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INTRODUCTION

Tre MiLe on THE FLOss is not a good title. Though George Eliot
accepted it when her publisher John Blackwood proposed it, she
observed that ‘the Mill is not strictly on the Floss’, but on its small
tributary the Ripple. Nor is the Mill the central interest of the
novel. While writing it George Eliot usually referred to it as
‘Sister Maggie’ or "Maggie’. Maggie is certainly the heart of the
story. Many episodes — the dead rabbits, the battered doll, the jam
puffs, and running away to the gypsies - are admittedly
autobiographical, deriving their intense vividness from the
author’s early memories. All the elements of character that bring
about the tragedy are foreshadowed in Maggie’s childhood
experiences. She is first seen standing at the water’s edge, and the
first words that Mrs Tulliver speaks to her give the dire warning:
You'll tumble in and be drownded some day, an’ then youll be -
sorry you didn’t do as mother told you.” Sitting happily with '
Tom at the Round Pool, Maggie, looking dreamily into the glassy
water, catches a fish without realizing it. Later, drifting down the

- Floss with Stephen, she falls into the same fit of absence she was
always liable to and was hardly conscious that they had passed-
Luckreth. The love of books shown early in her talk with Mr
Riley and during her visit to Tom at Mr Stelling’s prepares us for
her anguish at {osing them and for the joy they bring to her
meetings with Philip in the Red Deeps. Susceptibility to music is
another foreshadowed trait. To little Maggie the singing of the
waits at Christrnas Eve seemed supernatural voices of angels; and
the simple tune played by Uncle Pullet’s snuff-box excires her so
that she throws her arms round Tom’s neck and spills half his
cowslip wine. So in later times Stephen’s full-toned bass would
betray her '

by the cozenage of sense . . .

To a voluptuous influence
That taints the purer, better mind.*

! Wordsworth, 'On the Power of Sound . st. 6
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Love for her brother is the dominating passion of Maggie’s
whole life. When he came home for the holidays, the little girl
jumped first on one leg and then on the other in her eagerness,
while Tom descended from the gig and ‘submitted to be kissed
willingly enough, though Maggie hung on his neck in rather a

- strangling fashion’. Nothing can ever displace her affection for
- him since ‘the days when they had clasped their little hands in
love, and roamed the daisied fields together”. In real life, however,
Marian Evans’s brother Isaa¢ was quite as harsh towards her as
Tom Tulliver was towards Maggie. During the lonely years when
she was editing the Westminster Review to eke out the meagre
income left by her father he offered no welcome to her at Griff
House, her ‘old, old home’. At Christmas 1852 she was near by
with her sister Chrissey, whose husband had died suddenly,
leaving her with eight children; and when Marian returned to
London without consulting Isaac, he flew into a violent passion
with her. In 1853 she wrote sadly in her Journal: ‘Spent Christmas
Day alone at Cambridge Street’. Those who knew Marian best
recognized her “absolute need of some one person who should be
all in all to her". In their youth, it had been Isaac. At thirty-five,
ignored by him, she turned to George Henry Lewes. Though
they could not be legally married, divorce from his unfaithful
wife being impossible, they lived openly and happily together
until Lewes’s death twenty-four years later. To their union the
world owes the very existence of the novelist George Eliot.
Through his encouragement alone, at the late age of thirty-seven,
she began to write fiction.

Though Maggie and Tom are clearly autobiographical, Mr and
Mrs Tulliver bear no resemblance whatever to George Eliot’s
parents. Robert Evans never failed at anything; nothing ever
puzzled him; the world was never too much for him. Beginning
" life as a carpenter, he had risen to become the agent of the
Newdegite family at Arbury, managing the farms and buildings,
valuing the timber, and advising them tactfully in confidential
affairs; he lived a calm and successful life to the ripe age of
seventy-seven. Nor was there anything of the plump, garrulous,
scatter-brained Mrs Tulliver in George Eliot’s mother. Mrs Evans
was an affectionate, warm-hearted woman, shrewd and practical,
noted for a keen sense of humour and an epigrammatic turn of
phrase like Mrs Poyser’s. A psychobiographer’s unsupported
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hypothesis that ‘she never recovered from the debilitating effects
of giving birth to Mary Ann’, but lived on ‘in a state of semi-
invalidism, thus withdrawing in a way common to women who
do not really desire the families they produce’? ignores the fact
that Mrs Evans bore twin sons eighteen months after Mary Ann.
They died, much lamented, ten days later. In The Mill on the Floss
George Eliot transfers them to Mrs Moss, who always regretted
losing them, though (like Chrissey) she had eight others.

