PART III:
George Eliot and The Mill on the Floss
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CHAPTER EIGHT
George Eliot and Her Suitors: the “Hatched Chick” Becomes a Rooster

The story of The Mill on the Floss, which is very much a story about the emergence
of Marian Evans/George Eliot as a professional author, actually began a few years
before the appearance of that pivotal book with the anonymous publication of Eliot’s
first novel (really a series of novellas) in the pages of Blackwood’s Edinburgh
Magazine (Maga). Lewes first submitted Evans’s work to the venerable Scottish
publisher, John Blackwood, on 6 November 1856, when Evans was still editing John
Chapman’s Westminster Review.1 The submission was “The Sad Fortunes of the
Reverend Amos Barton,” the first of three novella-length sketches that would
eventually form the whole of Scenes of Clerical Life. Of this first sketch Lewes
boasted to Blackwood that “such humour, pathos, vivid presentation and nice
observation have not been exhibited (in this style) since the ‘Vicar of Wakefield’—
and in consequence of that opinion I feel quite pleased in negotiating the matter with
you.”2 During this first interaction on Evans’s behalf, Lewes aimed to convince
Blackwood that this unknown author was someone whose work was worth adding to
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In addition to a long essay entitled “Worldliness and Otherworldliness: the Poet
Young,” Eliot would write a segment called “History, Biography, Voyages, and
Travels,” as well as her standard “Belles Lettres” section for her final contributions to
the Westminster Review, 67 (January 1857). See Letters II, 274, n. 1, and Karl, 234.
2
George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, 6 November 1856. Letters II, 269.
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the fiercely competitive literary marketplace of the mid-1850s. Looking at Dickens
and Collins alone as potential rivals, a new writer faced stiff competition in 1857,
with Little Dorrit appearing in parts by Bradbury and Evans, and The Dead Secret
appearing in Dickens’s own journal, Household Words.3 These new “tales and
sketches,” Lewes assured Blackwood, would do “what has never yet been done in our
literature . . . representing clergy like any other class with the humours, sorrows, and
troubles of other men.”4
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For a comparison of publications between Dickens, Collins, and Eliot during the
early years of Eliot’s career, see “Appendix B: George Eliot’s Novels in the Victorian
Marketplace, 1857-1863.” Karl also gives a fairly comprehensive view of what the
rest of the literary landscape looked like: “The great literary figure of the 1850s was
Dickens, with Bleak House and Hard Times near the beginning of the decade, Little
Dorrit after the middle, and Great Expectations at the end. Thackeray had almost
kept pace after the triumph of Vanity Fair in the late 1840s, with Henry Esmond, The
Newcomes, Pendennis, and The Virginians. Trollope had begun his Barchester series
with The Warden and Barchester Towers. Not to be ignored were Bulwer-Lytton (an
ongoing career), Charles Kingsley (Alton Locke, Yeast, Westward Ho!), Wilkie
Collins (The Woman in White, 1860), Charles Reade (It’s Never Too Late to Mend),
and George Meredith (The Ordeal of Richard Feverel). On the female side, there
were Charlotte Brontë (Vilette), Charlotte Mary Yonge (Cynevor Terrace, The Heir of
Radclyffe), and most of all as the decade continued, Mrs. Elizabeth Gaskell, with
Cranford, Ruth, and North and South. These were the serious writers. On the more
popular side, we find fiction full of didacticism and jingoism, with a strong reformist
spirit—a fiction of social commitment; but alongside was a trivial, high-society
novel, an afterglow of the “silver fork” fictions of the 1820s and 1830s, satirized by
Thackeray and others. It was not easy for Eliot, or anyone else, to create a distinctive
voice, since high and low society seemed accounted for, as did humor, horror, and
sermonizing.” Karl, 231.
4
George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, 6 November 1856. Letters II, 269.
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Blackwood’s response less than a week later was reserved but favorable: “I
am happy to say that I think your friend’s reminiscences of Clerical Life will do.”5 He
could not, he said, “make any decided proposition for the publication of the Tales in
whole or in part” without seeing more of them first, but congratulated the author on
“being worthy of the honours of print and pay”—an enormous compliment for Evans,
and a phrase she proudly noted verbatim in her journal.6 Blackwood, as befitting the
editor of a highly conservative, establishment publication, was exercising predictable
caution with regard to accepting an unseen series from a new and unknown writer.
Lewes responded that his friend understood Blackwood’s editorial caution in not
wanting to commit to publishing “a series on the strength of one specimen,” but also
insinuated that Blackwood might be missing an opportunity, since “Amos Barton”
was “fresher” than any story Lewes had read in a long while.7 The insinuation in
combination with Lewes’s personal influence at Maga (he had published in the
magazine before) probably had something to do with Blackwood’s outright
acceptance of “Amos Barton” almost immediately after Lewes’s 15 November letter.8
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John Blackwood to George Henry Lewes, 12 November 1856. Letters II, 272.
See Journals, 6 December 1857, 290—the fragment titled “How I Came to Write
Fiction.”
7
George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, 15 November 1856. Letters II, 274.
8
Lewes had published a story called “Lesurques” in Maga in January 1843; another
called “The Great Tragedian” in 1848; and a play of his reworked as a novella called
“Metamorphosis” during May-July 1856. In August 1856, Maga began publishing
Lewes’s findings at Ilfracombe, called “Sea-side Studies,” which included several
descriptive passages from Eliot’s journal. See Karl, 231, and Gordon Haight, George
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“I am sorry that the author has no more written,” the publisher said, “but if he cares
much about a speedy appearance I have so high an opinion of this first Tale that I will
waive my objections and publish it without seeing more.”9 He did not, of course,
commit to publishing the other unseen tales in the series, but said that he was
optimistic about eventually approving them because what he had seen so far exhibited
such a “great freshness of style.” The £52.10 (50 guineas) payment for “Amos
Barton” arrived in the form of a check made out to Lewes on 29 December 1856, and
the story was published (anonymously) in Maga in two monthly instalments, during
January and February of 1857.10
After the first part of “Amos Barton” appeared in the January 1857 issue of
Maga, Blackwood wrote to the author with news of initially divided criticism: “Some
of my friends praise [“Amos Barton”] very much; others condemn.”11 But as Mary
Porter, John Blackwood’s daughter and co-author of the majestic Annals of a
Publishing House, records, “already the signs of a great success were in the air, such

Eliot: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968) 213. Cited hereafter as
Haight with page number. (Other works by Haight are cited with title and page
number.) Karl makes the point that Lewes’s own reputation with Blackwood was
very much on the line in his submission of Evans’s work.
9
John Blackwood to George Henry Lewes, 18 November 1856. Letters II, 275.
10
See John Blackwood to George Eliot, 29 December 1856. Letters II, 283. This is
the first letter addressed directly to Eliot—“My Dear Sir,” as she was as yet unnamed
to the publisher. Recall too that guineas carried greater caché than mere pounds—the
salary of a professional as opposed to a wage-earner. See Chapter 1, note 5.
11
John Blackwood to George Eliot, 30 January 1857. Letters II, 290.
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as experienced watchers of public opinion could not fail to perceive.”12 No sooner
had the whole of “Amos Barton” appeared in Maga than Blackwood could reverse his
news. Writing for the first time to his “Dear George Eliot,” he informed the author
that the story had “taken with the public.”
I could not explain the exact symptoms of popularity but to me they
are literally unmistakeable. They reach me in different ways, and an
occasional objection I look upon as by no means a bad sign, showing
as it does that people are thinking over and discussing the story.
Nearly all of my own immediate friends are loud in praise. The
impression among them seems to be that you are new to writing
fiction. They mean this as a compliment implying not rawness but that
invaluable quality of freshness.13
The sincerity and encouragement in Blackwood’s tone here would come to
characterize much of his correspondence with Eliot over the next year (and beyond).
To sift through their early correspondence is to be privy to what Karl calls a “love
fest”—letters full of praise and appreciation from both sides, almost as if author and
editor were lovers courting each other. Blackwood’s and Eliot’s letters, Karl writes,
represent “that early stage in an author-publisher relationship when each dotes on the
other, before financial positions harden or other considerations set them at each
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Margaret Oliphant and Mary Porter, Annals of a Publishing House: William
Blackwood and His Sons, vol. II (Edinburgh: Blackwood and Sons, 1897-98) 439.
Porter finished the work after Oliphant’s death in 1897.
13
John Blackwood to George Eliot, 10 February 1857. Letters II, 293. Eliot had
signed her name for the first time in a letter sent to the firm on 4 February. See
George Eliot to William Blackwood, 4 February 1857. Letters II, 291. Haight gives
the letter as addressed to John Blackwood’s brother William—likely an error by
Eliot. The letter is clearly in response to John Blackwood’s letter of 30 January.
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other’s throats.”14 “I rejoice to think that you are going to devote your powers to a
Tale on a great scale,” Blackwood would later write as Eliot began contemplating her
next novel, Adam Bede. “With a larger canvass your exquisite little sketches of
character will all come into full life and take their legitimate share in the story. It will
give me much pleasure to hear anything about this new story and to know how soon
there is any chance of it being transferred from your head to paper.”15
Blackwood’s beautifully-phrased encouragements as well as Eliot’s
appreciative responses are everywhere in the letters from this period, only lacking
when Blackwood can’t help but register the literary criticisms of an experienced
editor. But those kinds of blips in the love fest were soon corrected, if not eliminated,
by the intervening Lewes, who warned Blackwood of his clerical friend’s extreme
sensitivity to criticism: “Unless you have any serious objection to make to Eliot’s
stories,” Lewes wrote, “don’t make any. He is so easily discouraged, so diffident of
himself, that not being prompted by necessity to write, he will close the series in the
belief that his writing is not relished.”16 During those first months of correspondence,
George Eliot’s insecurities (and articulating them repeatedly to Blackwood) were
amongst Lewes’s greatest concerns: “[Eliot] is so diffident of himself that I had to
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Karl, 242-43.
John Blackwood to George Eliot, 15 October 1857. Letters II, 387.
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George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, [12 July 1857]. Letters II, 363-64.
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bully him into acquiescence with the fact that I had discovered a genius. I cackle over
my hatched chick; and so may you.”17
Realizing that he had a potentially valuable property on his hands, Blackwood
took Lewes’s warnings very seriously (“I beg of all things that you will not consider
yourself hampered in any way,” he told Eliot.18) Rosemarie Bodenheimer goes so far
as to suggest that Blackwood practically trained himself “to write paragraphs of
praise in response to every new piece of manuscript.”19 And indeed, when one reads
through the correspondence, it is impossible not to see this effort. Editor courted
author in the most affectionate ways, taking care never to offend Lewes’s mysterious
“hatched chick.” For her part, Eliot returned Blackwood’s courtesies by letting him
know that his editorial retreats would secure her loyalty: “I heartily respond to your
wish that our literary intercourse may continue—for that wish includes many good
things. It means that I shall go on writing what will stir men’s hearts to sympathy as
well as that I shall have all the pleasures and advantages involved in the possession of
a generous editor.”20
For nearly the entirety of 1857, Eliot’s work would figure prominently in
Maga. The Scenes appeared in eleven continuous monthly installments—“Amos
Barton” in January and February; “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story” from March to June; and
17

George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, [11 February 1857]. Letters II, 295.
John Blackwood to George Eliot, 14 June 1857. Letters II, 352.
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Bodenheimer, Mary Ann Evans, 125.
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George Eliot to John Blackwood, 16 June 1857. Letters II, 353.
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“Janet’s Repentance” from July to November. (At the conclusion of the series,
Blackwood affectionately told Eliot, “I shall miss you much each month.”21) For these
Eliot received £263 total, paid after the delivery of each installment, and ranging
anywhere from £21 to £30 per part.22 Because the Scenes didn’t number enough pages
to fill the traditional three-volume format, a two-volume format was decided upon for
the first book edition, which appeared on 4 January 1858, priced at a guinea (21s.).
Eliot received £120 for the initial printing of 750 copies, plus £60 when Blackwood
added another 250 copies to the run.23 Eliot gently demanded the retention of the
copyright, and Blackwood, by this time completely smitten with this author, agreed
against his better business interests: “I should consider that we had an interest in [the
copyright] to the extent of one half, and as a general principle this is what I think we
are entitled to . . . but I at once agree to it and in the event of future editions, of which
may there be many, I daresay we will have no difficulty in arranging about them as
pleasantly as we have been able to settle everything in our intercourse hitherto.” Their
relationship through these friendly negotiations was clearly growing stronger. “If I
can only find a public as cordial and agreeable in its treatment of me as my editor,”

21

John Blackwood to George Eliot, 5 November 1857. Letters II, 399.
Journals, 31 December 1857, 72.
23
Journals, 29 October 1857, 70; Journals, 8 December 1857, 291-92; John
Blackwood to George Eliot, 28 October 1857. Letters II, 393-94; and George Eliot to
John Blackwood, 11 December 1857. Letters II, 411, n. 3. See also John Blackwood
to George Eliot, 28 October 1857. Letters II, 393, n. 2.
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Eliot wrote, “I shall have nothing to wish. Even my thin skin will be comfortable
then.”24
The Times immediately published a laudatory review of Scenes, and Joseph
Munt Langford, Blackwood’s London manager, reported to Lewes that the press had
been “uniformly favorable.”25 More significantly, however, the Scenes attracted the
attention of Charles Dickens, to whom Eliot had sent a presentation copy, and who
would soon become one of her many “suitors.”26 Dickens had commented on the
Scenes after reading them in Maga as early as April 1857,27 but when he began
reading the two-volume version, his praise became profuse. “I have been so strongly
affected by the two first tales in the book you have had the kindness to send me
through Messrs. Blackwood,” he wrote to Eliot in January of 1858, “that I hope you
will excuse my writing to you to express my admiration of their extraordinary merit.
The exquisite truth and delicacy, both of the humour and the pathos of those stories, I
have never seen the like of; and they have impressed me in a manner that I should

24

George Eliot to John Blackwood, 7 November 1857. Letters II, 400.
See George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, [3 January 1858]. Letters II, 416; and
Journals, 16 February 1858, 294-95. It’s worth noting that Langford’s comment was
reported to Eliot via Lewes, and thus might have been filtered if any criticism had in
fact been communicated.
26
Eliot also sent presentation copies to Froude, Thackeray, Tennyson, Ruskin,
Faraday, “The author of Companions of my Solitude,” Albert Smith, and Jane Welsh
Carlyle. See Journals, 8 January 1858, 292.
27
See To John Forster, ?Mid-April 1857. Pilgrim VIII, 317.
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find it very difficult to describe to you, if I had the impertinence to try.”28 In this same
letter, Dickens famously goes on to tell Eliot that he doesn’t believe the author of
Scenes is a man:
In addressing these few words of thankfulness, to the creator of the sad
fortunes of Mr. Amos Barton, and the sad love-story of Mr. Gilfil, I
am (I presume) bound to adopt the name that it pleases that excellent
writer to assume. I can suggest no better one; but I should have been
strongly disposed, if I had been left to my own devices, to address the
said writer as a woman. I have observed what seem to me to be such
womanly touches, in those moving fictions, that the assurance on the
title-page is insufficient to satisfy me, even now. If they originated
with no woman, I believe that no man ever before had the art of
making himself, mentally, so like a woman, since the world began.29
As Karl rightly notes, “writers dreamed of receiving such a letter from Dickens,” and
in her next letter to Blackwood, Eliot can barely contain her glee.30 Though
previously she had publicly and unpityingly criticised Dickens for his lack of
“psychological character,” taking particular issue with his “preternaturally virtuous
poor children and artisans, his melodramatic boatmen and courtesans,” a
bombardment of compliments directly from the world’s most famous author was
enough to make her set aside her distastes for the moment.31 “There can hardly be any

28

Charles Dickens to George Eliot, 18 January 1858. Pilgrim VIII, 506.
Ibid.
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Karl, 267.
31
Eliot registered her criticisms of Dickens in her essay “The Natural History of
German Life,” which appeared in the Westminster Review in July of 1856. George
Eliot, “The Natural History of German Life,” George Eliot: Selected Essays, Poems,
and Other Writings, ed. A. S. Byatt and Nicholas Warren (London: Penguin, 1990)
111.
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climax of approbation for me after this,” she told Blackwood, “and I am so deeply
moved by the finely-felt and finely expressed sympathy of the letter, that the iron
mask of my incognito seems quite painful in forbidding me to tell Dickens how
thoroughly his generous impulse has been appreciated.”32 In this same communication
to Blackwood, Eliot suggested that the firm leak Dickens’s praise to the public
without alluding to the other sensitive material contained in this “private letter.”
Buttressed by Dickens’s immense praise, Eliot courageously revealed herself
(actually Lewes revealed her) to Blackwood a month later on 28 February 1858. Eliot
recorded limited details from the meeting in her journal:
On Sunday, the 28th, Mr. Blackwood called on us, having come to
London for a few days only. He talked a good deal about the “Clerical
Scenes” and George Eliot, and at last asked, “Well, am I to see George
Eliot this time?” G. said, “Do you wish to see him?” “As he likes—I
wish it to be quite spontaneous.” I left the room, and G. following me
a moment, I told him he might reveal me.33
Eliot says nothing more about Blackwood’s response, other than that he was “kind,”
but there is no doubt that the possibility of public revelation of the author’s identity
was already a serious concern in the publisher’s mind. “George Eliot,” Blackwood
told his wife the next day, “[is] a woman (the Mrs. Lewes whom we suspected). This

32
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George Eliot to John Blackwood, 21 January 1858. Letters II, 424.
Journals, 28 February 1858, 295.
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is to be kept a profound secret, and on all accounts it is desirable, as you will readily
imagine.”34
Lewes had had good reasons for concealing his hatched chick’s identity:
though she identified herself publicly as “Mrs. Lewes,” Eliot of course was not and
could not be that person, and in the eyes of most she would have been considered a
scandalous woman. (Her own brother, Isaac Evans, had broken off all communication
with her because of the relationship.) Lewes knew that if readers were to discover the
real author behind the popular Scenes of Clerical Life, Eliot’s potentially prosperous
career might come to a precipitous end. With negotiations for Adam Bede on the
horizon for later that year (Blackwood, having never seen “such wonderful effects
worked out by such a succession of simple and yet delicate and minute touches,”
would offer £800 for a four-year copyright in November35), everyone’s stakes in
Eliot’s success were becoming higher and higher, practically by the month. For the
moment at least, the George Eliot fiction needed to be sustained—and it was, even in
the copious private correspondences that circulated among author, agent, and
34

John Blackwood to Mrs. John Blackwood, 1 March 1858. Letters II, 436. It should
be noted that the suspicions were by no means recent. A year earlier, upon the initial
publication of the Scenes, Langford had asked Blackwood: “Who wrote Amos
Barton? Can you tell me? I have heard a hint that I dare not entertain and from no bad
judge.” (Joseph Munt Langford to John Blackwood, 16 February 1857. Letters II,
298, n. 8.) Because Eliot’s Warwickshire scenes were so recognizable, some readers
had naturally begun to speculate with narrow focus about who could have known this
material so intimately.
35
John Blackwood to George Eliot, 3 November 1858. Letters II, 492; and Journals,
4 November 1858, 74.
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publisher: Lewes continued to refer to “G. E.” as “he,” Blackwood continued to
address himself to George Eliot or “My Dear Sir,” and George Eliot continued to sign
herself with that name well after the ruse with Blackwood was up. “You are the right
sort of person to deal with him,” Lewes playfully (though warningly) told Blackwood
many months later, “for you perceive his Pegasus is tender in the mouth, and is apt to
lay back his ears in a restive ominous style if even the reins be shaken when he is at
work.”36 But as Bodenheimer notes, any friendliness or pleasure they all might have
felt in sustaining this fiction was lined with an unstated anxiety: the worry over what
would happen if they did not keep “George Eliot” separate from the woman who
lived with George Henry Lewes. At least “while the pseudonym held,” Bodenheimer
writes, “the honeymoon with Blackwood could be extended.”37
The concerns over George Eliot’s identity only intensified as the time for
Adam Bede’s publication approached. Complicating the harmful gossip pointing to
Evans as the author was the appearance of imposters claiming to be the “real” George
Eliot—most notably one Joseph Liggins, a kind of well-educated layabout from
Attleborough (near Nuneaton) to whom people were attributing authorship of the
Scenes as early as June of 1857.38 But when Adam Bede did appear in February of
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George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, 3 April 1858. Letters II, 448.
Bodenheimer, Mary Ann Evans, 125-26.
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See George Eliot to Mrs. Henry Houghton, 2 June 1857. Letters II, 337. The
Liggins affair is a chapter unto itself, and will not be described extensively here. All
of the biographies treat it in great detail, but the best account is in Bodenheimer’s—
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1859, the rumors surrounding Eliot’s identity had not become widespread (or
important) enough to affect the novel’s reception. Months following the book’s
release, after the gossip mills had had the chance to churn even more, the Times
reviewer (E. S. Dallas as it turned out to be) said that Adam Bede was “a first-rate
novel,” and that the author at once took the rank “among the masters of the art”;39 and
Geraldine Jewsbury, writing for the influential Athenaeum, called the book “a work of
true genius . . . a novel of the highest class.”40 During its first year on the market
Adam Bede’s sales matched the high level of its praise, with 3,150 copies of the threevolume, 31s. 6d. edition selling between February and May of 1859, and roughly
10,000 copies of the two-volume, 12s. edition selling between June and the end of the

Chapter 5: “The Outing of George Eliot.” Liggins, his supporters, and the trouble they
caused for Eliot were the primary moving forces surrounding Eliot’s “coming out.”
As Bodenheimer notes, “the Liggins rumor flourished on the assumption that no one
except a long-standing local resident [of Warwickshire] could possibly have known
the personal facts from which the stories in Scenes and Adam Bede had been made.”
Bodenheimer, Mary Ann Evans, 133. Lewes would eventually declare that he and
Eliot became “much disgusted” by the affair. “The man is a cunning imposter,” he
wrote, “and has credulous fools to deal with.” See George Henry Lewes to William
Blackwood, 20 June 1859. Letters III, 87-88.
39
E. S. Dallas, unsigned review, The Times, 12 April 1859, 5. Quoted in George
Eliot: The Critical Heritage, ed. David Carroll (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1971)
77. To Blackwood privately Dallas wrote: “Adam Bede is a glorious novel . . . I hope
that it sells like blazes.” See George Eliot to John Blackwood, 24 February 1859.
Letters III, 24, n. 6. Interestingly, and coinciding with Dallas’s review, the Times
published an announcement on 15 April that the author of Scenes and Adam Bede was
“Mr. Joseph Liggins, of Nuneaton, Warwickshire.” See Henry Smith Anders to the
Editor of the Times, 13 April 1859. Letters III, 48.
40
Athenaeum, 26 February 1859. See John Blackwood to George Henry Lewes, 1
March 1859. Letters III, 28, n. 9.
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year.41 Blackwood would in fact send Eliot an additional £400 bonus based on the
“great triumph” she had achieved for herself and the firm.42 In all, Eliot earned £1,942
in 1859—virtually all of it from domestic and foreign rights to Adam Bede.43 (The
remainder came from a second edition of Scenes and from the sale of “The Lifted
Veil” for Maga.) Compared to Lewes’s income of £353 for that year, it was clear that
Marian Evans/George Eliot had become the breadwinner in the Lewes household.44
The most invaluable reward though arrived, again, from Dickens, whom the
Eliot camp had brought into their confidence with respect to George Eliot’s identity.
Writing directly to Eliot in July for the first time as “My Dear Madam,” Dickens
admits that Adam Bede “has taken its place among the actual experiences and
endurances of my life.”
Every high quality that was in the former book, is in that, with a World
of Power added thereunto. The conception of Hetty’s character is so
extraordinarily subtle and true, that I laid the book down fifty times, to
shut my eyes and think about it. I know nothing so skilful, determined,
and uncompromising. The whole country life that the story is set in, is
so real, and so droll and genuine, and yet so selected and polished by
art, that I cannot praise it enough to you.45
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See Sutherland, Victorian Novelists, 190.
John Blackwood to George Eliot, 18 May 1859. Letters III, 67. See also Journals,
19 May 1859, 301.
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Journals, 27 May 1859, 301-02.
44
See Karl, 304-05. Eliot’s earnings supported not only herself and Lewes, but also
Lewes’s sons by Agnes, some of Agnes’s children by Thornton Hunt, Agnes herself,
and, in part, Eliot’s nieces.
45
To George Eliot, 10 July 1859. Pilgrim IX, 93.
42

204

Dickens closes his letter by extending to Eliot a very important offer—a kind of
seduction attempt written with the acknowledgement of their now unmediated
correspondence: “. . . (Blackwood not now being the medium of communication), if
you should ever have the freedom and inclination to be a fellow labourer with me, it
would yield me a pleasure that I have never known yet and can never know
otherwise; and no channel that even you could command, should be so profitable as
to yourself.” While other publishers were forced to address Eliot through Blackwood
in the wake of Adam Bede’s enormous success, the conductor of All the Year Round
held a privileged status that enabled him to extend his offer to Eliot directly.46 Over
the next year, Dickens would increasingly press his offer to join him, as other
competitors for Eliot’s attention entered this crowded arena.
By the time Dickens extended his magnanimous (though self-interested) offer,
the Liggins affair and all that surrounded it had brought the issue of Eliot’s anonymity
almost to the point of crisis. (“There is evidently a perfect fever about the author’s life

46

Eliot had actually begun to receive letters (through Blackwood) containing offers
from other publishers as early as April of 1859: one was from Bradbury and Evans,
who were willing to let her name her price for a contribution (fictional or otherwise)
to their new periodical, Once a Week; another was from a short-lived monthly called
the Constitutional Press. Because Eliot could not negotiate these offers out in the
open, she was forced to decline them. “Only think,” she told Blackwood, “what I lose
by my anonymity.” See George Eliot to John Blackwood, 10 April 1859. Letters III,
43; George Eliot to Samuel Lucas, 10 April 1859. Letters III, 45; George Eliot to
John Blackwood, 20 April 1859. Letters III, 54; and George Eliot to John Blackwood,
23 May 1859. Letters III, 72.
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now,” Blackwood wrote;47 and though never confirmed, manuscripts of Scenes and
Adam Bede written in Liggins’s hand were reported to have been circulating among
his supporters.) Eliot could not abide others taking credit for her work. In April of
1859 she had told Blackwood: “[w]hile I would willingly, if it were possible—which
it is clearly not—retain my incognito as long as I live, I can suffer no one to bear my
arms on his shield.”48 And in June, less than two weeks before her admiring letter
from Dickens: “The thing will soon come to a pitch that would oblige me publicly to
declare myself the author.”49 Indeed, before the month of June had reached its end,
Lewes and Eliot had determined to give up one battle for victory in another:
[W]e have come to the resolution of no longer concealing the
authorship. It makes me angry to think that people should say that the
secret has been kept because there was any fear of the effect of the
author’s name. You may tell it openly to all who care to hear it that the
object of anonymity was to get the book judged on its own merits, and
not prejudged as the work of a woman, or of a particular woman. It is
quite clear that people would have sniffed at it if they had known the
writer to be a woman but they can’t now unsay their admiration.50
Neither the author nor the publisher made any kind of public statement about Eliot’s
true identity, but rather entrusted their secret to gossip’s circulatory system, allowing
the talk about the authorship to go on as it might, aided by private announcements to
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well-placed sympathizers such as Dickens.51 Dickens of all people should have been
sensitive to Eliot’s dilemma, his own marriage scandal having reached a fever pitch
the summer before.52 What remained to be seen now was how the revelation of Eliot’s
secret would affect the value of her storytelling.

In June of 1859, when Lewes and Eliot announced their “resolution,” Eliot was
progressing steadily on the composition of her third novel, The Mill on the Floss.
(From the journals we know that she had reached page 85 of her manuscript by June
1st [the point at which Tom fights with Bob Jakin], and on 20 June she had given
Blackwood the first 110 pages to read [through the scene in which Maggie cuts off
her hair]).53 Blackwood declared that he was “perfectly delighted with the opening of
the new story,” and predicted that “St. Oggs on the Floss” or “Maggie” (as Mill was
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then being called) would be a “grand success.”54 But despite Blackwood’s optimism,
other concerns plagued his mind. With the long-guarded secret now trickling out in
literary circles, he would need to work against time to capitalize on the large
readership still unaware of George Eliot’s identity. Only a month before Eliot began
to come out, Blackwood was still urging “that the secret should steadfastly be kept, at
least until after the next book.”55
Surprisingly, the honeymoon with Blackwood began to deteriorate shortly
after this point, but it was not over the dropping of the incognito—at least not
primarily. As Eliot’s market value was beginning to skyrocket (“The 4th edition of
‘Adam Bede’ [5000] sold in a fortnight!”56), the business negotiations around her
storytelling naturally became more complicated. During the first week of September
1859, Blackwood wrote Lewes asking if they could expect to begin serializing Eliot’s
new novel in Maga before the end of the year.57 But Eliot’s reply (almost certainly
written in part if not entirely by Lewes) was not the affirmation that John Blackwood
was likely expecting. “The very large sale of ‘Adam Bede’,” the author wrote, “has
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necessarily modified my prospects as to the publication of my next book, and before
troubling you with further manuscript, I want to tell you my thoughts on the
subject.”58 In this letter, dated 13 September, Eliot (or Lewes) proceeded to make an
extensive argument against the intended serial publication of Mill: given the current
popularity of George Eliot and Adam Bede, she said, the magazine edition of her new
novel “would be devoured, and would sweep away perhaps 20,000—nay 40,000—
readers who would otherwise demand copies of the complete work from the
libraries.” Her point, in essence, was that the more profitable three-volume version of
Mill would ultimately sell fewer copies (to libraries and single buyers alike) if they
were to serialize the novel first. Additionally, she expressed fear that, without the
whole book in hand, readers might form “an impression of [the new novel’s]
inferiority,” and that that impression “might be spread before republication”—a
further risk to sales in terms of the book-buying population. Eliot’s tone is noteworthy
here, for it marks a difference, even transition, in her courtly correspondence with
Blackwood. (Again, if we imagine Lewes actually writing the letter, it’s
understandable that the tone might be less “romantic.”) One week earlier, Lewes had
informed Blackwood of two other offers that had come in for George Eliot—one
from the Century newspaper in New York, the other from the Parish Magazine in
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Derby.59 The revelation of these offers likely had something to do with the
negotiations into which Lewes knew Eliot was about to enter. George Eliot’s suitors
had begun circling round Marian Evans, and Lewes wanted Blackwood to know this.
After discussing the matter with Major William Blackwood, John
Blackwood’s brother and partner in the firm, Blackwood responded that he still
wanted to publish Eliot’s new novel in Maga, and that they would give Eliot “at least
as much as we would for it to publish in any other way.”60 The offer, generous in
Blackwood’s eyes, was for £3,000 “for the right to publish the tale in the Magazine
and for the copyright for four years after the completion of its publication there.” He
intended, he said, to publish the new story anonymously, adding that “it would be
great fun to watch the speculations as to the author’s life.” As Haight notes, this detail
represents “an unusual lapse of tact in Blackwood,” since for George Eliot, still
harassed from all directions by the undying Liggins affair, further public speculation
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about her life would have been anything but fun.61 Eliot’s reply the next day was
quick and sharp—an indication that this honeymoon was possibly nearing its end:
My dear Sir
When I wrote to you I felt no disposition to publish in the
Magazine beyond the inclination to meet your wishes—if they still
pointed in that direction, and if I could do so without sacrifice.
Your letter confirms my presupposition that you would not find
it worth your while to compensate me for the renunciation of the
unquestionable advantages my book would derive from being
presented to the public in three volumes with all its freshness upon it.
It was an oversight of mine not to inform you that I do not
intend to part with the copyright, but only with an edition. As, from
the nature of your offer, I infer that you think my next book will be a
speculation attended with risk, I prefer incurring that risk myself.62
Blackwood’s response nearly a month later was a reticent acknowledgement with an
obvious desire to avoid details: “The Major and I are very sorry indeed that you
cannot entertain our proposal for the new Tale. I hope Maggie gets on as gloriously as
she promised.”63 Communication during the next few weeks grew even colder, as
Blackwood offered Eliot another £400 bonus based on further sales of Adam Bede,
and Eliot replied with a single line of thanks that gave Blackwood “a fit of disgust.”64
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While relations were reaching nothing like that of the Dickens-Bentley level of
antagonism, some nerves had been touched, and Eliot’s idea of the “speculation
attended with risk” pointed back to the ever-present concern over the unmasking of
her identity. Even with Scenes of Clerical Life and Adam Bede selling out their
successive editions, the success of a new work by George Eliot was as yet far from
guaranteed.
In the meantime, Blackwood had more to worry about than Eliot’s sensitivity
over her authorship, or the altered tone of their correspondence; for more suitors—
notably Bradbury and Evans and Charles Dickens—had also begun circling, and this
time with aggression. On 10 November, Dickens came to Holly Lodge to meet Eliot
for the first time, and a few days later wrote to Lewes to formally extend talks about
Eliot’s possible contribution to All the Year Round. “An immense new public would
probably be opened up to her,” Dickens said, “and I am quite sure that our association
would be full of interest and pleasure to me.”65 More importantly, he offered to close
the deal for a new story by Eliot on “any terms perfectly satisfactory to Mrs. Lewes
and you.” The copyright would remain with Eliot, and “the perfect liberty to select
her own publisher for the completed story, and to publish it immediately on its
completion, would remain her own likewise.” Dickens wanted to begin publishing a

original price of Adam Bede has been acknowledged in the most painfully
unhandsome way with hardly thanks.”
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new story by Eliot the following year, after the conclusion of Wilkie Collins’s
sensational The Woman in White. Had the timing been otherwise, and had Dickens
needed her sooner, it’s possible that Eliot might have agreed to sell him The Mill on
the Floss, which at that point was only four months away from completion.
Dickens’s generous language arrived in perfect simultaneity with an offer
from Bradbury and Evans—Dickens’s former partners in Household Words, now his
rivals in the space of weekly periodicals. They too wanted to publish a novel by Eliot
in their new weekly magazine Once a Week, and assured Lewes personally that they
were prepared to go to any length to acquire Eliot’s current work. “I told them I
thought it unlikely that she would publish in ‘Once a Week’,” Lewes wrote in his
journal, “and that she felt bound to give Blackwood the refusal; but they assured me
that whatever Blackwood offered they would give me. We parted on the
understanding that they were to make an offer.”66 Eliot’s own journal entry of 18
November succinctly recounts these significant events, stitching them together in a
way that showcases the growing desire and competition for her work.
On Monday, Dickens wrote asking me to give him, after I have
finished my present novel, a story to be printed in “All the Year
Round” – to begin four months after next Easter, and assuring me of
my own terms. The next day G. had an interview by appointment with
Evans (of Bradbury and Evans) and Lucas, the editor of “Once a
week”, who after preliminary pressing of G. himself to contribute, put
forward their wish that I should give them a novel for their Magazine,
promising higher terms than Blackwood would give. They were to
66
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write and make an offer, but have not yet done so. We have written to
Dickens saying that Time is an insurmountable obstacle to his
proposition as he puts it.—Today G. has been into town again to see
the attorney, Mr. Sheard, about our wills.—I am reading Thomas à
Kempis.67
The literary landscape around Eliot had become fiercely competitive, and though she
had not yet “betrayed” John Blackwood, rumors were afloat. As Eliot confided her
various courtships to her journal, George Simpson, Blackwood’s Edinburgh manager,
was writing to Langford in London: “I am sorry to see my suspicions confirmed by
your note of yesterday. G. E. has sold herself to the highest bidder. I said very early
that he was an avaricious soul . . . I have no doubt the tempter is that fallen angel
C. D. You remember his early letter to GE immediately after publication of Adam
Bede!”68
With such a frenzy in the marketplace for the acquisition of Eliot’s property
(in Lewes’s words, “everyone imagining that he can seduce George Eliot”69), what
was to become of her relationship with her friend and publisher John Blackwood?
The late November/early December 1859 correspondence between the two—

67

Journals, 18 November 1859, 81.
George Simpson to Joseph Munt Langford, 16 November 1859. Letters III, 204-05.
Earlier Simpson had also called Eliot “inordinately greedy.” See George Simpson to
Joseph Munt Langford, 3 November 1859. Letters III, 194.
69
George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, [18 November 1859]. Letters III, 208.
The full citation runs thus: “What days these are for furious speculation in the
periodical world! My precious time is occupied with declining offers on all sides—
everyone imagining that he can seduce George Eliot, simply because he (he everyone,
not G. E.) wants that result!”
68

214

representing a kind of frenzy in and of itself—clarified the fate of her new novel and
their lifelong partnership. Negotiations were reopened by Eliot, who wrote to
Blackwood on 26 November to ask “whether you still wish to remain my publishers,
or whether the removal of my incognito has caused a change in your views on that
point.”70 Reading the charged exchanges from these critical weeks is like peeking into
the private lives of two apologetic lovers, both intent on describing the causes of their
wounds, and determined to make amends. Blackwood: “I was very much annoyed or
rather, I should say, hurt at the tone in which my offer for the new novel was replied
to and also at the very dry way in which our conduct in doubling the purchase money
of Adam Bede was acknowledged.”71 And Eliot in reply: “The first thing that hurt me
was this . . .”
[Y]ou took no notice whatever of the specific contents of my letter, but
stated that you would give me “at least as much” for publication in
Maga as in any other way. I think you will perceive, on
reconsideration, that this reply was a stultification of my letter. Your
proposition at the same time to publish the story without the name of
George Eliot seemed to me (rendered doubly sensitive by the recent
withdrawal of my incognito) part of a depreciatory view that ran
through your whole letter, in contrast with the usual delicacy and
generosity of your tone.72
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Eliot also mentioned a perceived indifference on Blackwood’s part to “the matter of
Newby” (a Liggins-like situation that had both Eliot and Lewes up in arms73), but
eventually moved toward honest reparation: “I have said to every one that the Messrs.
Blackwood are my publishers, and that I see no reason to leave them . . . I prefer, in
every sense, permanent relations to shifting ones, and have the strongest distaste for
the odour of mere money speculation about my writing.” For Eliot, at this point, the
Blackwoods had become like a surrogate family, and it was going to take more than
money to woo her away. Given her estrangement from her own brother Isaac, the
Blackwoods’ acceptance of Marian Evans was all the more personally significant.
Blackwood’s lengthy response to this letter, written over the course of 2-4
December, is nothing short of a return to the love-struck John Blackwood who had
originally courted Lewes’s “clerical friend.” “There has been a misunderstanding on
both sides,” he wrote, “and I am glad you have so written that I hope it can be cleared
away and leave nothing but our long continued and cordial correspondence to think
of. I am much vexed that anything I may have said or left unsaid should have hurt
your feelings for a moment.”74 Blackwood admits his regret over the removal of the
incognito, but says that he never thought of ceasing to be Eliot’s publisher on that
account, “nor did I dream that such an idea would ever occur to you . . . My opinion
73
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is that George Eliot has only to write her book quietly without disturbing herself
about what people are saying and she can command success.” As for Newby,
Blackwood was content to “let the rubbish die a natural death,” and asked if he could
visit Eliot and Lewes during his upcoming trip to London. Eliot’s simple reply was
packed with the deep emotion appropriate to this reconciliation: “It will be a great
comfort to see you.”75
During the first week of December, as Eliot and Blackwood were repairing
their relationship, Bradbury and Evans had sent along their offer for The Mill on the
Floss—£4500 for serial publication in Once a Week, plus the rights to two subsequent
editions.76 The sum was enormous (recall Collins’s £5000 offer from George Murray
Smith for Armadale), but Eliot delayed, far from convinced that she could easily
divide herself from John Blackwood. Blackwood sent his formal offer for the still
tentatively titled “Sister Maggie” on 14 December 1859, and Eliot recorded the
offer—and her decision—in her journal:
Blackwood proposes to give me £2000 for 4000 copies of an edition at
31/6, and after the same rate for any more that may be printed at the
same price. £150 for 1000 at 12/- — and £60 for 1000 at 6/-. I have
accepted.77
While Blackwood’s offer was significantly less than Bradbury and Evans’s, there was
more at stake here for Eliot than money. For one, she had never wanted to publish
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The Mill on the Floss in serial format, believing that from an artistic point of view the
book needed to be read as a whole. (It was in fact around this time that Eliot penned
her famous phrase “the Nightmare of the Serial,” in reference to her distaste for a
bandied-about scheme of Lewes’s to publish Mill in shilling parts.78) Blackwood
willingly and openly offered her the solution she craved, bowing down in the wake of
troubled waters that had almost rent them apart. Blackwood himself also had much to
do with Eliot’s decision, for Eliot’s preferring “permanent relations to shifting ones”
was not to be underestimated. Over the course of their long correspondence they had
developed a familial history, and the trust and affection that characterized their
relationship was worth more than Bradbury and Evans’s weight in gold. As for
Dickens, he would eventually express extreme disgruntlement over Eliot’s refusal to
join him: “Adam (or Eve) Bede is terrified by the novel difficulties of serial writing,”
he told Charles Lever. “[C]an not turn in the space; evidently will not be up to the
scratch when Collins’s sponge is thrown up.”79 What Dickens of course failed to
realize was that, through all his flirtation, he was a likely loser from the very
beginning. Even before that decisive moment when George Eliot chose a publisher
for The Mill on the Floss, it was evident that in the competition for her devotion, there
could really only be one winner.
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CHAPTER NINE
Competition and Courtship in The Mill on the Floss

During the last few months of The Mill on the Floss’s composition, George Eliot’s
demons of insecurity returned to haunt her. “I have been invalided for the last week,”
she told Blackwood in January of 1860, “and of course am a prisoner in the Castle of
Giant Despair, who growls in my ear that the Mill on the Floss is detestable, and that
the last volume will be the climax of that general detestableness.”1 Blackwood,
experienced at delivering encouragement whenever his author needed it, returned
“paragraphs of praise” (to quote Bodenheimer again) in order to drive her on: “Pray
make your mind easy and abandon dismals. Your pictures are wonderful. The people
are all alive and in the flesh . . . If people generally can go at The Mill again and
again with as hearty a relish as I do, you will have a triumph that will put to flight the
most obstinate of headaches.”2 The rapture of the second honeymoon continued
through much of February and March of 1860 (“You are irresistible . . . The Major
and the rest of the family here who are reading the sheets are enchanted”3), until Eliot
at last finished her manuscript. Blackwood’s final pronouncement on Mill was the
1
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apogee of his courtly affection: “No words of mine can convey the feeling of the
greatness of the success you have achieved . . . This book is a greater triumph even
than Adam and you may make your mind easy about all Critics. Any mean creature
that may venture to carp will only dispute himself.”4
Blackwood originally intended to print 4,000 copies for the first edition of
Mill, but when the subscription order from the circulating libraries reached 3,600
before publication, Blackwood added another 2,000 copies to the initial run.5 Mudie
alone had purchased 2,000 copies, and on 24 April 1860, less than three weeks after
the release of The Mill on the Floss, Blackwood reported to Lewes that Mudie was
already “nibbling at a third thousand.”6 For Eliot, this news was perhaps as validating
as Dickens’s interest in her work, for Mudie was a notoriously prudish figure in the
London literary world, and some had suggested that the removal of Eliot’s incognito
might have led to Mudie’s boycotting of her novel.7 But as Eliot’s acceptance by
other publishers had already shown, the fears around how the reading public would
receive the “real” George Eliot were not to be realized anytime soon. “The reviews
4
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generally have been very favourable,” Blackwood told Lewes, “and there has been
nothing offensive that I have seen.”8 In the fiercely competitive literary marketplace,
and with more than the success of her latest book at stake, George Eliot was holding
more than her own.
Appropriately, from the very first sentence of The Mill on the Floss, Eliot
assaults her reader with the inevitable motion of competitive forces:
A wide plain, where the broadening Floss hurries on between its green
banks to the sea, and the loving tide, rushing to meet it, checks its passage
with an impetuous embrace.9
It is, unusually, an image or snapshot, rather than a sentence, since we never arrive at
an active verb for this fragment’s first subject—“a wide plain.” Rather, the high point
of the sentence seems to be the hard verb “checks,” which describes the action of a
tide that is, not unlike Tom Tulliver, simultaneously loving and impetuous. The word
impetuous carries with it many meanings: moving with great force or violence; rapid
or forcibly rushing; violent. The root of the word is the Latin impetere—to rush upon,
attack, assail. And so the violence of competition is very present here—river against
sea—in a way that sadly counterbalances the tenderness of any loving embrace. As
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we shall see, Eliot employs the word impetuous at strategic points in the novel to
signal moments of particularly violent inner struggle for Maggie Tulliver.10
While for the first 300 pages of The Mill on the Floss little Maggie Tulliver is
not yet “on the market” (that is, the courtship/marriage/sexual market that explodes in
the second half of the book), the novel begins to assess Maggie’s “value” (or lack of
value) from its opening chapters. Maggie is first described by Mrs. Tulliver as a “wild
thing,” with “brown skin as makes her look like a mulatter, ” and unmanageable hair
that won’t curl (12-13); the contrast with what Maggie “should be” is immediately set
up here, as Mrs. Tulliver compares her daughter to Maggie’s cousin Lucy Deane,
who’s “got a row o’ curls round her head, an’ not a hair out o’ place” (13). (When we
eventually see the two together, we learn that Maggie “always [looks] twice as dark
as usual when she [is] by the side of Lucy,” and that seeing Maggie and Lucy next to
each other is like contrasting “a rough, dark, overgrown puppy and a white kitten.”
[61]) Maggie is a defiant little girl, sticking her head in the water basin “in the
vindictive determination that there should be no more chance of curls” (27), and
famously cutting off her unruly hair, thinking of “the triumph she should have over
her mother and her aunts” (64). But for Maggie, such defiance—such unfeminine
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characteristics—will, so the Dodson sisters fear, have disastrous results in the
marketplace. Maggie, they believe, has too much of the Tulliver blood to ever amount
to anything, and is regrettably fated to develop into “the picture of her aunt Moss, Mr.
Tulliver’s sister,—a large-boned woman, who had married as poorly as could be, had
no china, and had a husband who had much ado to pay his rent” (60). The Dodson
sisters represent the voice of fear, and throughout the first half of The Mill on the
Floss they express the grave concern over what Maggie’s value will be when she
eventually “comes out” as a grown woman.
These surface traits, however, are nothing compared with Maggie’s
“acuteness,” which marks her as something dangerous and threatening to the public
and private worlds controlled by men. Mr. Tulliver, in what he values and has valued,
serves as the example of how other men might eventually view Maggie. “It’s the
wonderful’st thing,” he says, “as I picked the mother because she wasn’t o’er ’cute—
bein’ a good-looking woman too, an’ come of a rare family for managing; but I
picked her from her sisters o’ purpose, ’cause she was a bit weak, like; for I wasn’t
agoin’ to be told the rights o’ things by my own fireside” (19). For Mr. Tulliver, the
“eddication” in the family belongs with Tom, not with the girl: “I want Tom to be
such a sort o’ man as Riley, you know—as can talk pretty nigh as well as if it was all
wrote out for him, and knows a good lot o’ words as don’t mean much, so as you
can’t lay hold of ’em i’ law” (11-12). Without realizing it, however, he’s describing
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the daughter he already has, with her extensive vocabulary, dangerous love of
learning, and ability to talk is if it “was all wrote out for [her].” Mr. Tulliver does
understand that his daughter possesses talents (“It’s a pity but what she’d been the
lad—she’d ha’ been a match for the lawyers, she would” [19]), but ultimately he
believes that such talents will figure as a problem for Maggie, since potential suitors
will find her acumen unusual and undesirable: “It’s no mischief much while she’s a
little un,” he says, “but an over-’cute woman’s no better nor a long-tailed sheep—
she’ll fetch none the bigger price for that” (12). As we shall see, nothing will prove
farther from the truth when Philip Wakem, and later Stephen Guest, begin to court the
older Maggie.
The problem for Maggie (as was the problem for Eliot), is striking the tricky
balance between satisfying others and being true to who she is. Like Eliot, Maggie is
defiant, goes against the grain, and understands that the world is determined to place
unfair restrictions on her; but Maggie’s defiance, again like Eliot’s, is in direct
conflict with what she really wants to attain—acceptance—and the novel makes this
powerfully clear from the beginning. “What is to become of you if you’re so
naughty?” Mrs. Tulliver berates after Maggie dunks her head in the water basin. “I’ll
tell your aunt Glegg and aunt Pullet when they come next week, and they’ll never
love you anymore” (27). And when Tom comes home from school to find his rabbits
dead as a result of Maggie’s negligence, he declares “I don’t love you” not once, but
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twice—the ultimate punishment for the little girl who desires her brother’s love above
all others’ (35, 36). Maggie’s defiance—her refusal to conform to standards, to be
“obedient”—is what sets Tom at odds with her throughout the entire novel. And the
threat of Tom withholding his love, of rejecting her, is the punishment that Maggie
fears most.
“I think all women are crosser than men,” said Maggie. “Aunt
Glegg’s a great deal crosser than Uncle Glegg, and mother scolds me
more than father does.”
“Well, you’ll be a woman some day,” said Tom, “so you
needn’t talk.”
“But I shall be a clever woman,” said Maggie, with a toss.
“O, I daresay, and a nasty conceited thing. Everybody ’ll hate
you.”
“But you oughtn’t to hate me, Tom: it’ll be very wicked of you,
for I shall be your sister.”
“Yes, but if you’re a nasty disagreeable thing, I shall hate you.”
“O but, Tom, you won’t! I shan’t be disagreeable. I shall be
very good to you—and I shall be good to everybody. You won’t hate
me really, will you Tom?” (146-47)
The above conversation, which takes place when Maggie visits Tom at school,
crystallizes the conflict between Maggie’s true self (i.e. her “clever” self), and the
person she must become in order to retain Tom’s affections. (Here Tom interestingly
resembles the sentiments of both Eliot and Blackwood, neither of whom will
countenance any “nasty disagreeable things.”) For Maggie, the key to Tom’s heart is
obedience—her devotion is the only thing for which he is willing to “pay”: “I’m
always kind to you,” he tells her, “and so I shall be: I shall always take care of you.
But you must mind what I say” (235). Tom’s offer, in childhood as well as in
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adulthood, is one of conditional brotherly love; and Maggie is desperate to accept
this, even with its difficult conditions. “It is a wonderful subduer, this need of love,”
the narrator writes, “—this hunger of the heart—as peremptory as the other hunger by
which Nature forces us to submit to the yoke, and change the face of the world” (3839). From the beginning of what one might call Maggie’s “career,” Tom maintains a
hold over his sister like no one else: it is the long-lived hold of family and of history
with which no other person (and as we shall see, suitor) can compete.11 Despite this
hold, however, Maggie will continually struggle between obeying her brother, and
doing what she feels will fulfill her.
Naturally, the many early conflicts between brother and sister in the story lead
to ruptures and reparations. Tom does in time forgive Maggie for forgetting to feed
his rabbits. (“‘Don’t cry, then, Magsie—here, eat a bit o’ 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 a humiliating resemblance to two
friendly ponies.” [39]) And when Philip Wakem emerges in Book II as Tom’s first
competitor, we’re assured of Maggie’s faithfulness. (“I don’t think I could love you
11

