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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

George Eliot's last and most experimental novel, 

Daniel Deronda, offers an absorbing study in psychological 

and sociological realism. The novel is in many ways a 

brilliant artistic expression of man's timeless search for 

identity and individual worth. George Eliot's philosophy 

requires that man struggle for spiritual progress in the 

form of self-knowledge, humility, and altruism. Robert 

Preyer notes that "the most striking thing about her later 

books, especially Daniel Deronda, is her sustained effort 

to show how catching virtue is--even in a complex industrial 

't .. 1 society--and how we catch ~ • 

Critics such as Henry James, Barbara Hardy, F. R. 

Leavis, and w. J. Harvey agree that Daniel Deronda is not 

entirely satisfactory as an artistic creation. While the 

critics praise the brilliant characterization of Gwendolen 

Harleth, they attempt to pinpoint the troubling aspects of 

the development of the titular hero. The apparently dif-

ferent and inconsistent development of the two characters 

poses a problem for the reader, and it is the purpose of 

this study to analyze the discrepancy. Barbara Hardy notes 

1Robert Preyer, "Beyond the Liberal Imagination: 
Vision and Unreality in Daniel Deronda," Victorian Studies, 
4 (1960), 39. 

1 
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that "critics from Leslie Stephen to F. R. Leavis have con:.. 

tinued what George Eliot resentfully called the 'cutting-

up' of the novel, and their preference for one part of the 

story over the other, shared by many common readers, has 

been a preference for the characters who are felt to be 

truly realized as against those who remain simplified and 

2 
conceptual." George Eliot intends Daniel Deronda to ern-

body her moral vision of human nobility. In contrast to 

Deronda the author employs Gwendolen Harleth to embody 

characteristics which obstruct human greatness, namely 

egotism and selfishness. Albert Cirillo points out that 

George Eliot's characterization of Deronda is inferior to 

that of Gwendolen, and the result is that the reader's 

attention is held by the heroine. 3 Nevertheless, the 

critic believes that Deronda, in the role of "savior," 

successfully teaches Gwendolen how to be like he is. 

Cirillo says, "Daniel's reality lies in his ideality--that 

is, in his relation to Gwendolen as an ideal which overcomes 

her narrow egoism."
4 

2 "rntroduction," Daniel Deronda (Baltimore: Pen
guin Books, 1967), pp. 17-18. 

3Albert R. Cirillo, "Salvation in Daniel Deronda: 
The Fortunate Overthrow of Gwendolen Harleth," Literary 
Monographs, eds. Eric Rothstein and Thomas K. Dunseath, 
1 (Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1967) 1 203 • 

4 Ibid • I p . 2 0 3 . 
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George Eliot tries to build her moral vision 

around the relationship between Gwendolen, who is in the 

process of spiritual evolution, and Deronda, who is in-

tended to be in the highest spiritual state, even though 

he has human weaknesses with which he must cope. But 

Laurence Lerner suggests that George Eliot 1s unsuccessful 

in selling her hero. 5 Carole Robinson agrees that the over-

zealous characterization of Deronda as primarily "emotive'' 

is demonstrably strained.
6 

While the author intends De-

ronda to be viewed as a compassionate and altruistic man, 

the reader finds evidence which contradicts George Eliot's 

intention. W. J. Harvey capably points out that "the re-

actions we have, given the character and the situation, 

are not those that George Eliot supposes us to have or 

7 
wishes to arouse in us by her comments." 

The major artistic problem in Daniel Deronda ap-

pears to be a rhetorical one; the author intends one re-

sponse to her hero and elicits a different one. Perhaps 

the author's rhetorical failure derives from what Harvey 

describes as the wrong author-character relationship. 

George Eliot's objectivity concerning Deronda is 

5Laurence Lerner, The Truthtellers (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1967), 63. 

6carole Robinson, "The Severe Angel: A Study of 
Daniel Deronda," ELH Journal of English Literary History, 
31 (1964)' 282. 

7w. J. Harvey, "George Eliot and the Omniscient 
Author Convention," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 13 
(Sept., 1958), 105. 
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. 8 
~ncomplete. Because George Eliot believed that tnan could 

achieve moral stature which could set him apart from the 

typical human being, she may have attempted to embody this 

philosophy in Deronda. In doing so the author may have 

overlooked or ign~red obvious shortcomings in her hero in 

order to demonstrate her moral vision. And yet, Harvey 

explains that such moral idealization of a character is 
9 

inconsistent with her avowed intentions and techniques. 

The narrative technique George Eliot employs is 

the omniscient narrator whose intrusions, says Harvey, "are 

generalizing, expansive, and concerned to involve the 

reader in a particular way. As such, they are essential 

to George Eliot's purpose, both moral and aesthetic. 
10 

II . . One particular way the artist hopes to involve 

the reader is by manipulating the reader's distance to the 

characters, and thereby evoking sympathy and judgment 

toward them. The omniscient narrative technique works 

brilliantly in the characterization of Gwendolen, but, be-

cause of the author's inability to objectify Deronda, it 

fails in the characterization of the hero. 

8Harvey, 104. 

9 w. J. Harvey, The Art of George Eliot (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1969),-r77. 

lOHarvey, p. 80. 
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George Eliot provides multiple viewpoints from 

which to observe Gwendolen, and then she embellishes the 

reader's understanding of the heroine by commenting in-

directly and directly upon the character. An example of 

direct authorial ~ntervention occurring early in the novel 

suggests to the reader that here lS a creature who must be 

admired and scorned, sympathized with and judged criti-

cally. George Eliot says: 

She had a naive delight in her fortunate self, which 
any but the harshest saintliness will have some in
dulgence for in a girl who had every day seen a 
pleasant reflection of that self in her friends' 
flattery as well as in the looking-glass. And even 
in this beginning of troubles, while for lack of 
anything else to do she sat gazing at her image in 
the growing light, her face gathered a complacency 
gradual as the cheerfulness of the morning .... 
How could she believe in sorrow? If it attacked 
her, she felt the force to crush it, to defy it, or 
to run away from it, as she had done already. Any
thing seemed more possible than that she could go 
on bearing miseries, great or sma11. 1~ 

