Cheverel Manor 

"remains a painted backdrop," despite the "meticulously detailed repres­

entation," He also discerns narrative failures: Wybrow is depicted as a 

conventional romantic hero, and Caterina is described "with the stock 

vocabulary of sentimentality,"lfci There is truth in his criticism, but I 

think that he underestimates what Eliot tries to do with Caterina. It is 

unlikely that the author of "Silly Novels by Lady Novelists" would have 
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forgotten her criticism of "conventional" characters and "stock 

vocabulary" when it came ta her own writing, The problem with "Mr 

Gilfil's Love Story," I think, is that Caterina's love story eclipses 

Mr. Gilfil's. Her pain and disillusionment from slighted love, her 

murderous intentions towards Wybraw, and her subsequent nervous break 

down and eventual death, rack the silently grieving Mr, Gilfll, and 

constitute his "drama of hope and love which has long ago reached its 

catastrophe." But Caterina's story is more engrossing than Mr-. Giliil's 

and therefore demands virtually all our attention. 

From the very first, we are asked to sympathise with and pity "poor 

Caterina," as she is habitually called. She is not only small and frail, 

but also a foreigner and an orphan. Cheverel Manor becomes her home, but 

the Cheverels never "had any idea of adopting her as their daughter, and 

giving her their own rank in life" (104). Instead they treat her like a 

favourite pet, as indicated by her various nicknames. ' ' Only the 

servants regard her as one of the family. Since she is neither a servant 

nor a legitimate family member, her position in the household becomes 

more ambigious as she gets older. As a child of uncertain status she is 

indulged; as a woman of uncertain status she is rejected. 

However, we are also encouraged to admire her, because she does nut 

allow her antecedents, which prevent Wybrow from any serious intentions 

towards her, to interfere with her great passion for him, And in that 

sense she is not unlike the Shakespearean heroines whom, as I pointed 

out in the introduction, Eliot admired because they "almost always maire 

love, in opposition to the conventional notion of what is fitting for 

women," Hence we read: 

It is very likely that to her dying day Caterina thought the earth 
stood still, und that the sun and stars moved round *t; but so, for 
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the matter of that, did Helen, and Dido, and Desdemona, and Juliet; 

whence I hope you will not think my Caterina less worthy to be a heroine 

on that account. The truth is, that, with one exception, her only talent 

lay in loving; and there, it is probable, the most astronomical of women 

could not have surpassed her. (110) 

Dido, Helen, Desdemona and Juliet are exceptional women because they 

were passionately and tragically devoted to the men they loved. Hence, 

since Caterina's "talent" for loving is unsurpassed, she is also except­

ional . 

The comment that Dido, Helen, Desdemona and Juliet shared Caterina's 

primitive cosmological ideas, and the mildly ironic suggestion that this 

has not prevented them from being considered worthy heroines, indicates 

that Eliot was amused at the way many of her contemporaries revered and 

cried over these women—especially Shakespeare's. In Characteristics of 

Women, Moral, Poetical, and Historical (1832), Mrs. Anna Jameson spoke 

for many when she said of Desdemona, "all that can render misery heart­

breaking is assembled round Desdemona. . . . [T]he injured and 

defenceless innocence of Desdemona so wrings the soul, 'that all for 

pity we could die.'" And she had this to say about Juliet: 

There is in [Juliet's character] an intensity of passion, a single­
ness of purpose, an entireness, a completeness of effect, which we 
feel as a whole; and to attempt to analyse the impression thus 
conveyed at once to soul and sense, is as if while hanging over a 
half-blown rose. . . . i e 

However, although Eliot is amused by these attitudes, she is very 

serious about pointing out that if respect, admiration, sympathy and 

pity is felt for the suffering heroines of classical literature,19 the 

same, if not more, should be felt for her heroine, Caterina is also 

brave in the face of great suffering; and, in many ways, her experience 
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Caterina's "intensity of passion" is clearly seen when her other 

"talent" is described: 

And her singing-—the one thing in which she ceased to be passive, 
and became prominent lost none of its energy. Che her sell 
sometimes wandered haw it was that, whether she ielt cad or angty, 
crushed with the sense oi Anthony's indifference, or burning with 
impatience under Miss Assher's attentions, it was always a reliel 
to her to sing. Those full deep nates she sent forth seemed to be 
lifting the pain from her heart -seemed to be carrying away the 
madness from her brain, U41) 

Her intense response to music is designed to demonstrate her depth and 

complexity af character. Music is a vehicle by which she escapes the 

confines af her limited existence and asserts her individuality. It iw 

not a sexual metaphor here as it is in The Mill on the Floss, bu+ Guurge 

Levine's comment about the significance of music in Maggie Tulliver's 

life also applies to Caterina: 

One of the things . . which attracts Maggie to 3+ephen is his 
singing, and Maggie is deeply susceptible to music. Beuur buv.h 
argues strongly for the power of music; "What would man be withuut 
feeling?" he asks, "It is the musical power in man. But what would 
man be without music"? Just as man has a musical faculty and iuels 
an inward necessity to breathe out his feelings in song; so, by <i 
like necessity, he, in religious sighs and tears, streams lurth the 
nature of feeling as an objective, divine nature."-" 

As we will see, the Princess Halm-Eberstein, in Daniel Dezunda, used her 

singing career as a tragic means at escape, But even in "Mr Gilfil's 

Love Story," Caterina's singing is used to point to her passionate 

nature, which in turn helps to account for her attempted murder 01 

Wybrow. 

The dagger incident ensures that the story is really about Caterina 

rather than Mr Gilfil. By the time she sets oil to kill Wybruw, in 

whose character are seen the embryos of Arthur Donnithorne and Grand 

court, Mr. Gilfil is barely holering on the periphery oi things. 
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Blackwood wac the first of a number of critics to object to the idea of 

Caterina bearing a dagger. He told Lewes: 

I have grave doubts about the dagger, beautifully as the im­
possibility of her using it is Indicated. I daresay George Eliot 
will kick furiously at the base idea of altering a syllable at this 
point, but I am pretty sure that his dear little heroine would be 
more sure of universal sympathy if she only dreamed or felt as if 
she could stab the cur to the heart and I think it would be more 
consistent with her character than the active step of getting hold 
af the lethal weapon. (Letters 2: 308) 

Eliot's answer to Blackwood reveals how carefully the scene was planned: 

"it would be the death oi my story to substitute a dream for a real 

scene Dreams usuallv play an important part in fiction, but rarely, I 

think, in actual life" (Letters 2: 309), To be lair, Blackwood meant 

+hat Caterina should have had a "passing dream or thought in the mind," 

as he explained in a later letter (2: 334). But by now he also saw that 

the scene was necessary. After all, it had been prepared for. Early in 

the story we are told that even as a child Caterina showed "gleams of 

fierce resistance to any discipline that had a harsh or unloving aspect. 

For the onlv thing in which Caterina showed any precocity was a certain 

ingenuity in vindictiveness" (109), Over the years, within the workings 

of her complex nature of which we have been made aware, her childish 

"precocity" has been developed into something far more dangerous; and it 

manifests itself in the face of long sutfering, But as Eliot wrote, when 

defending the dagger scene: 

So many of us ha^e reason to know that criminal impulses may be 
felt by a nature which is nevertheless guarded by its entire 
constitution from the commission of crime, that I can't help hoping 
my Caterina will not forfeit the sympathy of all my readers. 
(Letters 2; 309) 

The scene is also important because it gives Mr. Gilfil a chance to 

get back into the story, as it were, thereby allowing him to demonstrate 
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one of the true functions of religion: consolation. His words of comfort 

to the distraught Caterina are without unv doctrinal content much like 

his religious duties, which he pcrlormc "with undeviating attention tu 

brevity and dispatch" (77) yet his under standing and sympathy lur her 

human fallings soothe her. His efforts to nurse her ba^k tu health 

return him to the centre of things: his quiet wisdom and iuvu iur 

Caterina contrast with her earlier impetuasitv and passion lur Wybruw. 

But with her death, the story's interest dies ihe epiluguo, with il^ 

movement in time that is meant to remind us ol Mr. Gilfil's "knuts and 

ruggedness of poor human nature" (186), is really a way ui unding 

Caterina's story, just as the first chapter was a way ut introducing it. 

There are some weaknesses in Scenes, which are ^huiacter is' it. ut an 

early attempt at fiction. I have largely ignured tht-c*. because they huvy 

been identified elsewhere and because to a reader "uiK,orrup+ed by 

literary prejudices," as Noble puts it (quoting Dr. Juhn'-on), thu 

stories have real merit. They gi«e uc, he cays, 

an intimate acquaintance with people who are worth knowing, and the 
pleasures of entering a world which refreshes us with its 
differences from our own, A few of +he major char alters Milly 
Barton, old Mi" uillil, Janet and almost all thu back ground 
figures give us that sense of extending our own identities which is 
one of the prime pleasures of reading. It is not so much that we 
learn from these people; rather, as in life, we simply enjoy a 
companionship with them, -'' 

I agree, only I think that we do learn from them. It is precisely 

because these characters are so ordinary that it is easy tu recognise, 

and perhaps identify with, their human failings. We also learn from them 

because each "scene of clerical life" urges us to see that it is 

necessary to replace contentious dogma with feelings oi compassion, 
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tolerance, and understanding Eliot's doctrine ol meliorism is more 

fully developed in the navels that follow, but its germs are already 

found in the reference to 4s You Like It. Amos Barton's earlier lack of 

sympathy leaves him cullering in the "working day world," but Mr. Gilfil 

and Mr. Tryan help to create "golden worlds" of fellowship and so lessen 

some of the pain which everyone experiences to one degree or another. 

The "racial eltect ol the stories" that Eliot spoke of to Blackwood 

(Letters D: 362) is produced, in part, with the help of seemingly 

straightforward Shakespearean allusions and references. A subtle and 

complex web of meaning is discovered when their original contexts are 

compared with t-hc passages in which they appear or when they are other­

wise analysed. They help to make the paint that there is more to Eliot's 

characters I hun incds the eye, that her stories contain the force ol 

life amid what appears to be the sound and fury af insignificance. 
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Chapter 3 
Thematic Parallels: Adam Bede and An l'uu Like It 

In Local Habitations, Henry Auster writes of Eliot; 

Beginning with Scones of Clerical Life with scrupulously accurate 
representations of actual places recalled from her early youth, she 
moved ta an imaginative and emblematic use ol physical environment 
in Adam Bede and Vilas Marner. In these novels the descriptions, 
while concrete and realistic, are imbued with symbolic significance 
and play a part in the moral and narrative structure,' 

I agree, and in this chapter I will try ta show that the lucatiuns in 

Adam Bede are given symbolic significance through Eliot's reliance an 

verbal echoes from As You Like It. In Shakespeare's play, the "gulden 

world" of Arden stands in contrast to the "working day world" of Duke 

Frederick's court The same is true in Adam Bede. Eliot uses 

Shakespearean adjectives to describe the "worlds" that her characters 

live in Hence, we are encouraged to contrast thu "golden world" ui 

Hayslope and Loamshire with the "working day world" ut Stonyshiie and 

beyond, ar the "golden world" that Hetty and Arthur escape to with the 

"working-day world" consequences entailed (for them arid their commun 

ity). By thus assuming symbolic significance, the locations form part ai 

the novel's moral structure insofar as they point ta the causes and 

effects af personal or social adversity ar happiness themes that 

Shakespeare explores in As You Like It. 

However, before discussing the similarities between Adam Bede and Ao 

You Like It, it is worth considering Eliot's response to W. H, Rlehl'b 

studies of peasant life, because that leads to a better appreciation ol 

the characters who inhabit the "golden" or "working day" worlds ol Adam 

Bede. 
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For the most part, Eliot's characters are like the Bauernthum that 

Riehl describes in his Die Burgerllche Gesellschaft and Land und Leute 

books reviewed by Eliot in " lhe History oi German Lite; Riehl" (July 

1856). To understand what the Bauernthum is like, Eliot said it was 

necessary to recall English larmers ui lltly years ago.- lhe essay on 

Riehl was published a year and a half before the novel was begun, and 

thus the German farmers in question date back to the turn of the 

nineteenth century, which is also the time of the action in Adam Bede. 

In her review, Eliot notes that Riehl has the following to say about 

peasants: they have distinctive physiques, dialects, phraseology, prov­

erbs, songs, attitudes ta religion and education; they are agricultural 

people with "traditional modes of treating tl—ir domestic animals"; they 

are guided by old customs and traditions, "which gradually disappear 

under the friction of cultivated circles"; they have the "smallest 

passible faith in theoretic knowledge"; they sometimes maintain feuds 

with other tillages (although they may modify the way in which the feud 

is expressed); they have great "piety towards the old tumble-down 

house," but none towards "venerable ruins" of castles or mansions; and, 

they know only of traditions that have immediacy, while remaining un­

aware af their country's history. Finally, they have a firm "foundation 

of . . . independence--namely . , . capability of a settled existence," 

"Custom with [them] holds the place of sentiment, of theory, and in many 

cases of affection" (Eliot's emphasis), -", 

It is not difficult to see that the characteristics of peasants noted 

in the essay on Riehl are reflected in Adam Bede. Adam's distinctive 

physique is described as indicating a mixture of Saxon and Celtic 

blood*; all the locals speak the Loamshire dialect; Mrs. Poyser's 
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phraseology especially is a source of constant delight; proverbs and 

songs have their places in Hayslope; while attitudes towards education 

and, more important, religion are decidedly unsophisticated. Mr. and 

Mrs. Poyser discuss their short-horned cows while walking tu church, 

giving us an indication of the way they treat their domestic animals; 

their dairy is lovingly described as a place where the traditional 

methods of making butter and cheese go on undisturbed and without throat 

of change; and, Adam "looked at the rough men painfully holding pen or 

pencil with their cramped hands, ur humbly labouring through their 

reading lesson" (278), which says something about the community's 

limited use far theoretical knowledge. Although there is no feud between 

Hayslope and Stoniton or Snowtield, all places beyond the village are 

viewed with instinctive distrust by mast Hayslopians, whu never, ur 

rarely, go beyond the confines of their parish And the "piety towards 

the old tumble-down house," which Riehl speaks of, is seen in the 

respect everyone has for the Hall Farm, which stands an the ruins ul an 

old, forgotten Hall: 

The history of the house is plain now. It was once the residence oi 
a country squire, whose family, probably dwindled down to a mere 
spinsterhood, gat merged in the more territorial name oi Donni 
thorne. It was once the Hall; it is now the Hall Farm. . . . T" e 
life at the Hall has changed its focus, and no longer radiates from 
the parlour, but from the kitchen and the farmyard. (116) 

Eliot considered that, despite its many traditions, the England ol 

her day had all but lost its "vital connection with the past," and thot 

it could only be recalled "by an effort of memory and reflection."' Adam 

Bede tries to re establish that connection with the past in precisely 

those two ways. For instance, although very little seems to happen in 

the first three books of the no*»el, first hand impressions are given oi 
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Hayslope and its people. The narrator introduces us to Mr. Irwine's 

house and family, and the Hall Farm, as if we are there; we are 

frequently invited to "have a look" for ourselves at people and objects. 

The effect of this mode of narration is to encourage verification 

through participation. Once we have looked for ourselves, as it were, it 

becomes increasingly difficult far Eliot to introduce anything which we 

would not expect, or could not accept. Thus the technique adds to the 

sense of reality already created by the emphasis on remembered detail 

and historical accuracy. 

If the novel's sense of reality depends on the accuracy of Eliot's 

"effort of memory," its moral drama relies on her "effort of reflection" 

—on her moral interpretation of the pact, which retrospect makes 

passible, In George Eliot and Blackmail, Alexander Welsh talks about her 

use of "pastoral distancing," and argues that her early fiction is 

pastoral 

not because of the setting in itself, but because of the contrast 
between sophisticated and simple points of view that is built into 
the narrative Only Adam Bede, in fact, has a strictly bucolic set­
ting, but each of the early fictions employs a device of pastoral 
distancing, 

Elsewhere he writes that "the implied distance between the actions 

represented and the greater sophistication of the narrator and readers,'* 

is what matters in a "pastoral" navel,'• Why? Because our greater soph­

istication allows us to see beneath the surface of past events and so 

make informed moral judgments about them, 

The symbolic significance of Adam Bede's locations, created with the 

help of As You Like It, also allows us to make moral judgments about the 

various characters, and it is this aspect of the novel that I now want 

to consider, 
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There are no Shakespearean epigraphs in Adam Bede,' and neither John 

Paterson nor Stephen Gill, editors of the Riverside edition (1968) and 

the Penguin English Library edition (1980) respectively, nor Joseph 

Wiesenfarth, who lists all the pertinent extracts from Eliot's "Common­

place Book" in his "George Eliot's Notes for Adam Bede," say anything 

about Shakespeare. Nevertheless, comparisons of Adam Bede to Shakespeare 

have been made. For instance, F. R. Leavis says that Eliot resembles him 

in the "product of a creative writer's art," that she creates, not just 

copies, the rich "cultivated art of speech that made the English 

language that made Shakespeare passible."61 

More pertinent to my discussion are the comments of Maurice Hussey. 