Boone and Nord posit that the nineteenth-century novel “frequently employs the
sibling ideal as a metaphor for romantic love itself.” In their discussion of The Mill on
the Floss, they convincingly trace what they call “an interchangeability of brothers
and lovers.” See Joseph A. Boone and Deborah E. Nord, “Brother and Sister: The
Seductions of Siblinghood in Dickens, Eliot, and Brontë,” Western Humanities
Review 46.2 (Summer 1992): 164 and 177 respectively.
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better than Tom.” [183]) But in the wake of Mr. Tulliver’s bankruptcy, and the
family’s loss of the mill, Tom grows more intolerant, and reparations of a different
nature become his chief priority. “The truth flashed on Tom’s mind in an instant. To
‘have the bailiff in the house,’ and ‘to be sold up,’ were phrases which he had been
used to, even as a little boy: they were part of the disgrace and misery of ‘failing’, of
losing all one’s money, and being ruined” (201). His father’s disgrace becomes the
catalyst that transforms Tom from the “friendly pony” with whom Maggie once
snuggled into a young man obsessed with recovering his family’s honor. The realized
fear of failure is the worst thing Tom can imagine (“His father must not only be said
to have ‘lost his property,’ but to have ‘failed’—the word that carried the worst
obloquy to Tom’s mind” [244]), and the gravity of his resolution is laid bare in the
closing paragraphs of Book III:
“What am I to write, father?” said Tom, with gloomy
submission.
“Write as your father, Edward Tulliver, took service under
John Wakem, the man as had helped to ruin him, because I’d promised
my wife to make her what amends I could for her trouble, and because
I wanted to die in th’ old place, where I was born and my father was
born. Put that I’ the right words—you know how—and then write, as I
don’t forgive Wakem, for all that; and for all I’ll serve him honest, I
wish evil may befall him. Write that.”
There was a dead silence as Tom’s pen moved along the paper:
Mrs. Tulliver looked scared, and Maggie trembled like a leaf.
“Now let me hear what you’ve wrote,” said Mr. Tulliver. Tom
read aloud, slowly.
“Now write—write as you’ll remember what Wakem’s done to
your father, and you’ll make him and his feel it, if ever the day comes.
And sign your name Thomas Tulliver.”
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“O no, father, dear father!” said Maggie, almost choked with
fear. “You shouldn’t make Tom write that.”
“Be quiet, Maggie!” said Tom. “I shall write it.” (267)
While his “eddication” comes in handy at this moment (“Put that I’ the right words—
you know how”), Tom will need to reeducate himself along other lines if he is to
carry out the promises that he’s inscribed in the family Bible. Simply stated, he must
leave the world of “learning” and enter the commercially-driven world of business.
With Bob Jakin, an early but unrealized suitor of Maggie’s, Tom begins to speculate
and to build up capital, even though initially all cards are stacked against him.
(“There must be a world of things connected with that Swedish bark, which, if he
only knew them, might have helped him to get on.” [233]) Speculation and business
are what Tom knows he must engage in if he is to provide for Maggie and return
honor and property to his wronged family. His success in the business world is the
story he must write—a story that only he can power with his own determination.
While the bankruptcy emotionally distances Tom from his other family
members, it also momentarily brings him closer to his sister, allowing him to forgive
her, and she him, unconditionally, for any past disagreements: “The two poor things
clung closer to each other—both trembling—the one at an unshapen fear, the other at
the image of a terrible certainty . . . They had gone forth together into their new life of
sorrow, and they would never more see the sunshine undimmed by remembered
cares. They had entered the thorny wilderness, and the golden gates of their childhood
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had for ever closed behind them” (189-91). The chicks have hatched at this point, and
only adulthood lies waiting, ready to usher Tom and Maggie into a harsher world of
competition. As Maggie matures, her choices will become more varied, and the
consequences for her actions more severe than they were during childhood; and as
Tom pursues his career, his competitiveness and resolution will intensify, as he fights
the specters of failure and the public misfortunes they represent. In these guises both
Tom and Maggie—like Eliot herself—brilliantly embody the two “lives” behind this
story: one, the steadfast professional determined to succeed in a fiercely competitive,
even savage, marketplace; the other, a woman craving love and acceptance from the
particular audience of her family.

Towards the end of Book IV, the novel begins to focus on Maggie’s maturation—
specifically her physical maturation, the point of dread so often portended in earlier
chapters. “The girl was growing up,” Mr. Tulliver meditates, “was shooting up into a
woman; and how was she to do well in life? She had a poor chance for marrying,
down in the world as they were. And he hated the thought of her marrying poorly, as
her aunt Gritty had done” (280). The haunting question at this turning point in
Maggie’s development, as the Dodson sisters repeatedly voice, is will Maggie indeed
turn out to be “the picture of her Aunt Moss,” with no china, a brood of children
weighing her down, and a husband who can’t pay his rent? What will the value of this
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young woman be when she finally comes out, with her “abundant black locks plaited
into a coronet on the summit of her head” (294)? The answer is of course not the one
that everyone is expecting, for as Maggie matures and becomes the physical object of
male desire (her large brown eyes specifically mark her as unique among all women
in the novel12) her value in the marketplace begins to skyrocket in a way that none of
her aunts could have predicted. It is in fact the increase in Maggie’s market value that
comes to threaten her sacred relationship with her brother.
While Tom’s friend Bob Jakin (referred to by the narrator as Maggie’s
“worshipper” [285]) shows signs of becoming a potential suitor for Maggie right at
the point of her maturation, it is Philip Wakem who emerges as Tom’s first serious
rival in the competition for Maggie’s affections. Like Dickens, that first great admirer
of Adam Bede, Philip Waken has had his sights set on Maggie all along, going back to
the days when she first innocently kissed him while visiting Tom at school (“Should
you like me to kiss you, as I do Tom? I will, if you like.” [184]) His return to
Maggie’s life coincides with not just her physical transformation, but also the
spiritual transformation she has undergone after reading Thomas à Kempis. “Often,
when I have been angry or disconnected,” she tells him, “it has seemed to me that I
12

All potential suitors take note of Maggie’s striking dark eyes. See 184 (Philip
Wakem), 283 (Bob Jakin), 406 (Stephen Guest), and even 436 (Dr. Kenn). Nina
Auerbach sees Maggie’s eyes as having the “demonic power” to transfix in the
devouring vampiric tradition. See Nina Auerbach, “The Power of Hunger: Demonism
and Maggie Tulliver,” Modern Critical Interpretations: George Eliot’s The Mill on
the Floss, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1988) 58.
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was not bound to give up anything; and I have gone on thinking till it has seemed to
me that I could think away all my duty. But no good has ever come of that—it was an
evil state of mind. I’m quite sure that whatever I might do, I should wish in the end
that I had gone without anything for myself, rather than have made my father’s life
harder to him” (302). The Maggie who begins meeting with Philip Wakem in the Red
Deeps is a Maggie more devoted to her family than ever; but it is also a Maggie who,
as we shall see, is more at odds with herself than she realizes: “‘Ah! I know what you
mean about music—I feel so,’ said Maggie, clasping her hands with her old
impetuosity” (305). Philip brings out Maggie’s impetuous double nature, which
represents the many divisions she feels when confronted with temptation.
Philip is a strange amalgam of the elements missing from and pertinent to
Maggie’s inner life: like Eliot, he is an artist unconvinced of his own abilities (“I
delight in fine pictures—I long to be able to paint such. I strive and strive, and can’t
produce what I want” [303]); like Dickens, he at the same time seems to have
limitless access and devotion to the world of art (“I care for painting and music; I care
for classic literature, and mediaeval literature, and modern literature: I flutter all
ways, and fly in none” [327]); and like Blackwood, he is an unquestionably devoted
admirer, full of praise and encouragement when Maggie needs it most. (“[H]ow she
looked forward to . . . the affectionate admiring looks that would meet her; to the
sense of comradeship that childish memories would give to wiser, older talk; to the
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certainty that Philip would care to hear everything she said, which no one else cared
for!” [325]). (The parallel with Lewes is hiding here too, in Philip’s sickly
constitution, and his aptitude at “scheming.”) Philip’s reception of Maggie at a time
when she feels rejected by everyone else, particularly her brother, is the cornerstone
of her undying devotion to him. He is the brother she always wanted, the one who
understands her best, the single person in her life from whom she feels she doesn’t
need to hide. “What a dear, good brother you would have been,” she tells him. “You
would have loved me well enough to bear with me, and forgive me everything. That
was what I always longed that Tom should do” (328).
When Philip reenters, he is twenty-one and Maggie is seventeen, “with her
dark colouring and jet crown surmounting her tall figure” (299). They are adults
now—she has grown strikingly beautiful—and Philip approaches her in the full
capacity of a suitor, even though it is clear to him that “the thought of his being her
lover [has] never entered her mind” (331). Philip’s offer to Maggie (whether read
platonically, as it is initially extended, or romantically, as it is eventually pronounced)
is significant: with Philip, Maggie would regain access to that life of the mind and
independent thought that she has renounced for her family’s sake. “Here suddenly
was an opening in the rocky wall which shut in the narrow valley of humiliation,
where all her prospect was the remote unfathomed sky; and some of the memoryhaunting earthly delights were no longer out of her reach. She might have books,
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converse, affection—she might hear tidings of the world from which her mind had
not yet lost its sense of exile” (325). What’s more, Philip can pull her, rightly, out of
that valley of self-renunciation, elevating her to the place where he feels she has
always belonged. “[Y]ou will not always be shut up in your present lot,” he tells her,
“why should you starve your mind in that way? It is narrow asceticism—I don’t like
to see you persisting in it, Maggie. Poetry and art and knowledge are sacred and pure”
(306). Philip is offering Maggie something greater than she’s allowed herself, and
certainly something greater than anyone else in her life thus far has offered her. He is,
in essence, bidding for her soul. “You are a tempter,” Maggie tells him (328).
Philip sees and appreciates Maggie’s value at a time when no one else will
give credit to her uniqueness. (Again, Philip here resembles the in-the-know Dickens,
singularly [and surreptitiously] courting Eliot behind the scenes.) The dilemma he
presents for her brings Maggie to the crossroads of her still budding “career”: will she
continue to meet Philip in the Red Deeps, and let him help her pursue her full
potential, or will she stay “faithful” to her family, avoiding interactions that would be
construed as betrayal. The tension and uncertainty of what will happen between
Maggie and Philip is wonderfully exposed in the long paragraph that closes their
reunion:
Maggie went home, with an inward conflict already begun; Philip
went home to do nothing but remember and hope. You can hardly help
blaming him severely. He was four or five years older than Maggie,
and had a full consciousness of his feeling towards her to aid him in
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foreseeing the character his contemplated interviews with her would
bear in the opinion of a third person. But you must not suppose that he
was capable of a gross selfishness, or that he could have been satisfied
without persuading himself that he was seeking to infuse some
happiness into Maggie’s life—seeking this even more than any direct
ends for himself. He could give her sympathy—he could give her help.
There was not the slightest promise of love towards him in her
manner; it was nothing more than the sweet girlish tenderness she had
shown him when she was twelve: perhaps she would never love him—
perhaps no woman ever could love him: well, then, he would endure
that; he should at least have the happiness of seeing her—of feeling
some nearness to her; And he clutched passionately the possibility that
she might love him: perhaps the feeling would grow, if she could come
to associate him with that watchful tenderness which her nature would
be so keenly alive to. If any woman could love him, surely Maggie
was that woman: there was such wealth of love in her, and there was
no one to claim it all. Then—the pity of it, that a mind like hers should
be withering in its very youth, like a young forest-tree, for want of the
light and space it was formed to flourish in! Could he not hinder that,
by persuading her out of her system of privation? He would be her
guardian angel; he would do anything, bear anything, for her sake—
except not seeing her. (308)
During the brief time that Dickens courted Eliot, he too seemed to clutch passionately
to the possibility that at some point she might love him—at least as a “fellow
labourer.” And Eliot had experienced emotional and professional disturbance as a
result of their interaction, her “inward conflict already begun.” Here then in this
passage we see a remarkable point of integration among story, author, and
marketplace—Dickens and Eliot, Philip and Maggie, attempting to author their own
and others’ stories. As Dickens offered Eliot expansion beyond the confines of the
three-volume novel, so Philip offers to open up an expanded world to Maggie—to
persuade her out of the “system of privation” that he feels is holding her back. “He
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could give her sympathy—he could give her help,” and with his help Maggie’s
potential could blossom into something as limitless as “the remote unfathomed sky.”
For the sympathetic reader, Philip is the good tempter—Maggie’s friend and devoted
guardian angel, the “hero” of the tale. But in another reading—Tom’s reading, or the
reading of Blackwood’s manager, George Simpson—Philip/Dickens would instead be
seen as the detestable angel who has “fallen.”
By the mid-point of Book V, Maggie’s choices have become more
complicated, as Tom is no longer the only man competing for her devotion. For Tom,
“a love for a deformed man would be odious in any woman,” but in his sister it is
“intolerable” (340), while for Maggie, Philip’s deformity endears him to her more.
She sees only Philip’s tenderness, whereas Tom can’t see anything beyond the
treasonous nature of their relationship. The occasion of Tom’s finding out about
Philip and Maggie causes a return of Maggie’s old, suppressed defiance. “And you
encouraged him?” Tom asks his sister in disgust. “I told him I loved him too,”
Maggie answers (342). Their feud forces Maggie (as their tiffs often did in childhood)
to choose once again between her brother and her own desires.
“Now, then, Maggie, there are but two courses for you to take; either
you vow solemnly to me, with your hand on my father’s Bible, that
you will never have another meeting or speak another word in private
with Philip Wakem, or you refuse, and I tell my father everything; and
this month, when by my exertions he might be made happy once more,
you will cause him the blow of knowing that you are a disobedient,
deceitful daughter, who throws away her own respectability by
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clandestine meetings with the son of a man that has helped to ruin her
father. Choose!” (342)
The choice Maggie makes this time, however, is different in nature from the more
predictable courses she follows to retain Tom’s love during childhood. “Don’t
suppose I would give up Philip Wakem in obedience to you,” she thunders. “The
deformity you insult would make me cling to him and care for him the more” (348).
Maggie agrees to give up Philip (this time) for her father’s sake; but this sacrifice also
has the side effect of bringing a kind of respite to her impetuous internal struggles:
“[H]ow was it that she was now and then conscious of a certain dim background of
relief in the forced separation from Philip? Surely it was only because the sense of a
deliverance from concealment was welcome at any cost?” (348) Maggie is like Eliot
here, unhappily forced out of hiding, but relieved at last to be rid of her dreadful and
all-absorbing secret. Concealment for Maggie—and in particular concealment from
Tom—is a form of betrayal that threatens her long-term fidelity. When, a bit later in
the novel, Philip Wakem returns to the scene yet again, Maggie knows, independently
of her late father’s wishes, that she cannot allow her affections to be rekindled. “I see
as well as you do,” she tells Tom, “that from our position with regard to Philip’s
father—not on other grounds—it would be unreasonable—it would be wrong for us
to entertain the idea of marriage; and I have given up thinking of him as a lover”
(394). She is choosing her sides; she is ultimately choosing her family. And Tom’s
response is uncharacteristically tender and conciliatory: “I believe what you say—at
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least you believe it yourself, I know: I can only warn you. I wish to be as good a
brother to you as you will let me” (394).