The author is condescending and indulgent, as she intends 

the reader to be. The author-reader identification is es-

sential, for the reader must rely upon the author for a 

clear sense of the novel's norms. The reader must recog-

nize Gwendolen's naivet~, her egotism, her aimlessness, and 

her inability to cope with hardship. Gwendolen has a super-

ficial orientation toward her small world. The reader must 

11George Eliot, Daniel Deronda, intra. and ed. 
Barbara Hardy, Penguin English Library (Baltimore: Penguin 
Books Ltd., 1967), 47. All subsequent references are 
taken from this text. 



understand that this is a fundamental shortcoming in the 

heroine. At the same time, George Eliot asks the reader 

6 

not to judge too harshly, for Gwendolen's spiritual condi

tion is understandable, though not excusable. Gwendolen 

is beautiful and charming, and she is not accustomed to 

submitting to misery. Although she has experienced sorrow 

on a small scale, she is not emotionally prepared to cope 

with large problems. She is a complex character who grad-

ually evolves spiritually in the course of the novel. 

Gwendolen's evolution can be traced satisfactorily from 

the beginning of Daniel Deronda to the ending. George 

Eliot's manipulation of reader distance from the heroine 

is the basic artistic element in Gwendolen's thorough char-

acter development. 

In contrast, Deronda does not evolve satisfactorily, 

while George Eliot clearly indicates that she intends him 

to; the missing artistic element is the effective manipula-

tion of reader distance from the hero. The author desires 

the reader's total affirmation of and sympathy for Deronda, 

and she is over-insistent upon the hero's good qualities, 

as several critics have noted. In the words of James' 

constantius, Deronda is George Eliot's "very generous crea-

t • 1112 
~on. The intended effect, to gain reader sympathy for 

1 2Henry James, 11 Daniel Deronda: A Conversation," 
Atlantic Monthly, 38 (1876), 688. 
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Deronda, is undermined by such underdistancing. George 

Eliot never consciously provides a vantage point from which 

the reader can judge Deronda fairly. All viewpoints, es

pecially the omniscient one, are intended to be sympathetic. 

George Eliot says of her hero: 

Deronda's early-wakened susceptibility, charged at 
first with ready indignation and resistant pride, 
had raised in him a premature reflection on certain 
questions of life; it had given a bias to his con
science, a sympathy with certain ills, and a tension 
of resolve in certain directions, which marked him 
off from other youths much more than any talent he 
possessed. (p. 215) 

Deronda is clearly to be viewed in contrast to the imma-

ture, seemingly insensitive, and superficial Gwendolen. 

Deronda is different from the typical youth, for he is 

acutely sensitive and reflective. His conscience actively 

works to guide him, says the author. Yet the reader must 

gradually recognize that Deronda's conscience does not give 

him direction, in spite of the author's assertion. More-

over, Deronda is actually not vastly different from most 

youths. As the passage indicates, he is similar to Gwen-

dolen at least insofar as he is aimless, proud, and in-

dignant. Yet the author deemphasizes these traits. The 

reader, then, begins to suspect the reliability of the 

author, when simultaneously he knows that the author is 

supposedly the truthful interpreter of the characters' 

actions. 

George Eliot's rhetorical pose is noticeably dif-

ferent with Gwendolen than it is with Deronda, and herein 
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lies the basic problem which has caused n1any critics to 

withhold their praise for George Eliot's total artistic 

achievement. This study will focus on the author's artis

tic creation of Gwendolen and subsequently on her failure 

with Deronda. The evidence supports the conclusion that 

George Eliot undermines her own moral statement when she 

fails in the fictional rendering of the ideal man. Perhaps 

the statement embodied in Gwendolen is a far more truthful 

one~ certainly the artistic technique convinces the reader 

that this is so. 



CHAPTER II 

GWENDOLEN: RHETORICAL SUCCESS 

George Eliot's success in the creation of Gwendolen 

Harleth lies mainly in her manipulation of reader distance 

from the character and the provision of multiple vantage 

points from which to view the heroine. Through the use of 

indirect commentary as well as direct authorial observation, 

George Eliot controls the reader's sympathy with and judg

ment of Gwendolen. While the reader is persuaded to feel 

compassion for Gwendolen and frequently to be charmed by 

her, he is also made aware of the heroine's serious char

acter flaws which obstruct her moral evolution. Due to 

the extreme complexity of the character, George Eliot's 

decision to provide various distances from which to view 

Gwendolen is crucial. 

Indirect Commentary 

Through indirect commentary George Eliot subtly 

aligns the reader's beliefs about and expectations for 

Gwendolen with the norms of the novel. Epigraphs, imagery, 

and action mold the reader's opinion of the heroine, pro

viding fundamental information about her observable be

havior which can then be subjected to the author's direct 

commentary. Without the abundance of indirect commentary, 

the direct commentary would be ineffective in reinforcing 

the author's moral vision. 

9 
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Epigraphs in Daniel Deronda frequently serve to 

control the reader's distance from Gwendolen, usually maxi-

mizing the distance and objectifying the character. The 

novel's epigraph sets the dominant tone of Daniel Deronda. 

Furthermore, it suggests the thematic framework of the 

novel as well as Gwendolen's role as a character: 

Let thy chief terror be of thine own soul: 
There, 'mid the throng of hurrying desires 
That trample o'er the dead to seize their spoil, 
Lurks vengeance, footless, irresistible, 
As exhalations laden with slow death, 
And o'er the fairest troup of captured joys 
Breathes pallid pestilence. 

As the epigraph suggests, the novel explores the moral weak-

nesses and strengths of man, and it seeks to demonstrate 

that within each human being lies both the possibility of 

moral degeneracy and the potential for moral greatness. 

In the character development of Gwendolen, George Eliot 

illustrates that moral evolution can occur only after one 

penetrates the secrets of his own soul and discovers his 

true identity. As the epigraph further suggests, desires 

are plentiful and often self-serving; they are accompanied 

and complicated by the "vengeance" and the "pestilence" 

of selfishness. Gwendolen is a character of selfish will-

fulness. She exploits the world about her but gains little 

for her efforts. She must gaze deeply at her own being, 

recognize the worthlessness of the course she has chosen 

for herself, and ultimately redirect herself. The epigraph 

foreshadows Gwendolen's inner conflict and her gradual 
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discovery of her weaknesses which prevent spiritual develop-

ment. The reader is instantly alerted to be suspicious and 

critical of the heroine. Reader-character distance is 

maximized in such an epigraph. 