The Dodson sisters, Mrs Glegg, Mrs Pullet, and Mrs Deane,
were drawn with broad Dickensian touches from George Eliot’s
childhood memories of her aunts, all but one of whom had died
before she was in her teens. Despite their absurdities she was fond

of them and really hurt when a reviewer called them ‘mean and
uninteresting’. The Dodson religion was of a simple, semi-pagan
kind, consisting in
revering whatever was customary and respectable; it was necessary to be
bapuised, else one could not be buried in the churchyard, and to take the
sacrament before death as a security against more dimly-understood
penils; but it was of equal necessity 1o have the proper pall-bearers and
well-cured hams at one’s funeral, and to leave an unimpeachable will.

Years later George Eliot declared that ‘we owe them much for
keeping up the sense of respectability, which was the only
rehigion possible to the mass of the English people’. Careful
_readers will not mistake realism for satire, nor, like the
humourless Freudians, dismiss the Dodsons as mere specimens of
anality :

The Churgh plays a more muted part in The Mill on the Floss
than in any other George Eliot novel. There is nothing like the
Sunday procession of the Poyser family chrough the fields w0
Hayslope, where Mr Irwine was a sympathetic friend to squire
and farmhand alike. The Tullivers are never shown at Church.
The vicar of their ‘charming rural parish’ of Dorlcote is a man of
excellent family, who had taken honours; but he is nameless,
never seen or heard in the novel, even in the Tullivers” deepest
adversity. Though Mr Tulliver regards the vicar with dutiful
respect, he knew that ‘the Church was one thing and common-
sense another’. He used his family Bible as a register in which
(despite Maggie's protest) he has Tom record a vow of vengeance

t Ruby V. Redinger, George Eliot The Emergent Self. 1973, p. 29
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on Wakem. Good Dr Kenn, the Vicar of St Ogg’s, has been
touched by the Tractarians enough to put tall candles on the alcar.
He ‘has something of the real apostle in him’, and his charity is
genuine. Though the ladies of his parish embroider slippers for
him, he cannot persuade them to judge Maggie fairly.

Her bleakest years in ‘The Valley of Humiliation' reflect
something of the gloomy Calvinism of George Eliot's adolescence,
when in concern for the state of her soul she abstained from the
most innocent pleasures. ‘Lused to go about like an owl,’ she said,
‘to the great disgust of my brother, and I would have denied him
what I now see to have been quite lawful amusements.” Help
came to Maggie by chance from The Imitation of Christ by Thomas
4 Kempis, which taught her self-renunciatiog. It was the same
book in which Marian herself found comfort during the last
months of her father’s long illness. Honesty had compelled her to
abandon belief in orthodox Christianity, but she never ceased to
be deeply religious. The Imitation became her private manual of
devotion. She recommended it to persons as various as John
Chapman, Maria Congre¥e, and Benjamin Jowett, the Master of
Balliol; in 1851 she gave a copy of it to Sara Hennell, and she
inscribed another to John Walter Cross on their wedding day in
1880. In describing the solace Maggie found in ‘the little, old,
clumsy book’ George Eliot was writing from experience.

For Philip Wakem no ‘original’ has been found among George
Eliot’s friends. In 1845 she met a young artist, an unnamed
picture-restorer, who was much taken with her and after a three-
days’ acquaintance proposed marriage. But she soon decided that
she could not love him and broke off the affair. Again, there was
- a certain physical resemblance between Philip and Frangois
D’Albert Durade, in whose house she boarded in Geneva; his
spine had been deformed since childhood, and he was' scarcely
four feet tall. But apart from this deformity, it is impossible to
trace Philip in the forty-five-year-old Swiss with a wife and two
grown sons. When Maggie first saw Philip she thought him just
a clever schoolmate of Tom’s. His humpback interested her, for
she had always ‘rather a tenderness for deformed things’ like the
wry-necked lambs. Bur it was his thoughtfulness towards Tom
that quickened her feeling for Philip, and in gratitude she kissed
him quite earnestly. ‘I shall always remember you and kiss you
when [ see you again, if it’s ever so long,’ the little girl said. Five
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or six years later when they met in the Red Deeps, Philip at
twenty-one was quite aware of what he wanted of her, but the
idea that he might become her lover in more than a fraternal
sense had not occurred to her. Finally, pressed to admit that she
loved him, Maggie found it not easy to answer. She ‘smiled, with
glistening tears, and then stooped her tall head ta kiss the pale
face thar was full of pleading, timid love — like a woman’s’. Her
affection for him always comprised more of pity than love, After
Tom’s brutal termination of their meetings, ‘How was it that she
was now and then conscious of a certain dim background of
relief in the forced separation from Philip?