Maggie’s relationship with Tom is compromised by the competing draw of Philip
Wakem, but in Book VI, “The Great Temptation,” the competition for Maggie’s
affections grows even more menacing. Philip’s earlier words to Maggie—that cousin
Lucy “is sure to have some handsome young man of St. Ogg’s at her feet now: and
you have only to shine upon him [so that] your fair little cousin will be quite
quenched in your beams” (332)—prove ominously true as she meets and begins
keeping company with Lucy’s suitor, Stephen Guest. Stephen has all of the qualities
of an irresistible seducer: he’s handsome, charming, rich, and while his personality is
less than electric, the status he represents makes him a powerful attractant. Likewise,
Stephen is attracted to Maggie, though at first he cannot admit this: “Too tall,” he
says of Maggie, “and a little too fiery. She is not my type of woman” (381). But there
is something special, something equally seductive about Maggie that Stephen Guest
cannot deny: “If Maggie had been the queen of coquettes she could hardly have
invented a means of giving greater piquancy to her beauty in Stephen’s eyes: I am not
sure that the quiet admission of plain sewing and poverty would have done alone, but
assisted by the beauty, they made Maggie more unlike other women even than she
had seemed at first” (378-79).
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By this point in the narrative, Maggie’s visibility has significantly increased,
and her womanhood has brought her to the attention of the public: “[T]here were
admiring eyes always awaiting her now; she was no longer an unheeded person, liable
to be chid, from whom attention was continually claimed, and on whom no one felt
bound to confer any” (401). This phase—defined by a leisurely holiday at cousin
Lucy’s—represents a great turning point for Maggie, since invisibility (even in the
form of hiding with an admirer in the Red Deeps) has always brought her conflict and
sorrow. But for the moment, Maggie’s life is “certainly very pleasant” (401), and
Stephen does not initially embody a “great temptation,” but rather a kind of fantasy
from a more ethereal world that lifts Maggie out of her own reality. “It was not that
she thought distinctly of Mr. Stephen Guest, or dwelt on the indications that he
looked at her with admiration; it was rather that she felt the half-remote presence of a
world of love and beauty and delight, made up of vague, mingled images from all the
poetry and romance she had ever read, or had ever woven in her dreamy reveries”
(385). It is the romance, the lifting into a different orb, along with all of the other
standard charms, that attracts Maggie to Stephen. As long as the attraction remains in
the realm of fantasy, it cannot do harm to anyone.
Soon, however, the temptation grows stronger, and the narrative reveals the
attraction between Maggie and Stephen with the exquisite deliberateness of a flower
unfolding. “Let him have one long look into those deep strange eyes of hers, and then
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he would be satisfied, and quite reasonable after that. He thought it was becoming a
sort of monomania with him, to want that long look from Maggie” (406). And from
Maggie: “If that state of mind could have lasted, her choice would have been to have
Stephen Guest at her feet, offering her a life filled with all luxuries, with daily incense
of adoration near and distant, and with all possibilities of culture at her command”
(436). What Stephen is offering—or at least the fantasy of what he is offering—is too
irresistible for a mortal such as Maggie to refuse. It is the absurdly high “Bradbury
and Evans” offer for Maggie, the offer that will tempt her to cast her considerations
for everyone else aside.
“Do take my arm,” he said, in a low tone, as if it were a secret.
There is something strangely winning to most women in that
offer of the firm arm: the help is not wanted physically at that moment,
but the sense of help—the presence of strength that is outside them and
yet theirs—meets a continual want of the imagination. Either on that
ground or some other, Maggie took the arm. (408)
This moment of secrecy between Stephen and Maggie is one of many during a long
spell of flirtation; and of course the big question for the reader (as it was for those
watching Eliot) is: will she or won’t she?
The signs of Maggie’s faithfulness are alluded to at this early stage, as her
seductive fantasies about Stephen transform into more wholesome thoughts of
reunion with her soul mate: “O Philip, Philip, I wish we were together again—so
quietly—in the Red Deeps,” she dreams (408). When Philip does return he is no
longer a dangerous seducer who threatens Maggie’s obligations to her family; he has
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instead become the symbol of escape from the more pressing temptation of the soonto-be fallen angel Stephen Guest.
For Philip, who a little while ago was associated continually in
Maggie’s mind with the sense that Tom might reproach her with some
justice, had now, in this short space, become a sort of outward
conscience to her, that she might fly to for rescue and strength. Her
tranquil, tender affection for Philip, with its root deep down in her
childhood, and its memories of long quiet talk confirming by distinct
successive impressions the first instinctive bias—the fact that in him
the appeal was more strongly to her pity and womanly devotedness
than to her vanity or other egoistic excitability of her nature, seemed
now to make a sort of sacred place, a sanctuary where she could find
refuge from an alluring influence which the best part of herself must
resist, which must bring horrible tumult within, wretchedness without.
This new sense of her relation to Philip nullified the anxious scruples
she would otherwise have felt, lest she should overstep the limit of
intercourse with him that Tom would sanction; and she put out her
hand to him, and felt the tears in her eyes without any consciousness of
an inward check. (410-11)
Philip, in the guise of this more wholesome, familial fantasy, actually becomes the
brother Maggie has always wanted him to be. He is sacred, a sanctuary, the refuge of
the family, and the childhood roots of their relationship are deep and unchallengeable.
He is like the dependable Lewes, the one who understands her, the one who will
always be waiting at home. And also like Lewes, he will eventually scheme to acquire
property for his beloved by convincing his father to relinquish the title of the mill.
When Stephen Guest breeches propriety, and kisses Maggie’s arm during
Lucy’s dance at Park House, the narrative demonstrates how intense and dangerous
Maggie’s inner struggle has become: “‘Leave me to myself, if you please,’ she said,

240

with impetuous haughtiness, ‘and for the future avoid me’” (442). The word
impetuous again signals the clash of conflicting tides. “If you are not absolutely
pledged to Philip,” Stephen later argues, “we are neither of us bound.” But Maggie’s
answer, for all her inner struggle, points to the inflexibility of her decision. “You
don’t believe that—it is not your real feeling . . . the real tie lies in the feelings and
expectations we have raised in other minds. Else all pledges might be broken, when
there was no outward penalty. There would be no such thing as faithfulness” (449).
Her argument here is that there are more important considerations than the formal
agreements that might bind people in the social world. There are emotional contracts
to consider, familial contracts—even moral ones—and one’s faithfulness to such
obligations should be what outshines all other seductions.13 “Many things are difficult
and dark to me,” Maggie says, “but I see one thing quite clearly—that I must not,
cannot, seek my own happiness by sacrificing others. Love is natural; but surely pity
and faithfulness and memory are natural too. And they would live in me still, and
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This thesis has been argued by Melissa Ganz in a sweeping article about the
fictional manifestations of Eliot’s views on promising and obligation. Ganz situates
the development of Eliot’s fiction in the context of shifting ideas in nineteenthcentury British contract law, and demonstrates how George Eliot embraced “an
expansive conception of promises.” In Ganz’s superb reading, Eliot’s writing, in
keeping with earlier views on contractual relationships, “suggests that one becomes
bound by a promise whenever one knowingly excites another’s expectations
concerning the existence of an obligation,” and that “the willingness to abide by
implicit promises and to honor the expectations that one raises in other minds is a
crucial test of moral character in Eliot’s fiction.” Melissa J. Ganz, “Binding the Will:
George Eliot and the Practice of Promising,” ELH 75.3 (Fall 2008): 566.
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punish me if I did not obey them. I should be haunted by the suffering I had caused”
(450). Even though Tom is not specifically presented in this picture, his punishment
haunts these sentiments. So too does Philip Wakem’s potentially broken heart, as well
as Lucy’s heartbreak and sense of abandonment. The possibility of such outcomes as
the result of Maggie’s betrayal are enough to make her renounce the most seductive
offer in the book.
And she does renounce the great temptation, for in the face of such stiff
competition, Stephen Guest does not stand a chance. “We can’t part, Maggie . . . I
can’t bear it,” Stephen says to her “impetuously” (for he too experiences his own
turmoil within [474]); “We have proved that the feeling which draws us towards each
other is too strong to be overcome: that natural law surmounts every other; we can’t
help what it clashes with” (475). But even after the River Floss has carried her to a
place of irrevocable scandal, Maggie refuses to succumb to Stephen’s earnest (even
desperate) proposals:
“It is not so, Stephen—I’m quite sure that is wrong. I have tried to
think it again and again; but I see, if we judged in that way, there
would be a warrant for all treachery and cruelty—we should justify
breaking the most sacred ties that can ever be formed on earth. If the
past is not to bind us, where can duty lie? We should have no law but
the inclination of the moment.” (475)
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For Maggie, as for Eliot, honoring history, the past, and the “sacred ties” of kinship
holds a higher value than more obviously pleasing and immediate temptations.14 Here
we see an expression of preferring “permanent relations to shifting ones”—or at least
a preference for a permanent part of treasured history, rather than the uncertainty of a
new seductive offer. “There are memories, and affections, and longings after perfect
goodness,” she says, “that have such a strong hold on me; they would never quit me
for long” (476). These memories and affections don’t simply point to ghosts who
might haunt, but to the ghosts of the living who already pursue. Maggie’s duty to
Tom, Philip, and Lucy equally parallels only one other obligation—the duty to meet
the self-imposed expectations that Maggie has created for herself: “[S]urmounting
everything was the horror at her own possible failure, the dread lest her conscience
should be benumbed again, and not rise to energy till it was too late.—Too late! It
was too late already not to have caused misery: too late for everything, perhaps, but to
rush away from the last act of baseness—the tasting of joys that were wrung from
crushed hearts” (471-72). It is fascinating that here the “last act of baseness” for
14

In Boone and Nord’s reading, Maggie’s running off with Stephen actually
represents a replay of “yet another aspect of her childhood relationship with her
brother”—the desire to be Lucy, the object of Tom’s (and simultaneously Stephen’s)
affections. See Boone and Nord, 177. For Michael Wolff, the same situation
represents something very different—a “move towards freedom and away from
family, towards an, in the event, incomplete escape from those traditional constraints,
which were, for George Eliot’s readers, still the proper condition of women.” Michael
Wolff, “Heroines Adrift: George Eliot and the Victorian Ideology of Family,”
Dickens and Other Victorians: Essays in Honour of Philip Collins, ed. Joanne
Shattock (Houndmills: Macmillan Press, 1988) 203.
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Maggie is ultimately not an elopement with Stephen, but the breaking of hearts
belonging to the people she loves.
In the face of great temptation, Maggie chooses her family: “Home—where
her mother and brother were—Philip—Lucy—the scene of her very cares and trials—
was the haven towards which her mind tended—the sanctuary where sacred relics
lay—where she would be rescued from more falling” (479). Tom and Philip and Lucy
and Mrs. Tulliver—these are the winners of Maggie’s devotion, so much so that
looking back on all her struggles, it’s almost as if the outcome of the competition
were preordained. “[H]er mind was unswervingly bent on returning to her brother, as
the natural refuge that had been given her” (483). But of course St. Ogg’s passes
judgment, and Tom rejects his sister, since for him disgrace is a fate far worse than
death. He banishes Maggie from his home, and their tragic (though not final) parting
is the culmination of every previous quarrel and misunderstanding between them.
And again, a pressing question assaults the reader: what will be the fate of this
relationship? Will Tom and Maggie remain apart, rent by misunderstanding and an
unforgiving marketplace of suitors and judges? Or is reunion still possible, and can
something deeper than the forces of competition and seduction triumph in the end?
As the flood consumes the novel’s landscape, Maggie’s faith is renewed:
Along with the sense of danger and possible rescue for those longremembered beings at the old home, there was an undefined sense of
reconcilement with her brother: what quarrel, what harshness, what
unbelief in each other can subsist in the presence of a great calamity,
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when all the artificial vesture of our life is gone, and we are all one
with each other in primitive mortal needs? Vaguely, Maggie felt
this:—in the strong resurgent love towards her brother that swept away
all the later impressions of hard, cruel offence and misunderstanding,
and left only the deep, underlying, unshakable memories of early
union. (518)
One can almost hear Eliot’s words to Blackwood—“It will be a great comfort to see
you”—a great understatement when viewed in light of Maggie’s own extreme
feelings toward her brother. Only the calamity of the flood will bring Maggie and
Tom back together—the natural, impetuous, destructive flood more powerful than the
threats posed by Maggie’s “flood” of offers. “Magsie!” Tom exclaims when she
returns to the mill to rescue him, his whole being overcome with “a new revelation . .
. of the depths in life” (520). In that moment of reconciliation, all misunderstanding
evaporates; Maggie’s scandal is no longer of any importance, and Tom’s harshness
and cruelty are forgotten. Brother and sister are united, Tom’s eyes turning misty
while Maggie lets out “a long deep sob of that mysterious wondrous happiness that is
one with pain” (520). And as huge fragments from the mill, “clinging together in fatal
fellowship,” rush upon the clinging brother and sister in the doomed boat, Eliot
answers all questions as to the fate of this constantly shifting relationship: Tom and
Maggie, in the final words of their sad story, reunite one last time “in an embrace
never to be parted” (521).
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CHAPTER TEN
Eliot, Smith, and the Great Temptation

While the consequences of Maggie’s coming out ultimately and tragically prove to be
disastrous for her, George Eliot’s coming out and the public reception of The Mill on
the Floss were anything but tragic. Less than two months after the publication of Mill,
Blackwood had sold all 6,000 copies of the initial run, with a plan to print an
additional 500 copies before the end of May 1860. “This is highly satisfactory,” he
wrote to Eliot, “and I rejoice to think that there is every prospect of your making as
much by our arrangement as the most speculative publisher was likely to have offered
you.”1 (Indeed, two months later, William Blackwood wrote to Lewes that “more
than 6,000 copies of a guinea and a half novel sold is a success which I am pretty
confident has not been attained since the days of the Waverley Novels.”2) By the end
of the year, Eliot had received £3,550 for Mill from Blackwood (£300 of this for
2,000 copies of the two-volume 12s. edition), and in addition to the profits from her
primary publisher, Lewes’s expert negotiations had brought in even more
supplementary income: £300 from Harper & Brothers for the American reprint; £100
from Tauchnitz for the reprint on the Continent; £25 for a German translation by
Julius Frese; and £10 for a Dutch translation by Jacob van Westrheene, bringing her
1
2

John Blackwood to George Eliot, 25 May 1860. Letters III, 297.
William Blackwood to George Henry Lewes, 19 July 1860. Letters III, 326.
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total income for Mill during the first year to £3,985.3 In her final journal entry for
1860, George Eliot could write with some confidence that the year had been “marked
by many blessings.”4
Though Blackwood continued to admit to Lewes that “knowledge of the
secret” made some of the literati more critical than they might otherwise have been,
the success of The Mill on the Floss was undeniable.5 The secret was out, and Eliot’s
fears of outright rejection had not been realized; instead, an incredible public
reception along with an equally incredible stream of profits almost impetuously
surmounted those fears. (Over the next decade, between 1860 and 1869, the sales of
Eliot’s titles alone would account for nearly 25 percent of the firm’s entire profit
margin.6) The Mill on the Floss confirmed George Eliot’s reputation as a novelist,

3

Journals, 31 December 1860, 88. See also Haight, introduction, xxii. Haight’s
figures seem to be off by £200.
4
Journals, 31 December 1860, 87.
5
See John Blackwood to George Henry Lewes, 24 April 1860: “Langford does not
say much of the opinions of The Garrick about The Mill but I rather gather that the
verdict there is not so universally favourable as about Adam. The knowledge of the
secret would make them more critical I daresay.” Letters III, 290. See also Haight,
327, n. 3: “The Punch circle spoke of the work as ‘dreary and immoral,’ and thought
Bradbury and Evans were lucky not to have secured it. Henry Silver’s Diary, 11 April
1860. (Punch).”
6
David Finkelstein, The House of Blackwood: Author-Publisher Relations in the
Victorian Era (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002) 34.
Finkelstein notes that statistics from Blackwood’s financial ledgers reveal that “the
mainstay of company profits between 1860 and 1900, aside from Blackwood’s
Magazine, was unquestionably George Eliot,” and that “by the turn of the century
Blackwood’s could truthfully be described as ‘the house that George built,’ with Eliot
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creating new markets for her particular kind of work, as Dickens had done before her,
and as Collins was doing alongside of her. Mary Porter, in Annals of a Publishing
House, beautifully describes how this pivotal novel situated George Eliot in the
marketplace and at the same time transformed her career.
The popularity of George Eliot’s novels was now a well-established
fact. The “hard readers,” as my father described them, being enlisted
on her side as well as the connoisseurs, the announcement of a new
novel by her sent them off en masse to procure it, causing a stir and
hum of expectation extending to circles far beyond what is known as
the literary world. The fascination that her writings had for such a
large class of readers surprised herself and those most nearly
concerned in the production of her books, for be it remembered she did
not write up any of the popular fads of the day nor truckle to any
fashionable prejudice, and she employed only familiar materials. But
readers began to find how interesting ordinary everyday matters might
be when seen through her keen mental vision, which knew how to
reveal the possibilities for a drama which cling to many a human
existence apparently shrouded in the mere details of workaday life.
The problems of life, the analysis of motives, the part played by
conscience or that inner consciousness which each carries about with
him, and which neglected becomes a Nemesis more terrible and farreaching in its punishment than any other which tradition has invented
for us—all these formed elements of fascinating interest, and the
novel-readers took to the new food so kindly as almost to constitute
George Eliot a sort of cult. This tendency, which can be traced in her
earlier novels, became more pronounced and formed the main
characteristic of her later works, up to which she may be said to have
been training her readers.7
Porter’s estimation is one of George Eliot as a new kind of writer, whose “keen
mental vision” had seduced her readers in a way that Dickens’s sprawling dramas had
titles forming 39 percent of those generating major profits between 1890 and 1899 yet
accounting for 51.2 percent of the major income generated.” Finkelstein, 34.
7
Oliphant and Porter, vol. III, 53.
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not. While Dickens too enjoyed masses of people storming the bookstalls whenever
his new novels appeared, he was rarely (if ever) described as a cult figure (except
perhaps around the moment of Pickwick), so enmeshed was he in the fabric of
everyday English life. It might also have been the case that Dickens, as a more
“normalized” English man of letters, held less personal allure than the mysterious and
unpredictable Eliot. More like Collins in this regard, Eliot was constantly defying
conventions, whether that was in her (ironically) conventional fiction, or in her
personal life.
The Mill on the Floss not only transformed Marian Evans into the professional
author George Eliot, but also transformed George Eliot into a celebrity—though it
was a celebrity of a very different kind than Charles Dickens or Wilkie Collins. As
noted earlier in the introduction, it was really George Eliot, and not Marian Evans,
who was “known” to the public as the author of these novels, even after she and
Lewes had made the bold decision to lift the incognito.8 Neither Dickens nor Collins
ever had this problem; both of those writers could and did easily embrace their
celebrity as themselves, and a manifestation of that exchange with and marketing to
the reading public is evident in their Nickleby and Woman in White portraits. But with
Eliot, no such portrait could exist for obvious reasons (Blackwood, to his dying day,
would likely have enjoyed continuing to tap into an “unknowing” readership), and
8

Evan’s real name never appeared on any of her novels; even on her tombstone in
Highgate Cemetery it is subsumed beneath the large letters of GEORGE ELIOT.
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while she enjoyed the cultish adoration that only increased throughout her career,
Eliot’s portrait, unlike Dickens’s and Collins’s, needed to remain hidden.
The story of Eliot’s portrait then (at least the portrait that we would call her
“Mill portrait”), is ultimately a story of hiding—one might even say hiding in the face
of competition. The portrait (Figure 8) was drawn by the artist Samuel Laurence, who
requested the privilege of taking the author’s likeness on 4 March 1860—exactly one
month before Mill’s publication.9 The intentions for the portrait are not entirely clear.
While its genesis seems to have been Laurence’s idea, a letter from Lewes to
Blackwood implies that Lewes may have had some notion about marketing the
portrait to the public. (“She is sitting to Laurence for her portrait, and I hope it will be
a success. It is to be the same style as his portrait of Thackeray [you know the one—
that published by Smith and Elder?] and as it was Laurence’s own express wish to
draw her, because he felt he could, I have some confidence in the result.”10) Eliot sat
for the portrait nine times in August of 1860 (“I have sat today for the eighth time for
my portrait to Laurence who still demands another sitting”11), and while Blackwood
liked the outcome, admiring, as he told Langford, “the pensive sad look [that] struck
me the very first time I ever saw her,”12 it is unlikely that he ever would have

9

“Yesterday, Mr. Lawrence [sic], the portrait painter lunched with us, and expressed
to G. his wish to take my portrait.” Journals, 5 March 1860, 84.
10
George Henry Lewes to John Blackwood, 6 August 1860. Letters III, 328.
11
Journals, 28 August 1860, 86.
12
John Blackwood to Joseph Munt Langford, 10 September 1860. Letters III, 343.
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Figure 8. Portrait of George Eliot by Samuel Laurence, 1860
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sanctioned the publication of such an image. “I hope they do not intend to allow a
portrait to be published,” he wrote in that same letter of admiration. “Considering the
season of the year the account of sales is very satisfactory.” His closing words on the
matter of the portrait do more than suggest that George Eliot’s identity might still
have had a negative effect on the author’s sales, even after the triumph of The Mill on
the Floss.
Haight gives a long verbal description of the portrait in his biography, noting
that “the pervading melancholy is lightened by no hint of the quick animation and
rich humour that [Eliot] usually showed.”13 He also calls it “this finest portrait of
George Eliot,” and when one surveys the others executed over the course of her
career, one tends to agree. It captures perfectly some of the complicated attributes
expressed by Henry James, in the litany of characteristics following his infamous
“deliciously hideous” comment about Eliot, which is so often taken out of context.
To begin with she is magnificently ugly—deliciously hideous. She has
a low forehead, a dull grey eye, a vast pendulous nose, a huge mouth,
full of uneven teeth, and a chin and jaw-bone qui n’en finissent pas . . .
Now in this vast ugliness resides a most powerful beauty which, in a
very few minutes steals forth and charms the mind, so that you end as I
ended, in falling in love with her. Yes, behold me literally in love with
this great horse-face blue-stocking. I don’t know in what the charm
lies, but it is thoroughly potent.14

13
14

Haight, 339.
Henry James to his father, 10 May [1869]. Quoted in Haight, 417.
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There is something even unsettling about the portrait—perhaps the beauty of its
ugliness, or the ugliness of its beauty—that helps the modern observer understand,
fittingly, the great deal of conflict George Eliot was experiencing during this period.
Lewes, however, was not in any way conflicted over the portrait. He didn’t like it,
refused to accept it when Laurence was finished, and forbade Laurence (via a letter
from Eliot) ever to exhibit it publicly. (“I have mentioned to Mr. Lewes your wish to
exhibit my portrait at the royal Academy, and he has stated to me—what he had not
stated before—namely, his reasons for originally stipulating with you that the portrait
should not be exhibited, or exposed to the risk of being copied . . . I must therefore
decline to give my consent that my portrait should be exhibited anywhere beyond the
doors of your own atelier.”15) Haight suggests that Lewes might have found the
portrait “too revealing,”16 but the exact nature of Lewes’s opposition is not known.
With Lewes refusing to take the portrait from Laurence, Laurence sold it to
Blackwood (one imagines with Lewes’ permission), who hung it in the back parlor of
his Edinburgh office, suitably away from public scrutiny.17

15

George Eliot to Samuel Laurence, 8 April 1861. Letters III, 401. As the formal
commissioner and owner of the portrait, Lewes would have had the final word on the
portrait’s fate.
16
Haight, 339.
17
Haight noted that the whereabouts of the portrait was unknown at the time of the
writing of his 1968 biography (see Haight, 339, n. 5), though the reproduction he used
for his frontispiece has an attributed source of William Blackwood & Sons. F. D.
Tredrey, in his 1954 inventory of the Edinburgh office, however, noted the presence
of an Eliot portrait. (See F. D. Tredrey, The House of Blackwood, 1805-1954
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Like her beloved creation Maggie Tulliver, however, George Eliot could deny
others only so much of herself, for her popularity meant that more suitors would
inevitably continue to accumulate out there in the marketplace. In February of 1862,
after more success with Blackwood and Silas Marner (the small book earned her
£1,760 in 186118), George Murray Smith approached Eliot with an offer for
Romola—the Florentine novel with which Eliot had been struggling since October of
the previous year. The offer was for £10,000—“the most magnificent offer ever yet
made for a novel,”19 according to Lewes—and Smith wanted the new work to appear
in the pages of his monthly Cornhill Magazine, beginning as early as April or May.
The enormity of the sum was staggering—double that of Smith’s offer to Collins for
Armadale a year earlier—and it would become George Eliot’s “great temptation.”
While the initial terms of the project were abandoned because of Eliot’s refusal to
work at such speed (“Unless she sees her book nearly completed,” Lewes wrote, “and

[Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood & Sons, 1954] 238.) It may be that
Tredrey—and Haight—were viewing a copy of the original portrait still held by the
firm. The Oxford Companion to George Eliot wrongly identifies the portrait’s
location in the British Museum. (What the British Museum owns is actually a study
from one of the nine sittings—not the final portrait.) In any case, the portrait still
seems to be missing. A detailed history of the portrait (ostensibly received secondhand via Laurence, and containing notable errors) was published in the Century
Magazine in November of 1881, and is partially reprinted in Letters III, 401, n. 1.
18
Journals, 31 December 1860, 88. Silas Marner appeared on 2 April 1861.
19
George Henry Lewes’s Journal, 27 February 1862. Letters IV, 17.
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as such worthy of publication she objects to begin printing it”20), a new plan to begin
publication later in the year was soon decided upon, and in May Eliot accepted a
modified offer of £7,000.21 The sum, still staggering, was enough to sway Eliot away
from the publisher to whom she had been entirely faithful since the start of her career.
Serial publication of Romola would begin in Smith’s Cornhill in July (“but in
considerable installments—of 45 or 40 pages each number, with two illustrations”)
and the copyright would revert to Eliot after six years.22
Eliot’s abandonment of Blackwood at this stage complicates our reading of
her story, since it is in the vein of an elopement with Stephen Guest—the seduction
that Maggie steadfastly rejected. Eliot’s “break-up letter” to Blackwood on 19 May is
devoid of the traditional warmth of their correspondence. As Karl notes, the sharpness
of tone perhaps indicates that she knew she was betraying his trust.23

20

Ibid. 18. Eliot’s uncertainty about producing at the “nightmarish” pace of the serial
was not the only consideration. Smith wanted to publish Romola in 16 parts, and this
chopping up of the narrative was also something Eliot didn’t think she could sanction.
See George Henry Lewes’s Journal, 17 May 1862. Letters IV, 34, n. 4.
21
Journals, 23 May 1862, 111.
22
George Henry Lewes’s Journal, 17 May 1862. Letters IV, 33-34. See also Haight,
356, n. 4: “A note by Sir John Murray, 19 March 1902, after George Smith’s death
gives the terms: £7,000 for twelve parts to fill 384 pages of the Cornhill. Smith, Elder
were to have the copyright including foreign rights for six years, and after that could
sell the stock and reprint the book until 1905 in any one form they determined. They
chose a volume at 2. 6d. The £10,000 offer was for the entire copyright.”
23
Karl, 369.
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My dear Sir
I fear this letter will seem rather abrupt to you, but the
abruptness is unavoidable.
Some time ago I received an offer for my next novel which I
suppose was handsomer than almost any terms ever offered to a writer
of Fiction. As long as I hesitated on the subject I contemplated writing
to you to ascertain your views as to the arrangement you would be
inclined to make for the publication of the same work; since I was not
willing to exchange my relations with you for any new ones without
overpowering reasons. Ultimately I declined the offer (on various
grounds) and there was therefore no need to write.
But another offer, removing former objections, has been made,
and after further reflection, I felt that, as I was not at liberty to mention
the terms to you, and as they were hopelessly beyond your usual
estimate of the value of my books to you, there would be an indelicacy
in my making an appeal to you before decision. I have consequently
accepted the offer, retaining however a power over my copyright at the
end of six years so that my new work may then be included in any
general edition.
I know quite well from the feeling you have invariably shewn,
that if the matter were of more importance to you than it is likely to be,
you would enter fully into the views of the case as it concerned my
interests as well as your own.
I remain, my dear Sir
Always yours very truly
signed M. E. Lewes.24
The signature here is of course ironic, since this letter is all about Eliot no longer
being “always his,” and not being true. To be fair though, it is also about an Eliot who
constantly experienced great anxiety over her writing, consternation over the
longevity of her capabilities, and unrelenting bouts of depression and physical
ailments—all of which contributed to her need for extreme forms of validation, both
artistic and financial. Blackwood’s response to the break-up was cordial: “I am of
24

George Eliot to John Blackwood, 19 May 1862. Letters IV, 34-35.
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course sorry that your new Novel is not to come out under the old colours,” he wrote,
“but I am glad to hear that you have made so satisfactory an arrangement . . . Rest
assured that I feel fully satisfied of the extreme reluctance with which you would
decide upon leaving your old friend for any other publisher, however great the
pecuniary consideration might be, and it would destroy my pleasure in business if I
knew any friend was publishing with me when he thought he could do better for
himself by going elsewhere.”25
Blackwood’s words to Eliot, however, were somewhat disingenuous, for at
the same time he was writing to Langford with great irritation: “The going over to the
enemy without giving me any warning and with a story on which from what they both
said I was fully intitled to calculate upon, sticks in my throat . . . From the voracity of
Lewes I saw that there would be great difficulty in making the arrangement with them
and marchanding or bidding against any one else is a thing I could not stand.”26
Wounded and rejected, what Blackwood really wanted to say to Eliot was probably
something along the lines of what Tom says to Maggie near the end of The Mill on
the Floss: “I can’t believe in you anymore . . . you have been carrying on a
clandestine relation with Stephen Guest—as you did before with another” (484-85).
But Blackwood—no Richard Bentley—considered literary quarrels “vulgar,” and
would keep his true feelings within the family of the firm. “She does not know,” he
25
26

John Blackwood to George Eliot, 20 May 1862. Letters IV, 35-36.
John Blackwood to Joseph Munt Langford, 25 May 1862. Letters IV, 38.
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wrote to his nephew William, “how strongly her desertion and going over to the
enemy will tell upon the public estimate of her character and most justly.”27 Langford
was a bit less diplomatic in expressing his views. When Smith sent along an
advertisement for insertion in Maga, announcing the publication of Eliot’s new novel,
Langford called the submission a “disgusting transaction.”28
In her defection Eliot had reopened old wounds and old disappointments—“I
am sorry for and disappointed in her,”29 Blackwood wrote—but like Maggie and
Tom’s rupture, Eliot and Blackwood’s separation inherently (perhaps even fatefully)
contained the hope of reunion. In 1866, with her next novel Felix Holt, Eliot returned
to Blackwood after Smith declined to publish the new work. (Romola, as it turned
out, had not been to Smith’s “pecuniary advantage,” and when Lewes asked him to
pay £5,000 for Felix Holt, Smith turned down the novel as overpriced.30) Blackwood,
unaware of any soured dealings with Smith, welcomed his prodigal daughter back
into the fold with a heartfelt embrace. “I am delighted to hear that Mrs. Lewes has so
nearly finished her novel,” he wrote Lewes, “and also much pleased that she should
27

Ibid. n. 3.
Ibid. n. 2.
29
Ibid. n. 3.
30
“The whole transaction was not to Smith’s pecuniary advantage,” comes from Sir
Sidney Lee’s authorized “Memoir of George Smith.” Quoted in Haight, 370.
According to Smith, “George Eliot offered me her next book, ‘Felix Holt,’ and Lewes
gave me to understand she expected £5,000 for it. I read the MS. to my wife, and we
came to the conclusion it would not be a profitable venture and I declined it.”
Leonard Huxley, The House of Smith, Elder (London: William Clowes and Sons,
1923) 103.
28
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think in the first instance of her old friend as the publisher . . . I should like of all
things to publish another great success by George Eliot and I do hope we may be able
to agree about terms.”31 With Eliot herself, Blackwood comfortably lapsed into his
learned habit of providing the requisite paragraphs of praise: “The more I think over
these two volumes of Felix Holt the more I am impressed. Every individual or group
of individuals says something to the purpose. I paused over every page as I read lest I
should lose some of the exquisite flavour.”32 And Eliot: “It is a great pleasure to me
to be writing to you again, as in the old days. After your kind letters, I am chiefly
anxious that the publication of ‘Felix Holt’ may be a satisfaction to you from
beginning to end.”33 No words of reprimand or disapproval (that we know of) were
exchanged—no harsh censures or demands of accountability. Instead, here in
Blackwood, we see glimmers of Tom Tulliver, with “a mist [gathering] over the bluegrey eyes, and the lips [finding] a word they could utter: the old childish—‘Magsie!’”
(520). “I . . . do rejoice in resuming old relations with you,” Blackwood wrote. “It
quite takes me back to the days when Adam Bede won the Derby.”34 In returning to
the childhood of their partnership together, Eliot and Blackwood cast aside all
differences in their reunion. That week George Eliot recorded the permanent terms of
the revived relationship in her journal: “Blackwood has written to offer me £5000 for
31

John Blackwood to George Henry Lewes, 20 April 1866. Letters IV, 240-41.
John Blackwood to George Eliot, 26 April 1866. Letters IV, 244.
33
George Eliot to John Blackwood, 25 April 1866. Letters IV, 243.
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John Blackwood to George Eliot, 26 April 1866. Letters IV, 244.
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Felix Holt.”35 From that point on, she would never write another book for any other
publisher.
John Blackwood died on 29 October 1879; two days earlier, as those around
him awaited his certain death, Eliot confided the import of his imminent passing to
Lewes’s son Charlie: “He has been bound up with what I most cared for in my life for
more than twenty years; and his good qualities have made many things easy to me
that, without him, would often have been difficult.”36 He had continued to publish all
of her books since their reunion over Felix Holt—Middlemarch (1871-72), Daniel
Deronda (1876), and Impressions of Theophrastus Such (1879)—and his reign with
her, though troubled, had been long and great. With Lewes, he had constituted for
Eliot a special kind of family—one that dependably and openly welcomed her as she
struggled with the marketplace’s impetuous embrace. She held her ground and won
her battles, proving to Blackwood that he would need to fight for her devotion, but
that such a fight held great value beyond the monetary business of novel-writing.
Looking back on Blackwood’s ultimate capitulation to her demand to publish The
Mill on the Floss in three volumes, Eliot’s thoughts about the book’s outcome
resonate deeply with layered meaning: “The three volumes will certainly have the
advantage of being very various,” she told her publisher, “while they have the

35
36

Journals, 25 April 1866, 128.
George Eliot to Charles L. Lewes, 27 October 1879. Letters VII, 217.
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psychological unity that springs from their being the history of two closely related
lives from beginning to end.”37

37

George Eliot to John Blackwood, 29 February 1860. Letters III, 267.
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AFTERWORD
On Saturday, 5 October 1839, William Charles Macready, one of England’s most
eminent stage actors and the dedicatee of Nicholas Nickleby, attended a dinner
celebrating the success of Dickens’s latest novel. Present at the dinner were a host of
other eminent figures from the world of arts and letters—Chapman and Hall,
Bradbury and Evans, John Forster, Captain Edward Neville Macready (Macready’s
brother), Thomas Hill, John Pritt Harley, Thomas Beard, William Jerdan, Clarkson
Stanfield, George Cattermole, Sir David Wilkie, Hablot K. Browne, Thomas Noon
Talfourd (Pickwick’s dedicatee), and finally Daniel Maclise, whose new portrait of
the young and vibrant Charles Dickens, given as a gift from the publishers to the
author, also adorned the room. That night after the dinner, Macready recorded the
following in his diary:
We sat down to a too splendid dinner—the portrait of Dickens by
Maclise was in the room . . . Dickens was not so good as he usually is.
He stated that the Nickleby had been to him a diary of the last two
years: the various papers preserving to him the recollection of the
events and feelings connected with their production. The response of
Hall, the publisher, to Dickens’s eulogium on them was very sensible
and genuine. I was quite touched by it. I replied to my health, that the
declaration of Dickens in his dedication was a tangible manifestation
to me that I was not wholly valueless, and that the friendship of such a
man increased my self-respect.1

1

William Charles Macready, The Diaries of William Charles Macready, ed. William
Toynbee, vol. II (London: Chapman and Hall, 1912) 25-26.
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This striking journal entry, at once evocative of celebration and the regretful
complications of business, brings together the central ideas that I have tried to present
in this thesis—that a novel acts as a record among records of its own development
and publication; that a novel tells many stories beyond the story of its own plot; that
those stories present the more expansive picture—or stories—of a writer’s
development as a professional author; and that the value of those stories inestimably
surpasses the financial returns of the book sales. In order to write a story organized
around contracts, Dickens needed to make and break them himself; producing a
runaway best-seller about authorial legitimacy required Collins to legitimatize his
own authorship; and to craft a story about competition and courtship, George Eliot
herself needed to compete and to court. In his 1839 diary entry, Macready refers to
Dickens’s Nickleby dedication as a “tangible manifestation” of value; that is, the
novel is presented as the physical determinant of Macready’s “worth” in Dickens’s
eyes. So too for all of the authors presented here, the novel as physical item
represented the tangible manifestation of their respective and lucrative careers, for it
was the novel—as a form of popular entertainment as well as a source of
unprecedented profit—that gave such value to their storytelling.
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