In his "Structure and Imagery in 'Adam Bede,'" he compares Eliot's 

pattern of time and symbolic use of seasons with certain passages from 

The Winter's Tale and suggests that if we were told more about Stony-

shire, we "might be justified in pressing a Shakespearean parallel of 

Sicilia and Bohemia, for Hayslope's limitations are exactly those of 

Bohemia." Martin Poyser, he says, is like Leontes or Lear, because he 

"disclaims propinquity . . . [and] ignores his responsibility as 

relative and master" where Hetty is concerned.* 

Much of what Hussey says about the two locales is suggestive, but I 

find Auster's observations more significant. The reader, he says, car­

ries away "the sense of the intangible influences that the [Loamshire] 

landscape suggests": 

It is in Stonyshire that the trial takes place, It is here that 
both Hetty and Adam fully recognize and accept the burden of past 
delusions, and it is also here, in the cooler, crisper, clearer 
atmosphere, that Dinah at last acknowledges her need for Adam (and 
Loamshire) and that they are united.10 
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These observations can be expanded on: I think that there is a Farest-

of~Arden like atmosphere in Loamshire that contrasts with the harsher, 

more dangerous, Court-like atmosphere of Stonyshire and beyond. 

As You Like It was one of Eliot's favourite plays, and, as I 

indicated in mv introduction, she was fond af using certain key words 

and expressions from the play in letters and essays in order to express 

certain moral concepts. It is significant therefore to lind those words 

and expressions in the text ol Adam Bede. Eliot first uses Shakespeare's 

adjective, "working-day," in chapter 27, "A Crisis," just before Adam 

sees Arthur Dannithorne kissing Hetty in the Grove: 

He hurried across the Chase, stalking along the narrow paths 
between the fern, with Gyp at his heels, not lingering to watch the 
magnificent changes oi the light-~hardly once thinking of it--yet 
feeling its presence in a certain calm happy awe which mingled 
itself with his busy working-day thoughts. How could he help 
feeling it? The very deer felt it, and were more timid. (340-1) 

Later, in chapter 50, "In the Cottage," when Adam's altered state of 

mind is described, she uses it again, in connection with another echo 

from As You Like It. 

His work, as you know, had always been part of his religion, and 
from very early days he saw clearly that good carpentry was God's 
will -was that form of God's will that most immediately concerned 
him. But now there was no margin of dreams for him beyond this 
daylight reality, no holiday-time in the working-day world, no 
moment in the distance when duty would take off her iron glove and 
breastplate and clasp him gently to rest. (532) 

The phrase "holiday-time" is heard when Rosalind, disguised as Ganymede, 

tells Orlando, "Come, woo me, woo me; for now I am in a holiday / humour 

and like enough to consent" (IV.i.65-66), and Celia, in answer to 

Rosalind's, "0 how full of / briers is this working day world!" says, 

"They are but burs, cousin, thrown upon thee in / holiday foolery. . ." 
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(I.iii.11-4). Elsewhere, the narrator also comments on Adam's, Arthur's, 

and Hetty's "golden worlds." 

In the first extract I have quoted, Adam is described happily 

blending a "golden world," dominated by Hetty, with his "working-day 

world"; and in the second, he is grieving over Hetty, However, during 

"this second autumn of his sorrow" (532), after finding real happiness 

with Dinah, he regains his "golden world." Thus, ac in Shakespeare's 

play, the quest for happiness in a balanced world, neither cynical nor 

sentimental, is an important theme in the novel. 

Then there are parallels of location, Arden is populated by real 

people, and yet it is a curious place, strangely eclectic and therelure 

somewhat other-worldly, Hayslope is real and concrete, but it too has a 

dreamlike atmosphere about it, The locales resemble each other in being 

pastoral retreats, pockets of quietude and beauty surrounded by ugly, 

threatening worlds, They are charming places boasting happy and unsoph 

isticated natives in harmony with the land and its traditions, In both 

play and novel, people, individually and collectively, enjoy relatively 

carefree lives, but they are also made to deal with the "working day 

worlds" that lie beyond, Novel and play examine the complex relationship 

of these two "worlds" in individuals and communities and imply the need 

for a harmonious blending of the two, 

Riehl's scientific analysis of the Bauernthum led him ta conclude 

that the geography and climate of a region to a large extent determine 

the cultural, spiritual, and social developments of itb people. Among 

those who live self-sufficient or remote lives there is "a sense of 

rank," which is not found in regions where the "original races are fused 

together,"11 The true peasant is unconcerned with his country's 
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constitutional government because the idea is beyond his conception. 

"His only notion of representation is that of representation of ranks— 

of classes; his only notion of a deputy is one who takes care, not of 

the national welfare, but of the interests of his own order." He finds 

no need for written laws; traditions are his living law.12 

Such a sense of rank is fundamental to Hayslope's way of life. 

Learning that Adam is to become steward, Arthur instructs him to "dine 

upstairs with the large tenants" (304), who squabble among themselves 

about the presidency and vice-presidency of the dinner. When Arthur 

walks in, everyone respectfully stands up, and politely listens to his 

agricultural theories: 

He was only a captain in the Loamshire Militia, but to the Hayslope 
tenants he was more intensely a captain than all the young gentle­
men of the same rank in his majesty's regulars—he outshone them as 
the planet Jupiter outshines the Milky Way. (105) 

It is precisely Arthur's social importance that makes his sin so 

serious: his disregard for rank makes what would otherwise be only an 

indiscretion a disruptive force in the community. 

Arthur is a member of the "Aristocratic Proletariat," to use Riehl's 

term, as translated by Eliot; he is typical of those noblemen's sons who 

are "usually obliged to remain without any vacation," and who always 

remain dilettantes.13 As the "invisible worm" in the rose that is 

Hayslope, he takes after his mother's family (108) and at best bears 

"the more territorial name of Donnithorne," His preference for 

flamboyant clothes also suggests how much he Is out of tune with his 

community: "I will not be so much of a tailor as to trouble your 

imagination with the differences of costume, and insist on [his] striped 

waistcoat, long-tailed coat, and low top-boots" (105). The reference to 

I 
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his striped waistcoat is particularly damning: bath Arthur and The 

Winter's Tale are alluded to when Adam, with unconscious irony, tells 

Hetty that pink roses "have got a finer sort o' green leaves, [and! are 

prettier than the striped uns. . . . [Tlhose striped uns have no smell" 

(268). Here is an example of Eliot's quiet irony and subtle handling of 

her subject: Adam's rejection of striped roses, which bloom at the same 

time as Arthur takes up with Hetty—in late summer-early autumn—is not 

unlike Perdita's rejection of "streak'd gillivors." She tells Polixenes: 

Sir, the year growing ancient, 
Not yet on summer's death nor the birth 
Of trembling winter, the fairest flowers o' th' season 
Are our carnations and streak'd gillivors, 
Which some call nature's bastards; oi that kind 
Our rustic garden's barren; and I care nut 
Ta get slips af them. 

UV.iv.79 85) 

Thus without being told ta da so, we are constantly encouraged to re­

flect on Arthur's "illegitimacy," and, perhaps, his capacity to beget 

bastards, 

A second allusion to Arthur's dress and looks (at the birthday 

dinner) reinforces the idea that he is one of "nature's bastards": 

Mr. Irwine got up to speak, and all the faces in the room were 
turned towards him. The superior refinement af his face was much 
more striking than that of Arthur's when seen in the comparison 
with the people round them. Arthur's was a much commoner British 
face, and the splendour of his new-fashioned clothes was more akin 
to the young farmer's taste in costume than Mr. Irwine's powder and 
the well-brushed but well-worn black, which seemed to be his chosen 
suit for great occasions; for he had the mysterious secret of never 
wearing a new-looking coat, (312) 

Significantly, Arthur's nearest relations are his Aunt Lydia and his 

grandfather, from whom he will inherit the estate. The lack of a father 

and mother in his life further illustrates the discontinuity that he 

represents in the slow evolution of Hayslope's liie. 

http://UV.iv.79
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Hetty has no parents either; her nearest relations are the Poysers 

(cf. 128), and like Arthur, she is notable for her striking, yet somehow 

insubstantial, physical appearance: "Hetty's was a springtide beauty; it 

was the beauty of young frisking things, round-limbed, gambolling, 

circumventing you by a false air of innocence" (128). She resembles Hebe 

(146), the Goddess of Youth who waited on the gods,14- and is "quite un­

educated—a simple farmer's girl, to whom a gentleman with a white hand 

was dazzling as an Olympian God" (145). Both she and Arthur are sensual 

creatures who prefer to live in dreams and pay only cursory attention to 

what is expected of them. To Hetty, work is an irritant; to Arthur, it 

is something you plan for others (cf. 147). 

But although Hetty and Arthur escape reality for ialse "golden 

worlds," others must share the blame for the disgrace that befalls the 

community. Mr. Irwine and Dinah, for example, are guilty of complacency 

and short-sightedness, 

In Theophrastus Such, Eliot recalls a rector who always saw to it 

that his parishoners paid him tithes. Such care is not usually expected 

from the clergy, but, Eliot says, "A Christian pastor who did not mind 

about his money was not an ideal prevalent among the rural minds of fat 

central England, and might have seemed to introduce a dangerous laxity 

of supposition about Christian laymen who happened to be creditors."'H 

Mr. Irwine is not interested in tithes, and he has many excellent 

qualities But he resembles this colleague inasmuch as they both show an 

imbalance between worldliness and spirituality--tending towards the 

former. They live up to a public image of what is expected of rectors, 

which has merits but also serious limitations. When told about Dinah's 

preaching, Mr-, Irwine tells M<=. parish clerk and sexton, "We must 'live 
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and let live,' Joshua, in religion as well as in other things. You go un 

doing your duty" (103). This advice is sound with regard to religion, 

but his willingness to "li"e and let live in other things" betrays 

complacency and presages his "fastidious!nensl about intruding un 

another man's secrets" (453) Ac the community's spiritual advisor, ho 

fails in not warning Arthur to stop his dalliance with Hetty. Eventual 

ly, he counsels Adam to do his duty to Gad and man (45b), but by thuti it 

is too late for him to exert any influence he may have had on Hetty and 

Arthur, 

Meanwhile, Dinah thinks that preaching alone will solve everything. 

Having finally affected Hetty as she affected Bessy during the sermon on 

the Green, she wrongly assumes that she has a convert: 

Dinah had never seen Hetty affected in this way bet ore, and, with 
her usual benignant hopefulness, she trusted it was the stirring ol 
a divine Impulse, She kissed the sobbing thing, ana began to cry 
with her grateful joy. But Hetty was simply in that excitable state 
af mind in which there is no calculating what turn the feelings may 
take from one moment to another, and for the first time she became 
irritated under Dinah's caress. (206) 

It is true that Mr, Irwine preaches the Gospel, and that Dinah works 

very hard, But he "harmonised I badly] with sound theories of clerical 

office, [and] . somehow harmonised extremely well with that peaceful 

landscape" (113), while she takes a martyr's pleasure in the hard life 

of Snowfield~-a place best described by Mrs, Poyser as "'that bare heap 

o' stones as the very crows fly over an' won't stop at'" (518;. In 

Eliot's "Commonplace Book" there is an extract from a letter written by 

Jenny Keith to John Wesley, which probably helped her with her 

characterization of Dinah: 

"I know not," [says Jenny Keith], "how to agree to the not working. 
I am still unwilling, to take anything from any body. I work out of 
choice, having never yet learnefi how a woman can be idle & 
innocent. I have had ns blessed times in my soul sitting at work as 
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I ever had in my l i f e ; especia l ly in the night-time, when I see 
nothing but the l ight of a candle & heaven in my soul, I think 
myself one of the happiest creatures below the skies , I do not 
complain tha t God has not made me some fine thing, to be set up & 
gazed a t ; but I can hear t i ly b less him that he has made me jus t 
what I am, a creature capable of the enjoyment of himself, If I go 
to the window & look out, I see the moon & s t a r s : I meditate awhile 
on the s i lence of the night, consider the world as a beautiful 
s t ruc ture , & the work of an almighty hand; then I s i t down to work 
again, & think myself one of the happiest beings in i t . " 

Southey's Life of Wesley16 

The passage reminds me of the scene describing Dinah a t her bedroom 

window on the evening before her re turn to Snowfield, Reflecting on the 

re la t ionship she has established with the people of Hayslope, and how 

they have learned to depend on her, the narra tor adds: 

the pressure of t h i s thought soon became too strong for her to 
enjoy the unresponding s t i l l n e s s of the moonlit f i e lds , She closed 
her eyes, tha t she might feel more intensely the pressure of a Love 
and Sympathy deeper and more tender than was breathed from ear th to 
sky, That was often Dinah's mode of praying in so l i tude . Simple to 
close her eyes, and to feel herself enclosed by the Divine 
Presence; then gradually her fears , yearning anxie t ies for others , 
melted away l ike i ce -c rys t a l s in a warm ocean. (202) 

On the one hand, she behaves se l f l e s s ly , but, on the other, she i s self­

less to a faul t . Quoting from the novel, Creeger writes: 

Sel f less i s a word used frequently in describing her, but s e l f l e s s 
means not only something different from se l f i sh ; i t means a lso 
lacking in self . To lack t h i s sense of human iden t i ty i s to become 
something e i the r l ess or more than human—a clod, perhaps, or a 
d ivini ty . Talking of herself to Mr. Irwine, she says: 

"I'fft too much given to sit still and keep by myself; it seems as if I could 
sit all day long with the thought of God overflowing i»y soul—as the pebbles 
lie bathed in the Willow Brook, For thoughts are so great—aren't they, sir? 
They seen to lie upon us like a deep flood; and it 's My besetment to forget 
where I an and everything about »e, and lose myself in thoughts that I could 
dive no account of, for I could neither make a beginning nor ending of then in 
words," [1351 

Such a s t a t e represents a complete withdrawal from l i f e , and 
withdrawal (or r e t r e a t ) i s cha rac t e r i s t i c of Dinah.17 

Given Eliot's strong interest in As You Like It and the similarities 

between the play and novel that I have already mentioned, I think that 

she saw an ironic parallel between Dinah's reference to the pebbles in 
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the Willow Brook and Duke Senior's comment to Amiens: 

And this our lite from public haunt, 
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, 
Sermons in atones, and good in everything 

Ul.i.lb 17) 

The Duke's reflections help him to "translate the stubbui mioss ul 

fortune / Into so quiet and so sweet a style" UI.i.19 t!0), as Amiens 

puts it; in other words, they reconcile him to the "working day world." 

Dinah's, on the other hand, indicate her excessive interest in the 

spiritual, as opposed to real, world. 

Put in Shakespearean terms, Mr Irwine is too much interested in the 

"working day world" of Hayslope, and Dinah in the "golden world" of her 

spiritual reveries. Until they learn to balance these two "worlds," they 

remain unfulfilled like the "melancholy" Jaques, who, rellecting an his 

travels and state of exile, cannot yet reconcile the beauty ul Arden 

with the world beyond. He tells Rosalind, "my often rumination wraps me 

in a most humorous sadness," to which Rosalind, who has learned to deal 

with life's hardships, replies: "I fear you have sold your awn lands to 

~ee other men's, Then to have seen much and to have nothing is to have 

tch eyes and poor hands" (IV.i.17-23). 

When she rneets Mr, Irwine at the Hall Farm, Dinah tells him: 

"But I've noticed, that in these villages where the people lead a 
quiet life among green pastures and the still waters, tilling the 
ground and tending the cattle, there's a strange deadnecs to the 
Word, as different as can be from the great towns, like Leeds, 
where I once went to visit a holy woman who preaches there. It's 
wonderful how rich is the harvest of souls up those high-walled 
streets, where yc seem to walk as in a prison-yard, and the ear is 
deafened with the sounds of worldly toil. I think maybe it is 
because the promise is sweeter when this life is so dark and 
dreary, and the soul gets more hungry Wuen the body is ill at 
ease." (137) 
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Other names for Hayslope's "strange deadness" are "complacency" and "in­

tolerance" attitudes not restricted to religious beliefs. Of Hetty's 

feelings about "the parish," the narrator says: 

You can perhaps hardly understand the effect of that word 
["parish"] on a mind like Hetty's, brought up among people who were 
somewhat hard m their feelings even towards poverty, who lived 
among the fields, and had little pity for want and rags as a hard 
inevitable fate such as they sometimes seem in cities, but held 
them a mark of idleness and vice- -and it was idleness and vice that 
brought burthens on the parish. (424) 

Implicit in these extracts is the suggestion that the Hayslopians' 

complacent attitudes and intolerance towards suffering are the result of 

having lived too well. Their "golden world," therefore, needs to be tem­

pered by harder experiences of life; and that is particularly true of 

Adam. 

In some ways Adam is an unsatisfactory character. From the first 

description in the workshop, where it is made evident that he is not 

like other men, it is difficult to come to grips with his nature. 

Somehow he stands too far apart from Hayslope. Dinah, who is more 

accustomed to sensing "Divine love" as she walks over hills (135), is 

immediately affected by him (162), and the narrator explains; "Adam, you 

perceive, was by no means a marvellous man, nor, properly speaking, a 

genius, yet I will not pretend that his was an ordinary character among 

workmen, , ," (258). Such attempts to capture the complexity of his 

nature unwittingly contribute to a blurring of his character, There is 

something of the Byronic hero in his air of brooding intensity and 

individuality, and he resembles Carlyle's "natural Aristocrat"m as well 

as Ruskin's simple artisan who is dedicated to, and finds simple reward 

in, work. 
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Nevertheless, he should be seen as representing everything that is 

good and bad in ilavslope He is hones I , reliable, forthright yet 

respectful, and dedicated to family, friends, and work. Yet he is also 

intolerant: "he had too little fellow feeling with the weakness that 

errs in spite oi foreseen consequences"; and, as the narrator asks, 

"Without this fellow-feeling, how are we to get enough patience and 

charity towards our stumbling, falling companions in the long and 

changeful journey?" (255). What Adam must learn is what most oi Eliot's 

characters eventually learn, and what the characters in As You Like It 

learn: wisdom, which often comes as a result of suffering. "All passion 

becomes strength when it has an outlet from the narrow limits of our 

personal lot in the labour oi our right arm, the cunning oi our right 

hand, or the still, creative activity of our thought" (257>, says the 

narrator. Once Adam experiences sorrow and understands the need ioi 

"fellow feeling," he finds "an outlet from the narrow limits of this! 

personal lot" by joining the "wider limits" of humanity; and in this way 

he finds strength ta overcome sorrow, 

In the beginning, however, Adam's only "passion" i.j work, something 

not very different Irom Arthur's "passion" for bringing about changes on 

the estate, In fact, there is a striking similarity between the two men. 

Arthur dismisses the Lyrical Ballads as "twaddling stuff" (109) and only 

knows Mr. Irwire's /techylus "by sight" (213), while Adam "might hav'C hod. 

many more books from Bartle Kassey, but he had na time for reading 'the 

common print,' as Llsbeth called it, so busy as he was with figures in 

all the leisure moments which he did not fill up with extra carpentry" 

(258) Neither is inclined to reflect on anything beyond immediate 
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interests, and, when they do, they tend to delude themselves lhe way 

Arthur flirts with Hetty, and the way Adam at one time thinks about her 

are described with ironic references to "golden ages," indicating that 

both men have much to learn about life in the real world. 

It was a pity they [Arthur and Hetty] were not in that golden age 
of childhood when they would have stood face to face, eyeing each 
other with timid liking, then given each other a little butterfly 
kiss, and taddled off ta play together. (175-6) 

[Adam thought] How she will dote on her children! She is almost a 
child herself, and the little pink round things will hang about her 
like florets round the central flower; and the husband will look 
on, smiling benignly, able, whenever he chooses, to withdraw into 
the sanctuary of his wisdom, towards which his sweet wife will look 
reverently, and never lift the curtain, It is a marriage such as 
they made in the golden age, when the men were all wise and 
majestic, and the women all lovely and loving. (198) 

The description of Adam blending his "golden world" with his "working 

day world" as he walks towards the Arden like Grove, where he will see 

Arthur and Hetty kissing, is also ironic. For all his industry and 

craftmanship, he has yet to make contact with the "working-day world," 

although he has begun to feel some of its "briers" since his father's 

death. The trauma of events to come, however, teaches him, as it does 

others, thr extent of his failings, and makes him a wiser man. 

However, Adam Bede does not only decribe how the social ecology of 

Hayslope is threatened, it also offers a deep understanding of what 

holds it together. In his Autobiography, John Stuart Mill wrote, 

When the philosophic minds of the world can no longer believe its 
religions, a transitional period of weak convictions, paralysed 
intellects & growing laxity of principle commences, which can never 
cease but when a renovation has been effected in the basis of 
belief, leading to the evolution of another faith whether religious 
or not, which they can believe. Therefore I hold that all thinking 
or writing, which does not directly tend towards this renovation, 
is at present of very little value beyond the moment, ' ' 
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Similarly, Eliot recognized that communities need something tu believe 

in, and that once that belief has ossified, or ia broken, a period ox 

spiritual floundering is inevitable. Referring to England, she wrote, 

many of us can remember country districts in which the great mass 
of the people were christianised by illiterate Methodist and 
Independent ministers; while the influence of the parish clergyman 
among the poor did not extend much beyond a tew old women in 
scarlet cloaks, and a few exceptional church going labourers. " 

In Adam Bede we see a community experiencing a "crisis of faith" brought 

on by Mr. Irwine's brand of religion, which is deficient in spiritual 

content, anc. Dinah's, which disapproves of all material possessions, 

including land, which arc fundajuental to the community Arthur deals the 

death blow, as it were, when he betrays everyone by ignoring his 

responsibility to uphold the sense of rank upon which Hayslope is 

structured. 

The period of disillusionment that follows Hetty's disgrace is beaut 

ifully described in chapter 40, 'The Bitter Waters Spread": 

Before ten o'clock an Thursday morning the home at the Hall I'aim 
was a house of mourning for a misfortune felt to be worse than 
death. The sense of family dishonour was too keen even in the kind 
hearted Martin Poyser the younger to leave room for any compassion 
towards Hetty. He and his father were simple-minded farmers, proud 
af their untarnished character, proud that they came of a lamily 
which had held up its head and paid its way as rar back as its name 
was in the parish register; and Hetty had brought disgrace on them 
all—disgrace that could never be wiped out. (459; 

But if her disgrace could never be wiped out, neither could the 

community, As Eliot said, quoting Riehl, "What has grown up historically 

can only die out historically, by the gradual operation oi necessary 

laws."21 The severs attitudes do not last, As the narrator says, "Deep, 

unspeakable suffering may well b<? called a baptism, a regeneration, the 

initiation into a new state, . . . Doubtless a great anguish may do the 
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work of years, and we may come out from that baptism of fire with a soul 

full of new awe and new pity" (471-2) 

Nevertheless, a number of critics have found fault with Eliot's 

treatment of Hetty.--1 It is interesting to note that those who abject to 

Hetty's "rejection" do so for the same sorts of reasons as those who 

object to Falstaffs in 2 Henry IV. It is argued that the rejections are 

unfair, be..ause both Shakespeare and Eliot are inconsistent in their 

treatment of characters or themes. In Falstaff's case, A, C. Bradley 

says that if we have enjoyed him, his rejection is hard to take, and 

when "the Chief Justice returns and sends him to prison, we stare in 

astonishment." He goes on: "Falstaff's dismissal to the Fleet, and his 

subsequent death prove beyond doubt that his rejection was meant by 

Shakespeare to be taken as a catastrophe which not even his humour could 

enable him to surmount." The only plausible explanation ior the 

rejection is that Shakespeare "overshot his mark": "He created so 

extraordinary a being and fixed him so firmly on his intellectual 

23 
throne, that when he sought to detrarone him he could not." 

E. M. W. Tillyard thinks otherwise: 

Those who cannot stomach the rejection of Falstaff assume that in 
some way the Prince acted dishonestly, that he made a friend of 
Falstaff, thus deceiving him, that he got all he could out of him 
and then repudiated the debt, They are wrong, The Prince is aloof 
and Olympian from the start and never treats Falstaff any better 
than his dog with whom he condescends once in a way to have a game. 
It is not the Prince who deceives, it is Falstaff who deceives him­
self by wishful thinking.24 

Tillyar-d is right when he says that Falstaff deceives himself, but not 

because Hal has been aloof and Olympian from the start, •2-' Falstaff un­

wittingly pinpoints the reasons for his "rejection" when he reflects on 

Shallow's familiarity with his servants: "let men take heed of their 
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company" (see V.i.61-75). Hal, taking heed of his, and wanting to avoid 

the Falstaffian "disease," takes Falstaffs own advice. 

It may be argued that, even though Falstaffs rejection is necessary, 

it is still surprising and shocking. But such a reaction, I think, 

betrays a misreading of the play. The real hero is not King Henry, Hal, 

or Falstaff, but England. As A. R. Humphreys says, the theme of the play 

is the state of England.as There is enough lawlessness in the country 

without Falstaff adding to it,27 England needs King Henry's, and event­

ually Hal's firm leadership to ensure peace and quiet. Falstaff, through 

his own actions, disqualifies himself from Hal's company, and his re­

jection, compared with England's welfare, is relatively unimportant. 

Much the same can be said about Hetty's rejection. I have tried to 

show that the main issue in Adam Bede is the state of Hayslope's 

community and that Hetty is an anomaly to its way of life. Just as 

Falstaff is made to leave Hal, she is made to leave Hayslope. Her death, 

given the nature of the punishment and the fact that there is no 

indication that she ever learns from her troubles, is both believable 

and in keeping with the navel's theme of redemption. 

Eliot's ending in Adam Bede is not unlike Shakespeare's in As You 

Like It. Hymen marries those who have learned to balance their "working-

day worlds" with the "golden world" of Arden. To them he says, "Then is 

there mirth in heaven, / When earthly things made even / Atone together" 

(V.iv.107-9). Thereafter, we learn that Duke Frederick has suddenly, and 

rather fortuitously, "put on a religious life, / And thrown into neglect 

the pompous court" (V.iv. 180-1), thereby allowing Duke Senior to leave 

his exile, Yet Shakespeare's resolution is not altogether contrived. A 
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central theme throughout the play is that our better qualities, given 

half a chance, will overcame our ignoble natures ar conduct; Duke 

Frederick's determination to give back the crown is in keeping with that 

idea. As soon as he comes into contact with the "golden world" of Arden, 

he goes off to atone for his sins. The same is true in Adam Bede, 

Arthur's fate resembles Duke Frederick's insofar as he is also forced to 

expiate his sins by leaving his home, Meanwhile, the marriage of Dinah 

and Adam is an example of haw the "uses of adversity" can be "sweet." 

For as the narrator says, 

Tender and deep as his lave far Hetty had been-- so deep that the 
roots of it would never be torn away—his love for Dinah was better 
and more precious to him; for it was the outgrowth of that fuller 
life which had come to him from his acquaintance with deep sorrow, 
(574) 

The novels which fallow Adam Bede experiment with different styles 

and interests. As Knoepflmacher and George Levine say: 

The religious enthusiast who became an agnostic, the translator who 
became an editor and essayist, the essayist who became a novelist, 
the experimental novelist who would not repeat herself, the anti-
novelist who turned to poetry and to the Theophrastan character 
sketch~~all these and many other selves (historian, linguist, 
scientist, etc.) went into the making of "George Eliot."-'" 

Nevertheless, her appreciation of As You Like It never changed. In 

subsequent chapters I will draw attention to what, at first glance, may 

appear to be casual allusions to the play, but which are anything but 

casual. The thematic parallels that I have just explored are also folded 

into the texts of the later, more complex novels. 

Georg Gervinus, in Shakespeare, makes the following comment about 

Jaques' function in the play: 

This character is exclusively Shakespeare's own creation and 
addition, He demonstrates anew the poet's duality, of which we have 
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found many examples and with which we are familiar. Shakespeare 
does not echo the facile tradition of pastoral poets who extol the 
still-life of Nature as being in itself a school ol wisdom and 
contentment. By contrasting Jaques with the Duke, he shows that 
those who wish ta get enjoyment and benefit from this life must 
have a predisposition for moderation and self-control, enabling 
them to neutralise adversity and do without external success,*-' * 

Eliot's marking of this passage suggests that she agreed with Gervinuo' 

understanding of Shakespeare's cautiously optimistic world view. Like 

Shakespeare, she went on to create a gallery of characters who struggle 

to find meaningful lives and demonstrate anew the need to balance 

communal and individual interests. Once they learn this lesson, they 

usually find happiness, for, as Adam Bede's narrator says, 

It would be a poor result af all our anguish and our wrestling, il 
we won nothing but our old selves at the end oi it ii we could 
return to the same blind laves, the same sell-confident blame, the 
same light thoughts of human suffering, the same irivolous gossip 
over blighted human lives, the same feeble sense of that Unknown 
towards which we have sent forth irrepressible cries in our 
loneliness. Let us rather be thankful that our sorrow lives in us 
as an indestructible force, only changing its form, as forces do, 
and passing Irom pain into sympathy- the one poor word which 
includes all our best insight and our best love, (531> 
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Chapter 4 
Tragic Vision in The Mill on the Floss 

There are tragic elements in Scenes, Adam Bede, Silas Marner, Romola, 

Felix Holt, Middlemarch, and Daniel Deronda; and yet these novels end on 

optimistic notes. Their main characters are variously taught to 

recognize their own relative insignificance in the scheme of things, and 

to rely on the healing power of love; they usually discover happiness, 

despite hardships which have to be endured, But this is not so in The 

Mill on the Floss: at different times, the principal characters, Maggie 

and Tom, learn similar lessons, but they die in the process of dis­

covery. Like their counterparts in the other navels, Maggie and Tom have 

to deal with circumstances that are largely, though unwittingly, created 

far them by their society. However, they da not survive their moments of 

self-renunciation. Because people like Tom have been thoroughly indoct­

rinated in. St, Ogg's absurdities and cannot see that individuals have 

compelling needs of their owr„, Maggie is denied the opportunity to 

balance the duties she owes to herself with those she owes to others. 

And only when it is too late does Tom recognize his egoism. In The Mill, 

Eliot suggests that some things in life can never be overcome, that 

under some circumstances death is the only solution. For although the 

drowning of Tom and Maggie is accidental, it can be argued that they 

must die because, in their different ways, they are helpless victims of 

prejudices and allegiances from which they can never otherwise escape. 

This unrelieved, sombre exploration of life distinguishes The Mill 

and makes it Eliot's most tragic novel. In Tragedy in the Victorian 

Novel, Jeannette King says that The Mill "repeats the conflict that 
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[Eliot] sees in Antigone—'an antagonism between valid claims.'" Insofar 

as this conflict is impossible to solve, "The form of the novel is 

consequently moulded by the tragic vision," which, with the exception of 

The Spanish Gypsy, is unique in her work. The childhood section af The 

Mill brings out the idea of hereditary guilt, which ensures that Mr. 

Tulliver's conflict with Wakem is passed on to the next generation and 

that his need for revenge is not allowed to die a natural death: "The 

revenge theme which dominates Greek and Jacobean tragedy here gives 

dramatic force to George Eliot's law of consequences." The novel adopts 

the cyclical patterns of classical tragedy, which lend themselves to the 

idea of history repeating itself. In this way, says King, Bliot elevates 

the individual's life to a universal life: she raises "the private 

sorrow to the level of tragedy." Maggie's story is significantly comp­

ared with the legend of St. Ogg's, and so her story "becomes itself a 

symbol for all time: the accidents of time and place are finally ir­

relevant to the real tragedy."1 

I agree with much of what King says, and In this chapter I want to 

pursue her point that The Mill repeats the conflict of Greek and Jacob­

ean drama. A single reference to Hamlet suggests that there is a subtle 

distinction between the tragedies of Maggie and Antigone. At a point 

between the lengthy account of her childhood and adolescence, and the 

climax to which everything has been pointing, the narrator observes: 

But you have known Maggie a long while, and need to be told, not 
her characteristics, but her history, which is hardly to be 
predicted even from the completest knowledge of characteristics. 
For the tragedy of our lives is not created entirely from within._ 
'Character'—says Novalis, in one of his questionable aphorisms— 
'character is destiny.' But not the whole of our destiny. Hamlet, 
Prince of Denmark, was speculative and irresolute, and we have a 
great tragedy in consequence. But if his father had lived to a good 
old age, and his uncle had died an early death, we can conceive 
Hamlet's having married Ophelia and got through life with a 
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reputation of sanity notwithstanding many soliloquies, and some 
moody sarcasms towards the fair daughter- at Polonlus, to say 
nothing of the frankest incivility to his father in law.* 

Eliot's point is that Maggie's tragedy is closer to Hamlet's because 

both characters find themselves having to deal with circumstances or 

events over which they have little or no control. For them, character 

and environment are destiny: they are caught up in the conflicting dem 

ands of the two. But unlike Antigone, who is similarly affected, they 

begin by internalizing their problems. Their dilemmas are not simply the 

result af being out oi step with their societies, but in being out of 

step with themselves. Much of their suffering comes from their initial 

reluctance to ignore the implications of acting one way or the ' -"her. 

In Sophocles' play, it is left to the audience to see that the 

conflict between Antigone and Creon cannot be resolved. Alter he punish 

es Antigone for her disobedience, Creon expresses his sorrow; but ior 

the most part there is never any doubt in the minds ol cither oi the 

protagonists that the other was wrong and that, however regrettable, 

their actions were morally justified, With Hamlet and Maggie the problem 

runs deeper, For them, the question of who is right or wrong becomes 

less and less clear and is in any case subsumed in the wider considerat 

ion of knowing what to do, At first, Hamlet is largely "speculative and 

irresolute," while Maggie wrestles with her conscience; in the end, both 

make up their minds to do what is right, only to die dramatically arntd 

chaotic circumstances. These "resolutions" are unsatisfactory because 

they avoid answering the questions that have been raised. What would 

have happened to them if they had not died so suddenly? Would they have 

been able to settle down with people who looked upon them with distrust? 

Would they have been able to change their societies? On the other hand, 
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it is difficult t 0 see how Shakespeare and Eliot could have solved the 

insoluble And that, I think, is the point: there are no satisfactory 

solutions to the problems facing Maggie and Hamlet. Moreover, the 

interest lies more in their crises of self-identity than anything else. 

They begin to waver in wanting ta act against authority because they are 

torn between a loyalty to the past that has helped to create them, and a 

need to break with the past that involves a direct threat to their sense 

of self, The suffering entailed by that becomes a large part of their 

tragedy. 

Eliot's reference, then, to Hamlet's hypothetical destiny is not just 

a throw-away observation, Other Shakespearean allusions also indicate 

that she had Shakespeare in mind while writing The Mill, An 1860 review 

of the novel includes the following comment: 

[the novel reproduces] the old grand element of interest which the 
Greek drama possessed, the effect of circumstances upon man; but 
you have, in addition, that analysis of the inner mind, of which 
Hamlet stands in literature the greatest example,-' 

The reviewer is prompted to mention Hamlet because Eliot does; the idea 

is not developed, However, this chapter will try to develop it, After 

considering Eliot's personal response to Shakespeare's play, I hope to 

rhow that the stoi ies of Hamlet and Maggie share the same tragic vision. 

The sort of speculation that Eliot's narrator engages in concerning 

Hamlet's life under different circumstances is also found in Goethe's 

Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship and Travels. Meister, in fact, makes a 

detailed study of Hamlet's nature before the old king's murder and the 

chain of events that follow. Eliot referred to Hamlet and Wilhelm 

Meister in a letter dated 30 July 1861 (Letters 3: 441-42), but she 
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would ha"e b-en aware of Meister's comments before she wrote The Mill 

because in 1855, five years earlier, Lewes published The Lite and Woiks 

of Goethe. 

"The criticism on Hamlet, which Wilhelm makes," said Lewes, "still 

remains the best criticism we have on that wonderful play," and, since 

Eliot agreed with him, I suggest that if we want to discover Eliot'L. 

pers;onal response to Hamlet, we should turn to Goethe's novel. a 

Meister first discusses the play when he stages it and decides to 

take on the title role. But since Goethe makes it clear that Meister is 

his Hamlet (we therefore hear Hamlet talking about Hamlet, as it were), 

everything that Meister says has to be weighed very carefully, Foi 

instance, during the rehearsals, he tells the other actors about the 

difficulty he has had in coming to grips with his part and then explains 

haw he salved the problem. In Thomas Carlyle's translation of he novel, 

we read: 

"I set about investigating every trace of Hamlet's character, as 
it had shown itself before his father's death: I endeavoured to 
distinguish what in it was independent of this mournful event; in­
dependent of the terrible events that fallowed; and what most prob 
ably the young man would have been, had no such thing occurred."'-

He thereby concludes that Hamlet was at one time a promising fellow in 

whom "Ambition and the love of rule are not the passions that inspire 

him.'"' Unlike me Mill's narrator who thinks that Hamlet was always 

introspective, moody and uncivil, Meister believes he 

"was calm in his temper, artless in his conduct. . , . He possessed 
more mirth of humour than of heart; he was a good companion, 
pliant, courteous, discreet, and able to forget and forgive an 
injury; yet never able to unite himself with those who overslept 
the limits of the right, the good, and the becoming."7 

The different conclusions that Meister and Eliot's narrator come to 

regarding Hamlet's essential nature can be accounted for by remembering 
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that whereas Meister J.S, at this stage of his Apprenticeship and 

Travels, naive, self - obsessed, and undisceralng, Eliot's narrator is 

worldly-wise and therefore not about to overlook Hamlet's (and 

Meister's) faults. Meister does not see them because, as Goethe's 

Hamlet, he is not yet ready to see the same faults in his owa nature and 

conduct, 

Goethe's no"el can be read, at least in part, as a retelling of 

Hamlet's story.0 Two of Meister's theatrical friends are called Horatio 

and Laertes, the myeterious Ghost ironi his production resembles his own 

father and returns to him after he has left the company, ' and Meister 

is later told that he played Hamlet successfully because his "form . . . 

disposition and the temper of the moment suited"—not because he was a 

good actor able to project himself into the part.10 Thus, since Goethe 

all but tells us that Meister is his Hamlet, it is possible to say that 

Meister's moral development mirrors Hamlet's. 

Identifying the stages in Meister's moral development is not 

difficult: here too we are all but told when and why a phase begins or 

ends, His Apprenticesnip begins when, after mistakenly believing himself 

to be wronged by Mariana, he abruptly breaks with the past and over-

confidently sets off to make, the world his own rather than find his 

placu in it. Always ready to savour a new experience, he drifts from one 

place to another and is never sbv to give strong opinions on any subject 

whatsoever. Gradually, however, after becoming entangled in various 

situations and intrigues, he begins to suspect that he may not have all 

the answers to all the questions after all. And, when he finally sees 

that he has been participating in a design not of his own making, when 

his confidence in his own powers of discrimination is shaken, he is told 
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that his Apprenticeship is over. At this point, the Ghost from the 

earlier production returns to express confidence in his ability ta bo 

come a wiser person.11 

Together with other "Renunciants," he is, again mysteriously, lor cud 

to Travel in order to learn "Reverence" and "Wisdom." Alter many on 

counters with all sorts of people, and after much ret lection on what 

they tell him, Meister succeeds in his task, His story ends when 

Lenardo, a fellow Iraveller, summarizes what all the Renunciants have 

learned: 

Let a man learn . . . to figure himself as without permanent exter 
nal relation; let him seek consistency and sequence not in 
circumstances but in himself; there will he find it; there let him 
cherish and nourish it. He who devotes himself to the most needlul 
will in all cases advance his purpose with greatest certainty: 
others again, aiming at the higher, the more delicate, require 
greater prudence even in the choice of their path. But let a man be 
attempting or treating what he will, he is not, as an individual, 
sufficient for himself; and to ar honest mind, society remains the 
highest want,'E 

From Meister's story it is possible to say a number of things about 

Goethe's understanding of Shakespeare's play, When Meister, as part af 

his analysis of the character, suggests that Hamlet is "Not reflective 

or sorrowful by nature. . , ," Goethe is being ironic. Meister is right 

when he says that "reflection and sorrow have become for him [Hamlet] a 

heavy obligation" by the time the audience first sees him; that his 

father's death has caused him to remember "His past condition . . . as a 

vanished dream"; and, that Gertrude's marriage to Claudius has made him 

feel "completely bent and orphaned; and no happiness of life can repay 

what he has lost,"1-' But because he is guilty of the same sin, Meister 

overlooks Hamlet's self-righteousness- the result of his reflective and 

sorrowful nature, Hamlet's grief and embarrassment are of course under-
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standabla. But even before there is any suspicion of foul play, he has 

already condemned Claudius, his mother, and the Danish state generally. 

Similarly, Meister's own shortcomings suggests that he is only part­

ially right in his account of Hamlet's response to the Ghost: 

"And when the ghost has vanished, who is it that stands before 
us? A young hero panting for vengeance? A prince by birth, rejoic­
ing to be called to punish the usurper of his crown? Ho! trouble 
and astonishment take hold of the solitary young man; he grows 
bitter against smiling villains, swears that he will not forget the 
spirit, and concludes with the significant ejaculation: 

The time is out of joint: 0 cursed spite, 
That ever I was born to set it right! 

"In these words, I imagine, will be found the key to Hamlet's 
whole procedure. To me it is clear that Shakspeare [sic] meant, in 
the present case, to represent the effects of a great action laid 
upon a soul unfit for the performance of it. In this view the whole 
piece seems to me to be composed. There is an oak-tree planted in a 
costly jar, which should have borne only pleasant flowers in its 
bosom, the roots expand, the jar is shivered. 

"A lovely, pure, noble and most moral nature, without the 
strength of nerve which forms a hero, sinks beneath a burden which 
it cannot bear and must not cast away. All duties are holy for him; 
the present is too hard. Impossibilities have been required of him; 
not in themselves impossibilities, but such for him. He winds, and 
turns, and torments himself; he advances and recoils; is ever put 
in mind, ever puts himself in mind; at last does all but lose his 
purpose from his thoughts; yet still without recovering his peace 
of mind."1-1 

Goethe would no doubt say that although it is very reasonable for Hamlet 

to be troubled and astonished by what the Ghost says and demands, and 

although Shakespeare does "represent the effects of a great action laid 

upon a soul unfit for the performance of it," Meister has not seen that 

Hamlet contributes to his tragedy by not being able to focus on what is 

required of him. Shakespeare's Hamlet finds himself in a dreadful pre­

dicament, but he exaggerates somewhat when he says, "The time is out of 

joint; 0 cursed spite, / That ever I was born to set it right." The 
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Ghost asks him to right a particular wrong and warns hia not concern 

himself with anything else: 

If thou has nature in Ihee, bear it nut, 
Let not the royal bed of Denmark be 
A couch for luxury and damned incest. 
But howsomever thou pursuest this act, 
Taint not thy mind nor let thy soul contrive 
Against thy mother aught. Leave her to heaven, 
And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge 
To prick and sting her. 

[my emphasis! U.v ol 88) 

Hamlet promptly ignores this advice As Lewes wrote in a review al the 

play, after seeing the Ghost, 

His sorrowing nature has been suddenly ploughed to its depths by a 
horror so great as to make him recoil every moment tram the beliei 
in its reality. The shock, if it has not destroyed his sanity, has 
certainly unsettled him. Nothing can be plainer than this, Every 
line speaks it, (Lewes's emphasis)1*-

It is precisely because he does allow the Ghost's words to taint his 

mind that Hamlet is unable to move against Claudius in a forthright man 

ner, In a poisoned state of mind, he is very quick to insult Polonius, 

reject Ophelia, and contrive against his mother, but the Ghost has to 

come a second time "to whet [his] almost blunted purpose" (III,iv.Ill), 

I suggest that Goethe saw this point in the play, Act I, scene v, as 

marking the beginning of Hamlet's Apprenticeship--a period during which 

he must learn some humility. Meister's Apprenticeship ends when his 

contact with the theatre and various other incidents have given him 

insight into the great scheme of thing?- and have caus d him to see that 

he has been over-hasty in judging others; Hamlet's ends when his encoun 

ters with the players and Fortinbras' captain, for instance, shame him 

into seeing the extent to which he has been self-obsessed and therefore 

ineffectual in carrying out the Ghost's demands, When he says, 

Sure he that made us with such large discourse, 
Looking before and after, ,_,ave us not 
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That capability and godlike reason 
To fust in us unue'd. . . , 

(IV.iv.36-39) 

he is about to embark for England, or, as I think Goethe would say, to 

set off on his Travels. The reference to God in the above lines suggests 

that he is now ready to learn Reverence, Renunciation, and Wisdom. And 

that is apparently what happens: later he tells Horatio, "There's a 

divinity that shapes our ends, / Rough-hew them how we will—" (V.ii.10-

11), and he talks of a "special providence in the fall of a sparrow" 

(V.ii.215-16). At this stage, having learned self-renunciatic , he is 

finally prepared to act against Claudius on the grounds that he is 

fulfilling a social obligation (cf. V.ii.63-70), instead of satisfying a 

dubious, personal vendetta. Thus, Goethe now sees Hamlet as a Renunciant 

who has at last grasped that "he is not, as an individual, sufficient 

for himself; and [that] to an honest mind, society remains the highest 

want." 

Goethe invokes Hamlet because Meister resembles him in having to 

learn his duties and obligations towards society before judging or 

criticizing it. And since Eliot alludes to both Hamlet and IWlhelm 

Meister, she can be seen to make the same point about Maggie. However, 

unlike Goethe, who ends his novel once the moral lessons have been 

learned, Eliot also explores something else. Goethe's interest in Hamlet 

is essentially restricted to an analysis of character, and, although 

Eliot shares this interest, she does not ignore the fact that Hamlet's 

self-renunciation does not save him from a tragic end. Like Shakespeare, 

she is also interested in exploring how circumstances shape destiny, 

regardless of the moral lessons learned. 
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Maggie's fnte is similar to Hamlet's insofar as she must also dis­

cover self-renunciation before kncwing how to resolve her conflict with 

a society notable for its perverse will. Perhaps Hamlet's tragic example 

helped her here: among the books which Philip Wakem gave her war "a 

pocket Shakespeare" (441). Her escapade with Stephen Guest, comparable 

to Hamlet's climactic sea voyage, puts an end to her speculation. And 

yet, despite her resolution to do her duty to Philip and Lucy, a final 

catastrophe still awaits her, 

Having done what Tom would want her to do, Maggie is still condemn­

ed. Dr. Kenn's difficulty in trying to decide what is best for Maggie, 

after her rejection of Stephen Guest and her decision to stay in St. 

Ogg's, is not unlike Eliot's when she has to find a way of ending the 

novel. Dr, Kenn thinks that Maggie should, perhaps, marry Stephen. 

On the other hand, he entered with all the comprehension of a man 
who had known spiritual conflict and lived through years of devoted 
service to his fellow-men, into that state of Maggie's heart and 
conscience which made this consent to the marriage a desecration to 
her: her conscience must not be tampered with: the principle on 
which she had acted was a safer guide than any balancing of con­
sequences. His experience told him that intervention was too 
dubious a responsibility to be lightly incurred: the possible issue 
either of an endeavour to restore the former relations with Lucy 
and Philip, or of counselling submission to this irruption of a new 
feeling was hidden in a darkness all the more impenetrable because 
each immediate step was clogged with evil. (437) 

Like Hamlet, Maggie reaches a point where circumstances are against her. 

Her problem is that justice conflicts with expediency. Dr. Kenn is one 

of a few who come to her defence, but even he is made to forego justice, 

albeit reluctantly, in the interest of expediency. When rumours begin to 

spread about him and Maggie marrying, he has to give up helping her for 

the sake of his own credibility in his congregation. Thus, having placed 

her heroine in a hopeless position, Eliot engineers Maggie's death. 
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But that is not to say that Eliot lost complete control of her story. 

Maggie's suffering and the insolubility of her situation are precisely 

what the novel deals with and leads up ta. Although Eliot agreed with 

critics who said that the flood scene could have been better prepared 

for, it was part ol hor earliest plans." She tola D'Albert-Durade: 

My love of childhood scenes made me linger over them; so that I 
could not; develop as fully as I wished the concluding "Book" in 
which the tragedy occurs, and which I had looked forward to with 
much attention and premeditation from the beginning. (Letters 3: 
374) (My emphasis) 

Likewise, she agreed with Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton's comments, which 

were included in a letter to Blackwood: she told her publisher, who had 

Shawn her the letter; 

On two points I recognize the justice af his criticism. First, that 
Maggie is made to appear too passive in the scene of quarrel in the 
Red Deeps. If my book were still in MS , I should—now that the de­
fect is suggested to me—alter, or rather expand that scene. Sec­
ondly, that the tragedy is not adequately prepared. This is a de­
fect which I felt even while writing the third volume, and have 
felt ever since the MS. left me. The "e p i s c h e Breite" into which I 
was beguiled by love of my subject in the two first volumes, caused 
a want of proportionate fullness in the treatment of the third, 
which T shall always regret. (Letter 3: 317-18) 

However, she responded with great conviction to Bulwer-Lytton's point 

that 

It may be quite natural that [Maggie] should take that liking to 
[Stephen], but, it is a position at variance with all that had 
before been Heroic about her. The indulgence of such a sentiment 
for the affianced of a friend under whose roof she was, was a 
treachery and a meanness according to the Ethics of Art, and 
nothing can afterwards lift the character into the same hold on us. 
The refusal to marry Stephen fails to do so.1"7 

Her reply indicates that she knew exactly what she was doing: 

The other chief paint of criticism—Maggie's position towards 
Stephen--is too vital a part of my whole conception and purpose for 
me to be converted to the condemnation af it, If I am wrong there— 
if I did not really know what my heroine would feel and da under 
the circumstances in which I deliberately placed her, I ought not 
to have written this book at all, but quite a different book, if 
any, If the ethics of art do not admit the truthful presentation of 

m 