From childhood Maggie displayed a healthy appetite. When
Tom was sent to bring her down from the attic, where she had
hidden, weeping, after his rebuke for neglecting his rabbits, he
offered her a bit of his plum cake.

Maggie's sobs began to subside, and she put out her mouth for the cake
and bit a piece: and then Tom bit a piece, just for company, and they ate
together and rubbed each other’s cheeks and brows and noses together,
while they ate, with shumiliating resemblance to two friendly ponies.

Again, when Tom was sent upstairs for her, sitting forlorn among
her shorn locks, Maggie ‘was so hungry’ that the prospect of
pudding and custard and dessert soon induced her to come slowly
downstairs. And when discoursing to the gypsies, she interrupted
her account of Columbus to exclaim, ‘I want my tea so” From
these examples it is a natural inference that more mature
appetites had developed in her by the age of nineteen, when she
first met Stephen Guest. Her "broad-chested figure has the mould
of“early womanhood’; her arm recalls the Parthenon marbles,
with ‘the warm tints of life’ added; her “coronet’ of hair is jet
black; her brown cheek is ‘firm and rounded’; -her lips ‘full and
red’; her eyes, large and dark’. One can understand Stephen'’s
initial impression: ‘An alarming amount of devil there’. Her
effect on him isaccented by contrast with the slim, neat prettiness
of Lucy Deane, who has the fair skin and blonde curls of the true
Dodsons. Lucy tells Maggie plainly that she is not engaged to
Stephen; indeed, she doesn’t want even to think of being married
soon. Surely, sound instinct not evasiveness underlies Stephen’s
delay in asking her.

The critics have treated Stephen harshly. They call him a
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provincial coxcomb, a mere hairdresser’s block, a disagreeable
vulgarian, an insensitive egotist, a cur beneath the notice of any
man’s horsewhip, an aggressive person of the narcissistic type,
and other unflattering names. They object to his open contempt

- for the Tullivers, though nothing he had heard about the

paranoid miller or his addle-pated wife could have given him a
favourable opinion of either of them. Of course Stephen is
provincial. So is Maggie, whose social experience has been limited
to a year or two of boarding school with Lucy at Laceharmn and
about two years as governess in a third-class schoolroom. To
assume that she is too good for Stephen or that she ought to be
disgusted by him disregards the careful values of George Eliot’s
delineation. Stephen has done some serious reading like
Buckland's Bridgewater treatise on geology and theology. He has
good taste in music that includes both Purcell and The Beggar’s
Opera. Compared with the bookish Philip he seems rather
flippant in intellectual interest, but the bantering chatter is heard
only when Lucy and Philip are with them. In simple biological
terms Stephen is a better mate for Maggie than Philip or che silly
red-headed young Torry with his ridiculous eye-glass, the only

- other eligible males St Ogg’s can offer. Stephen is tall, has long

legs, strong firm hands, ‘a square forehead with short dark-brown
hair standing erect with a slight wave at the end like a thick crop
of corn, and a half-ardent, half-sarcastic glance from under his
well-marked horizontal eyebrows’. Physically, he and Maggie are
admirably matched, as George Eliot makes clear in Chapter 45,
‘[ustrating the Laws of Attraction’.

Bulwer Lytton, an authonty on coxcombs and dandies of the

. 1830s, took no exception to Stephen. not even mentioning the

‘diamond ring, attar of roses, and air of nonchalant leisure’ that
curl the nostnls of democratic readers today, unaware that in
those days gentlemen did not work. But Lytton was seriously
concerned about Maggie's breach of social decorum by falling in

‘love:

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.

Writing to John Blackwood, George Eliot denied Lytton’s charge:




