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Abstract

Seen today, any assessment of Victorian mainstream musie as a cultural
signifier inevitably verges on its immense contradictions. On the one hand,
it desperately echoes the prevailing discourses of progress, be it in its
promotional fervor, or in the unprecedented extent to which it is idealized;
on the other hand, there paradoxically looms large another set of extremely
conservative ideologies that subtly cautions against and suppresses any
semantic extra in it. This baffling phenomenon can only be explained by the
self-contradictoriness within the dominant middle class, which aspires to
make transcendent gestures with “musical democracy” , and yet harbours
profound fears of any potential threat from other classes to its hegemonic
position in music.

As a typical elite intellectual, George Eliot, the famed realist novelist
falls short of escaping similar contradictoriness in her stances in musical
politics. On the one hand, she pays great homage to music and music
masters and affirms their authority, thus forging complicity with the middle
class’s hegemonic ideology. On the other hand, she never fails to be aware of
the subversive potentials of music itself, thus having severe anxieties for the
justifiability and legitimacy of this high-blown cultural form.

Highly inspired by Jacques Attali’s “political economy of music”
and Terry Eagleton’s “ideology of the aesthetic” , this dissertation
takes advantage of two useful entry points— “idealization” and

“secularization” , and discusses the two sides of Victorian musical

politics—the dominant middle class’s idealized construction of music



runs alongside the four types of self-deconstruction within music itself in a
secularized society.

In the following chapters, this dissertation will highlight three of Eliot’s
musically informed texts, namely Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss and
Daniel Deronda. The first book takes religious music, especially hymns as
its central theme. Through portrayal of four religious musicians, especially
Dinah and their loss of musical authority, Eliot dramatically represents the
crisis of musical preaching in the increasingly secularized countryside. The
second book centres itself around pastoral music. Through vivid descriptions
of Maggie, the quintessential pastoral musician and her revealing musical
encounters with middle-class males like Philip and Stephen, Eliot displays
the pseudo-Paradisal nature of pastoral music. The third book focuses on
classical music. Through lavish construction of the “transcendence” and

“greatness” of Klesmer, a master composer and the subversion of his
superiority by means of irony and intertexuality, Eliot lays bare the earthly
reality of classical music.

In conclusion, Eliot’s obsessive concern with music and musicians
in her novels goes far enough to show the complexity and contradictions in
Victorian middle class’s appropriation of music for political purposes—any
attempt for its active construction is invariably followed by much potential
subversion.

Key Words: George Eliot, musical cutture, ideology
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