A more concrete use of epigraph as indirect com-

mentary on Gwendolen occurs before chapter forty-five: 

Behold my lady's carriage stop the way, 
With powdered laquey and with champing bay: 
She sweeps the matting, treads the crimson stair, 
Her arduous function solely 'to be there'. 
Like Sirius rising o'er the silent sea, 
She hides her heart in lustre loftily. (p. 616) 

Here an image of a grand and extravagant noblewoman condi-

tions the reader's response to Gwendolen's arrival at Lady 

Mallinger's "musical party." Splendidly dressed in pale 

green velvet and diamonds, Gwendolen regrettably has no 

purpose at th~ gathering other than to be charming and 

gracious to the special performer; for despite her magnifi-

cent appearance, Gwendolen's talent as a singer is not 

equal to Mirah's. The last two lines of the epigraph in-

dicate that like Sirius, the brightest star in the sky, 

Gwendolen's luster has a blinding radiance which hides her 

true feelings--emotions which she herself is not yet pre-

pared to acknowledge. Once again, the epigraph establishes 

necessary distance between the reader and Gwendolen. 

An epigraph which adds an element of judgment to 

the distance from which the reader views Gwendolen occurs 

before chapter five: "'Her wit/Values itself so highly, 



12 

that to her/ All matter else seems weak'" (p. 72). The 

quotation identifies Gwendolen with Beatrice in "Much Ado 

About Nothing," reinforcing the fact that Gwendolen's pride 

and disdain for others isolate her. Like Beatrice, Gwen-

dolen prefers to think of herself as the standard of wit 

and charm rather than risk security by recognizing the good 

qualities of others. To affirm the worth of others is, to 

Gwendolen, to disapprove of self. The reader perceives 

Gwendolen as an egotistical and short-sighted person who 

is destined for disillusionment. By chapter twenty-four 

the epigraph indicates that Gwendolen must be frustrated 

in her self-deceptive and limited search for identity: 

'I question things and do not find 
One that will answer to my mind: 
And all the world appears unkind.' (p. 309) 

This epigraph is different from the preceding three, for it 

elicits a degree of sympathy from the reader. The epigraph 

is in the form of an interior monologue which shortens the 

reader-character distance. This allows the reader to re-

spond subjectively, thus more intensely, to the anguish ex-

perienced in Gwendolen's search for self. At the same 

time, the reader is aware that the reason that "all the 

world appears unkind" is not because answers cannot be 

found, but because Gwendolen cannot find answers which suit 

her. The epigraph balances the reader's sympathy with judg-

rnent; it allows the reader to be fair in the analysis of 

Gwendolen. 
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The epigraphs provide invaluable clues to the au-

thor's intentions for Gwendolen. They help the reader in-

terpret the heroine's appearance and behavior. George 

Eliot uses epigraphs to comment subtly on the moral condi-

tion of her heroine as she fits in to the moral scheme of 

the novel. 

The reader needs more than epigraphs to condition 

the proper responses to Gwendolen, therefore George Eliot 

provides innumerable images and allusions. Many images 

have the peculiar power to make the reader admire Gwendo-

len, sympathize with her or be awed by her; but others make 

the reader fearful, wary, or critical of her. Images which 

carry positive associations occur often. Early in the 

novel, Gwendolen thinks of herself as a princess in exile, 

and her relatives and servants reinforce this illusion. 

Having always been the pet and pride of the house
hold, waited on by mother, sisters, governess and 
maids, as if she had been a princess in exile, she 
naturally found it difficult to think her own 
pleasure less important than others made it. . 
(p. 53) 

One has pleasant associations with princesses, for they 

are traditionally portrayed as being lovely, generous, and 

kind. Gwendolen's beauty at times is innocent and un-

adorned. "Gwendolen looked lovely and vigorous as a tall, 

newly-opened lily ... " (p. 181). Gwendolen's maidenly 

purity is implied in such description. George Eliot says 

in chapter twenty-one: "When Gwendolen carne down into the 
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drawing room, fresh as a newly-dipped swan, . . . their 

misfortune had not yet turned its face and breath upon her" 

(p. 272). To reinforce the imagery of chastity and quin

tessential beauty, Gwendolen is compared to Amaryllis, the 

classical shepherdess of pastoral poetry. Because the 

reader has positive associations with images of freshness, 

simplicity, and virtue, the emotional response to Gwendolen 

is overwhelmingly positive. 

George Eliot intends the reader to admire Gwendolen 

and to notice her maidenly qualities, but the author does 

not wish the reader to be deceived by Gwendolen's apparent 

1nnocence. Therefore, images that carry negative associa

tions serve to balance the reader's reaction to the heroine. 

As a result, distance is achieved between the reader and 

the character. Such images as the following equip the 

reader with information with which to judge the heroine: 

"This problematic sylph bent forward to deposit her stake 

with an air of firm choice . . . " (p. 38) . George Eliot 

undoubtedly intends a double meaning in the term "sylph," 

for Gwendolen is more than a slender and graceful woman: 

she is like one of those elemental beings without souls 

that were once thought to inhabit the air. Gwendolen must 

search for her soul and attempt to mend it. 

Early in the novel, Gwendolen is described as "the 

Nereid in sea-green robes and silver ornaments" (p. 40) with 

a long, winding neck. The serpent imagery surrounds 
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Gwendolen in mystery and in an aura of evil. She is to be 

viewed as a snake-enchantress like Lamia (p. 41), and as 

an alluring and deceitful Calypso figure (p. 134). The 

reptilian imagery emphasizes the coldbloodedness of Gwendo

len, her inability to love. The following quotation 

stresses her incapacity for tenderness: 11 The perception 

that Rex wanted to be tender made her want to curl up and 

harden like a sea-anemone at the touch of a finger" (p. 

113). George Eliot uses such imagery to alert the reader 

"to the undefinable stinging quality--as it were a trace 

of demon ancestry--which made some beholders hesitate in 

their admiration of Gwendolen" (p. 99) .. While the reader 

must admire Gwendolen for her beauty and partial innocence, 

he must hold her accountable for traits which mruce her 

dangerous to other human beings. She is haughty and over

bearing, willful and insensitive to the feelings of others. 

While she intentionally lures suitors, she is incapable of 

returning their love. For these faults she must answer. 

The reader has the aesthetic need to see Gwendolen 

acting upon her weaknesses and learning from her errors, 

since her role is clearly one of morally evolving into a 

more worthy human being. Dramatization is carefully con

trolled to vary reader-character distance and to provide 

multiple vantage points from which to view Gwendolen. The 

reader tends to rely heavily upon dramatization for the 

most reliable information about Gwendolen. An important 
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element in dramatization is the reactions of other charac-

ters to Gwendolen. Chapter one establishes Gwendolen as 

a curiosity and an enigma. 

Was she beautiful or not beautiful? and what 
was the secret of form or expression which gave the 
dynamic quality to her glance? was the good or 
the evil genius dominant in those beams? Probably 
the evil: else why was the effect that of unrest 
rather than undisturbed charm? Why was the wish 
to look again felt as coercion and not as a long
ing in which the whole being consents? (p. 35) 

These ruminations occupy the mind of Daniel Deronda, who 

is struck by Gwendolen's beauty and spellbound by some at-

traction which he cannot name. He watches her at her 

favorite sport, gambling. The scene is Leubronn. Minor 

characters observe Gwendolen and provide comments which 

give the reader a biased but valuable perspective on the 

heroine. One person notices: "'A striking girl--that Miss 

Harleth--unlike others.'" The response 1s: "'Yes: she 

has got herself up as a sort of serpent now, all green and 

silver, and winds her neck about a little more than usual'" 

(p. 40). In a later chapter Mrs. Gascoigne is critical 

of the girl: "'There are things in Gwendolen I cannot rec-

oncile myself to'" (p. 111). Mr. Gascoigne is less harsh, 

and he rejoins: "' Oh, my dear, there 1s no harm in the 

girl. It is only that she has a high spirit, and i.t will 

not do to hold the reigns too tight'" (p. 111). In this 

conversation it 1s revealed that Gwendolen is unconventional 

in her behavior and she is suspected by some of being so-

cially dangerous. 
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But by those who have closest contact with the 

heroine she is held in high esteem. The reader readily 

observes how Gwendolen is treated at home. Mrs. Davilow 

indulges her every whim, for Gwendolen "had been born in 

her happier time" (p. 53) . If the daughter is angry or 

melancholy the mother cries uncontrollably. But through 

Mrs. Davilow's tearful speeches, the reader discovers that 

Gwendolen supports her mother emotionally. Fanny Davilow 

relies upon Gwendolen to give her strength and reason to 

go on. As the reader sees the demands Mrs. Davilow places 

on Gwendolen, he tends to admire the daughter for holding 

up as well as she does. Gwendolen's step-sisters are 

simultaneously enchanted and intimidated by their older 

sister, while they merely vex Gwendolen. They find Gwen

dolen glamorous; she thinks of them as superfluous. The 

housekeeper refers to Gwendolen as her Royal Highness, 

"'the young lady that's to command us all'" (p. 56) . The 

servants rarely hazard remarks that slight Gwendolen; they 

are more apt to say about everything in general: 

will never do for Miss Harleth'" (p. 70). 

"'This 

Gwendolen is surrounded by reflections of herself 

which reinforce her confidence that she is grand in every 

way. She never lacks the attention of men. Rex Gascoigne's 

fate is common among gentlemen who lose their hearts to this 

coquette. George Eliot illustrates that Gwendolen is inter

esting and desirable to several kinds of men. To Rex, a 
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decent and innocent young man in search of a bride, Gwen-

dolen is perfect. Rex mistakenly believes the girl can 

make him a loving and dutiful wife whom it will be an honor 

to provide for. Mr. Grandcourt also responds to Gwendolen, 

but he finds her suitable as an ornament for himself, a 

wife who has the ability to retain her high spirit while 

subordinating herself to her husband. Grandcourt is an 

evil man and he sees Gwendolen as a match for himself be-

cause she is not as vulnerable as most women. Gwendolen 

appears to be a stimulating challenge to Grandcourt's power 

to subdue others. To Deronda, who is supposedly more rna-

ture than Rex and more humane and moral than Grandcourt, 

the heroine is enticing and bewildering. Deronda cannot 

resist his impulse to establish a bond, however tenuous, 

between himself and the magnificent gambler at Leubronn. 

He procures the turquoise necklace which Gwendolen had ex-

changed for money. George Eliot explains further: 

But in the movement which had led him to redeem 
Gwendolen's necklace for her, and which was at 
work in him still, there was something beyond 
his habitual compassionate fervor--something due 
to the fascination of her womanhood. (p. 370) 

Even Deronda finds Gwendolen arresting, long before he dis-

covers that she desires his advice on personal matters; 

for Deronda is the one who passes silent judgment on the 

woman at the gaming-table. He recognizes some intangible 

spiritual deficit in the heroine which manifests itself in 

her restlessness. 
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There are a variety of reactions to Gwendolen; many 

are favorable. Mrs. Davilow's dependence upon her daughter 

shows the reader important strengths of the heroine, namely 

endurance and a limited form of selflessness. Deronda's 

reaction to Gwendolen implies her greater worth, for through 

Deronda's eyes the reader sees Gwendolen searching for her 

better self. The favorable responses of other characters 

help the reader sympathize with Gwendolen throughout the 

novel, while less favorable reactions insure the necessary 

distance between reader and character. 

George Eliot controls reader judgment and sympathy 

1n dramatizing Gwendolen, letting the action speak for the 

character. Great reader-character distance is maintained 

in scenes like the opening one at Leubronn. The fact that 

Gwendolen is gambling unabashedly establishes her as a 

daring and unconv~ntional woman who finds excitement when 

and where she pleases. But when she admits to Madame von 

Langen "I am bored to death" (p. 43) , the implication is 

that Gwendolen is trapped in the unprofitable state of 

ennui experienced most often by persons who are spiritually, 

intellectually, or physically lethargic. 

In the flashbacks to Gwendolen's homelife the reader 

remains objective and capable of severe criticism as he dis

covers Gwendolen's willfulness, her selfishness, and her ~m

petuousity. Speaking to Mrs. Davilow on the subject of 

marriage, the daughter says: 



I will not put up with it if it is not a happy 
state. I am determined to be happy--at least not 
to go on muddling away my life as other people do, 
being and doing nothing remarkable. I have made 
up my mind not to let other people interfere with 
me as they have done. (p. 58) 

20 

Gwendolen's language is interesting: she is greatly con

cerned about happiness, by which she means pleasure in any 

form which suits her. In fact, Gwendolen is not certain 

what she means by happiness, for she has never experienced 

it. By doing something remarkable, the heroine does not 

mean doing something remarkably worthwhile or fulfilling. 

She means to do or be something which will cause everyone 

to remark about her. She intends to live gaily without 

considering the effects of her behavior upon others: that 

is, she wishes to be free of responsibility to others. In-

deed, the choice of words betrays Gwendolen's immaturity. 

At times she appears truly cold-hearted. One such 

scene occurs between Gwendolen and the naive Rex Gascoigne, 

who seeks to win the woman's hand in marriage. He gently 

reveals his love for her and claims: "'All the happiness 

of my life depends on your loving me--if only a little--

better than any one else'" (p. 113). Gwendolen's cruel 

rejoinder is "'Pray don't make love to me! I hate it'" 

(p. 114). George Eliot lets the reader see and judge Gwen

dolen's heartlessness for himself, but not without provid-

ing action which shortens the distance between reader and 

character to enable the reader to sympathize with and 
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understand Gwendolen more completely. Rex leaves i~~e-

diately and Gwendolen breaks into tears. When her mother 

asks her to explain this show of grief, Gwendolen says, 

II I Oh mamma, what can become of my life? there is nothing 

worth living for!'" (p. 115). The ostensibly inhuman crea-

ture recognizes that her strange incapacity for tenderness 

is a weakness which undermines her happiness. She contin

ues, "'I shall never love anybody. I can't love people. 

I hate them'" (p. 115). The reader understands that she 

is confused and disappointed in herself and that she is 

not wholly to blame for her behavior. The sympathy extended 

towards Gwendolen is part of George Eliot's plan, because 

the reader must desire and expect Gwendolen to learn and 

to change. 

The heroine's moral evolution is observable in her 

behavior. Before she pursues Deronda's advice about prob-

lems which haunt her, she attempts to deal, however, su-

perficially, with her own shortcomings. She admits to dis

liking people in general and to hating men in particular. 

Nevertheless, she tries to cultivate a respectable relation-

ship with Grandcourt. To him she reveals some uncertainty 

as to her worth as a human being and as a woman: 

'We are brought up like flowers, to look as pretty 
as we can, and be dull without complaining. That 
is my notion about the plants: they are often 
bored, and that is the reason why some of them 
have got poisonous.' (p. 171) 
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Gwendolen recognizes the risk of leading a barren life, no 

matter what the reason. She is not convinced that she is 

an evil force incarnated, but her remark, 11 '! am not sure 

that I am not both cruel and obstinate'.. (p. 171), is ad

mirable for one who is apt to linger before the mirror in 

self-adoration. Gwendolen is no less respectable for ac

cepting Herr Klesmer's judgment about her small talents. 

After the interview in which her illusion is shattered, 

rather than continuing to deceive herself and possibly to 

bore future audiences, the woman offers a restrained ex

planation of her dissatisfaction: 111 ! had a mistaken idea 

about something I could do. Herr Klesmer has undeceived 

me. That is all'.. (pp. 308-09). 

Once Gwendolen marries Grandcourt in spite of her 

moral obligation to Lydia Glasher, her self-reproach is 

unbearable and she resorts to conferring with Deronda. She 

takes to heart his advice to arrange her life "'so as to 

make any possible amends, and keep away from any sort of 

injury again'" (p. 506). Gwendolen acknowledges that she 

has been selfish and undisciplined, and she sincerely 

wishes to alter the course of her narrow life. Once she is 

capable of relinquishing her hold on Deronda, she has be

come a self-sufficient and reformed woman who fully intends 

to make a healthier life for herself. 

The reader is delighted that the quality of life is 

finally different for Gwendolen, because she has earned a 
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better life through suffering and spiritual rehabilitation. 

She is capable of accepting moral responsibility not only 

for her actions but also for her will. It is because Gwen-

dolen comes to terms with her own identity and knows her 

own potential for goodness and for evil that she can hold 

herself accountable for her life. The note which she sends 

to Deronda on his wedding day is proof that Gwendolen has 

a moral and emotional resiliency which will support her in 

her new life. The harsh judgment elicited by Gwendolen's 

earlier actions is neutralized by the sympathy aroused in 

the closing chapters of the novel. 

Probably the greatest cause of reader sympathy is 

a result of George Eliot's use of what Wayne Booth terms 
1 

.. inside views 11 of Gwendolen, which clarify the things 

Gwendolen wants and expects of life, her deepest fears, and 

her need for self-knowledge. In the following passage one 

sees that Gwendolen has no hopes for an education or for 

the adventurous life, although she is well suited for both. 

She harbors, instead, limited, but unrealistic dreams: 

But her thoughts never dwelt on marriage as the 
fulfillment of her ambition; the dramas in which 
she imagined herself a heroine were not wrought 
up to that close. To be very much sued or hope
lessly sighed for as a bride was indeed an indis
pensable and agreeable guarantee of womanly power; 

1
The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press), p. 254-.- Booth discusses inside views as 
third person narration which renders experience as if through 
the eyes of a particular character. 



but to become a wife and wear all the domestic fet
ters of that condition, was on the whole a vexatious 
necessity. Her observation of matrimony had in
cl~ned her to think it rather a dreary state, in 
wh7ch a woman could no~ do what she liked, had more 
ch~ldren than were des~rable, and was consequently 
dull, and became irrevocably immersed in humdrum. 
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. . . Other people allowed themselves to be made 
slaves of, and to have their lives blown hither and 
thither like empty ships in which no will was present: 
it was not to be so with her, she would no longer be 
sacrificed to creatures worth less than herself, but 
would make the very best of the chances that life 
offered her, and conquer circumstances by her excep
tional cleverness. (pp. 68-69) 

The reader, especially the modern one, can sympathize with 

such a vibrant, capable person who is stifled by the fact 

that she is a woman. Gwendolen hasn't the slightest chance 

to enter politics or to escape her family life in the name 

of some great cause. She is the product of a social group 

which requires subservience and indolence in women. It is 

acceptable and often desirable, however, for a lady to cul-

tivate musical talent for parlor entertainment7 so when 

Gwendolen receives Klesmer's judgment of her limited talent 

as a musician she suffers unbearable humiliation: she 

wishes to be better than the typical parlor entertainer, 

yet she hasn't the talent. The reader again feels close 

to the trauma as a result of the inside v~ew provided: 

Gwendolen had never in her life felt so miser
able. No sob, no passion of tears, to relieve her. 
. . . For the first time since her consciousness 
began, she was having a vision of herself on the 
common level, and had lost the innate sense that 
there were reasons why she should not be slighted, 
elbowed, justled--treated like a passenger with a 
third-class ticket, in spite of private objections 
on her own part. (p. 306) 
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The essential recognition of her own limitations is a pain

ful process, and is all the more effective in making Gwen

dolen a sympathetic character by virtue of the fact that 

the reader is called upon to judge her critically on a 

regular basis. 

Indirect authorial commentary 1s an aspect of nar

rative technique which can easily and subtly manipulate 

the reader's response to a character. It is essential in 

the development of a dynamic and complex character such as 

Gwendolen. Reader distance is carefully adjusted to in

sure the highest degree of accuracy in the analysis of the 

woman. Even the moral norms of the novel can emerge in 

the form of epigraphs, images, allusions, action, and ln

side views. Direct authorial commentary functions as the 

embellishment of indirect commentary7 it cannot work sepa

rately from or without indirect commentary. Furthermore, 

direct commentary must be consistent with indirect commen

tary, and it is most effective when it reinforces the moral 

norms which indirect commentary illustrates. The reader of 

Daniel Deronda finds the author's remarks delightful and 

instructive as far as Gwendolen is concerned. George Eliot 

advises the reader objectively as to Gwendolen's physical 

appearance, her psychological make-up, and her actual guilt 

or innocence. 



Direct Commentary 

The author often gives a detailed description of 

Gwendolen and then appraises the overall effect of the 

woman's appearance: 

Gwendolen was wrapped in the lightest, softest of 
white burnouses, under which her hands were hidden. 
While [Deronda] was gone she had drawn off her 
glove, which was finished with a lace ruffle. (p. 
499) 

She sat in her splendid attire, like a white 
image of helplessness. (p. 504) 
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George Eliot's comments are usually quite helpful in clari-

fying Gwendolen•s state of mind. The preceding passage 

occurs in chapter thirty-six when Gwendolen solicits ad-

vice from Deronda. She is no longer self-sufficient and 

self-confident. Instead, she is cool and pale like a snow 

queen. Perhaps the end of her former life is suggested by 

her wintery attire. Also, George Eliot is careful to point 

out that what had once been imposing about Gwendolen is now 

refinement: 

She did not turn away her glance or let her eye
lids fall, but a change carne over her face--that 
subtle change in nerve and muscle which will 
sometimes give a childlike expression even to 
the elderly: it is the subsidence of self-asser
tion. (p. 502) 

Distance between reader and character is balanced here with 

sympathy for one who is undergoing a metamorphosis which, 

however fruitful it may be, is presently stupefying for 

Gwendolen. She is temporarily immobilized as she struggles 

to restrain her will. 
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The struggle is highly believable since dramatiza

tion of Gwendolen is supported by direct authorial com

mentary on the motivation for her behavior. One might be 

apt to judge too harshly Gwendolen•s impatience with nearly 

all people and her hatred of men. But George Eliot ex-

plains that most of Gwendolen•s less serious conflicts 

with people stern from her overbearing egotism: 

She had a nafve delight in her fortunate self, which 
any but the harshest saintliness will have some in
dulgence for in a girl who had every day seen a 
pleasant reflection of that self in her friends• 
flattery as well as 1n the looking-glass. (p. 47) 

Gwendolen adores the attentions of others, so long as she 

is not required to reciprocate in tenderness. She finds 

everyone and men particularly ridiculous and vexatious, 

partially because she has never known a security in human 

relationships to which everyone else seemed to be accus-

tamed. George Eliot arouses sympathy for Gwendolen when 

she explains: "Pity that Offendene was not the horne of Miss 

Harleth•s childhood, or endeared to her by family memories! .. 

(p. 50). The reader learns that Gwendolen has no roots and 

her parentage offers no stability either. Her own father 

had died when Gwendolen was very young; and Mrs. Davilow, 

suffering from the guilt of having subsequently married an 

unworthy Captain Davilow 11Who for the last nine years joined 

his family only in a brief and fitful manner .. (p. 52), had 

not the courage to discuss the first husband with her 

daughter. Therefore, Gwendolen has reason to suspect that 
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men are sinister forces not to be trusted or loved. She 

even states " 1 I believe all men are bad, and I hate them 1 " 

(p. 192). George Eliot reestablishes objectivity from the 

heroine in saying: 

She objected, with a sort of physical repulsion, 
to being directly made love to. With all her 
imaginative delight in being adored, there was 
a certain fierceness of maidenhood in her. 
(pp. 101-102) 

It seems that Gwendolen cannot voluntarily subordinate her 

egotism or her willfulness to the kind of abandon sexuality 

requires. Furthermore, Jerome Thale points out that: 

Sex is a kind of focus for Gwendolen's discovery 
of evil .... At one point Gwendolen sees be
fore her two choices: a career in the theatre or 
marriage to Grandcourt~ both options are sexually 
fearful, as Klesmer and Mrs. Glasher make clear 
to Gwendolen.2 

Whereas Gwendolen could easily become an unsym-

pathetic character in spite of what the author provides in 

the way of motivation, George Eliot arouses sympathy by 

telling the reader of Gwendolen's secret 11 fits of spiri-

tual dread." Gwendolen is responsible for her own soul, 

but it is well worth saving. The heroine cannot escape 

the powerful consciousness of evil in her life. She is 

soon filled with "the divine hope of moral recovery" (p. 

840). 

George Eliot passes direct judgment upon Gwendolen 

intermittently to clarify the heroine's progress in her 

2Jerome Thale, "Daniel Deronda: The Darkened World," 
Modern Fiction Studies, 3 (1957), 124. 
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spiritual awakening: after all, Gwendolen's role as a 

character is to incarnate moral progress. Early in the 

novel, Gwendolen lacks a sense of responsibility to others: 

She was possessed by a spirit of general disappoint
ment. It was not simply that she had a distaste for 
what she was called on to do: the distaste spread 
itself over the world outside her penitentiary, 
since she saw nothing very pleasant in it that seemed 
attainable by her even if she were free. (p. 320} 

Here George Eliot indicates Gwendolen's immature response 

to the call of duty. Gwendolen cannot commit herself to 

that which is not agreeable to her, and since she is so 

inexperienced, she has no reference points to which she 

can relate. Moreover, Gwendolen's limited experience and 

understanding of the world makes her reluctant to appre-

ciate anything it might offer. 

The reader is not surprised when Gwendolen chooses 

to marry Grandcourt rather than to go to work as a gover-

ness. She imagines that she will have a splendid time of 

bringing Grandcourt under control. Although her conscience 

warns her against breaking her promise to Lydia Glasher, 

Gwendolen decides that her own happiness must come before 

any moral obligation she might have to another. In case 

the reader might sympathize too readily with Gwendolen's 

bad luck with the tyrannical Grandcourt, George Eliot de-

livers this timely speech: 

And Gwendolen, we know, was thoroughly aware of the 
situation. She could not excuse herself by saying 
that there had been a tacit part of the contract on 
her side--namely, that she meant to rule and have 



her own way .... She had a root of conscience 
her, and the process of purgatory had begun for 
her on this green earth: she knew that she had 
been wrong. (pp. 732-33) 

. 
~n 
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Gwendolen gradually recognizes her own insignifi

cance and unworthiness as she learns to cope with her mis

takes in life. She is prepared to accept the responsibility 

of Grandcourt•s death, acknowledging the evil power of an 

unrestrained will. In addition, she is ready to forego the 

inheritance to which she is not morally entitled. Finally, 

in her expression of gratitude and devotion to Deronda, she 

demonstrates her new capacity for giving love as well as 

receiving it. George Eliot balances the reader•s sympathy 

for and judgment of Gwendolen in the poignant closing 

scene between Deronda and Gwendolen: "The world seemed 

getting larger round poor Gwendolen, and she more solitary 

and helpless in the midst ." (p. 876). Deronda ex-

plains that he is ieaving for the East, and Gwendolen faces 

the reality of their relationship. George Eliot continues: 

That was the sort of crisis which was at this 
·moment beginning in Gwendolen•s small life: she 
was for the first time feeling the pressure of 
a vast mysterious movement, for the first time 
being dislodged from her supremacy in her own 
world, and getting a sense that her horizon was 
but a dipping onward of an existence with which 
her own was revolving. All the troubles of her 
wifehood and widowhood had still left her with the 
implicit impression which had accompanied her 
from childhood, that whatever surrounded her was 
somehow especially for her, and it was because 
of this that no personal jealousy had been roused 
in her relationship to Deronda: she could not 
spontaneously think of him as rightly belonging to 
others more than to her. But here had come a 



shock which went deeper than personal jealousy-
something spiritual and vaguely tremendous that 
thrust her away, and yet quelled all anger into 
self-humiliation. (p. 876) 

George Eliot informs the reader that Gwendolen's crisis 

occurs precisely because she has been so egotistical and 
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blind: at the same time the crisis is momentous, carrying 

implications for Gwendolen's entire future. At last she 

can begin to see people and events in their proper per-

spective and she has a greater sense of her own identity. 

She wants to be 11 
• one of the best of women, who make others 

glad that they were born' 11 (p. 882) . The reader can be-

lieve in Gwendolen's sincerity and capability, he can 

imagine the moral conflicts which will continue to arise, 

and he can believe that Gwendolen will find it easier to 

cope with such conflicts in her new frame of mind. The 

life of Gwendolen Harleth seems to continue beyond the 

limits of the novel, for she is fully conceptualized and 

incarnated within such limits. The variation of vantage 

points from which the reader views her, and the alternation 

and balancing of sympathy and judgment constitute the major 

elements in the creation of this character. 

George Eliot molds the reader's appraisal of Gwen-

dolen and maximizes author-reader identification: the 

reader accepts the author's judgment of Gwendolyn and the 

character's function as a morally evolving human being. 

George Eliot achieves rhetorical success in the presenta-

tion of Gwendolen. Whether the author succeeded in 
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achieving total rhetorical success with Deronda is the pur

pose of the rest of this study to determine. 

, 



CHAPTER III 

DERONDA: RHETORICAL FAILURE 

George Eliot hoped to earn for Deronda total reader 

affirmation. The hero is supposed to embody the ideally 

compassionate and moral man, one which the author believed 

could exist. Deronda is conceived as the moral standard 

of the novel, to whom Gwendolen is frequently compared. 

The hero's qualities of altruism, humility, and spiritual 

sensibility are intended to insure him of a life which is 

meaningful for all of mankind as well as for himself. 

George Eliot thought she had created the ideal man who 

recognizes his shortcomings and deals effectively with 

' 
them, but she in fact created a man with serious character 

flaws who never copes with them at all. The author appears 

to have rationalized or ignored Deronda's faults, while 

she thoroughly exposed and analyzed Gwendolen's. The con-

trol of reader-character distance makes it difficult for 

the reader to judge Deronda objectively, for George Eliot 

strives for continual sympathy in the reader-hero relation-

ship. As the analysis of narrative technique in terms of 

Gwendolen shows, the arousal of reader sympathy is most 

effective when judgment can occur almost simultaneously. 

As already pointed out, direct authorial commentary is 

most artistic when it supports and enhances indirect com-

mentary. George Eliot's technique in the characterization 
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of Deronda is vastly different from that of Gwendolen, and 

the former is the less successful of the two as a result. 

Indirect Commentary 

A discussion of indirect commentary in the form 

of epigraphs, images, allusions and action will again be 

helpful in demonstrating George Eliot's over-insistence 

upon the reader's sympathy for Deronda. In the first place, 

the epigraphs associated with Deronda, contrary to those 

associated with Gwendolen, do not provide a variation of 

distance from which to view the hero, they do not describe 

him physically, and they do not clarify his role in the 

novel. 

An epigraph typical of the author's approach to 

portraying Deronda occurs before chapter thirty-two. 

George Eliot often describes the average human being and 

then Deronda, who outshines the other: 

In all ages it hath been a favorite text that a 
potent love hath the nature of an isolated fatality, 
whereto the mind's opinions and wonted resolves are 
altogether alien; ... Yet all love is not such, 
even though potent; nay, this passion hath as large 
scope as any for allying itself with every opera
tion of the soul: so that it shall acknowledge an 
effect from the imagined light of unproven firma
ments, and have its scale set to the grander orbits 
of what hath been and shall be. (p. 408) 

The language in the epigraph creates a scriptural tone, 

reinforcing the moral aspect of the comment upon Deronda. 

The author suggests Deronda's ability to know and experi-

ence things in their proper perspective, to love and yet to 
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make love a part of a greater cause. Deronda is intended 

to be a man of tremendous passion, but his is always con

structive. He is able to control his passion, whether it 

be convenient or inconsistent with the desires of others. 

Another epigraph emphasizes related virtues: 

Ever in his soul 
That larger justice which makes gratitude 
Triumphed above resentment. 'Tis the mark 
Of regal natures, with the wider life, 
And fuller capability of joy:--
Not wits exultant in the strongest lens 
To show you goodness vanished into pulp 
Never worth 'thank you'--they're the devil's friars, 
Vowed to be poor as he in love and trust, 
Yet must go begging of a world that keeps 
Some human property. (p. 674) 

In the chapter that follows this epigraph, Deronda hears 

from Sir Hugo Mallinger that his mother requests an inter-

view and that his father is not living. Deronda had hoped 

fervently that Sir Hugo was his real father. The tempta-

tion to resent the news is strong in Deronda's mind. But 

the epigraph conditions the reader's analysis of the scene, 

because it indicates that Deronda is just and grateful. 

Furthermore Deronda is a special kind of person with a 

regal nature, a wider life, and a larger capacity for happi-

ness than a man who might be resentful. Deronda's concerns, 

the epigraph implies, are not narrow; his concerns are in-

valved with the welfare of multitudes. 

The epigraph preceding chapter sixty-three rein

forces the noble and powerful traits which Deronda culti-

vates in the interest of mankind: 



'Moses, trotz seiner Befeindung der Kunst, 
dennoch selber ein grosser Kftnstler war und 
den wahren K~nstlergeist besass. Nur was 
dieser K~nstlergeist bei ibm, wie bei seinen 
Mgyptischen Landsleuten, nur auf das Colossale 
und Unve~stliche gerichtet. Aber nicht wie 
die Aegypter formirte er seine Kunstwerke aus 
Backstein und Granit, sondern er baute Men
schenpyramiden, er meisselte Menschen-Obelisken, 
er nahm einen armen Hirtenstamm und Schuf daraus 
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ein Volk, das ebenfalls den Jahrhunderten trotzen 
sollte ... er Schuf Israel. •--HEINE: Gestandnisse. 
(p. 812) 

['Moses, notwithstanding his enmity to art, was 
nevertheless himself a great artist, and pos
sessed the true artistic spirit. Only, this 
artistic spirit with him, as with his Egyptian 
countrymen, was applied to the colossal and the 
imperishable. But not, like the Egyptians, did 
he construct his works of art from brick and 
granite, but he built human pyramids and carved 
human obelisks. He took a poor shepherd tribe 
and from it created a nation which should defy 
centuries~ ... he created Israel.'l] 

In this epigraph George Eliot seeks to give Deronda quali-

ties of creative genius and messianic power which enable 

him to build human monuments. The reader is to consider 

several of Deronda's apparent feats: he helps to create 

a new Gwendolen Harleth, he introduces a sense of well-

being and hope in the hearts of Mordecai and Mirah, and he 

prepares himself to undertake the mission of the Jewish 

leader. Clearly the reader is to associate Deronda with 

Moses. The sympathy for Deronda is essential if he is to 

be admired for detaching himself from the relationship he 

1The Prose writings of Heinrich Heine, ed. Havelock 
Ellis (New York, n.d.), pp. 307-08. The translator is not 
named. 
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and Gwendolen share. Deronda must rernaln to Gwendolen the 

ideal man. 

The epigraph which associates the hero with ab

stract qualities of faith, hope, and heavenly virtue oc

curs before chapter sixty-five: "'0, welcome, pure-eyed 

Faith, white-handed Hope,/ Thou hovering angel, girt with 

golden wings!'" (p. 834). Deronda's transcendent goodness 

always separates him from the other characters. Whereas 

Gwendolen can be compared and contrasted to Miss Arrowpoint, 

Mirah Lapidoth, and the Princess Halm-Eberstein, Deronda has 

virtually nothing in common with the major male characters 

in the novel and he cannot be played off against them. The 

effect of this unusual situation is to impress upon the 

reader Deronda's alienation and isolation from humanity, 

no·t his keen sympathy and understanding of it. 

Reviewing the epigraphs which pertain to Deronda, 

one finds that they do not establish a necessary distance 

from the character. While the reader is equipped to judge 

Gwendolen from an objective vantage point as well as to 

understand that her facade is deceptive, he is not pro

vided any indirect criticism of Deronda. The sole function 

of the epigraphs is to elicit reader sympathy for the hero; 

no insight into character flaws is intentionally suggested. 

Yet the reader's views of the hero do not coincide with the 

author's. The reader perceives weaknesses in Deronda which 

go unexamined by the author. This causes confusion; for 
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if the reader accepts the author's v1ew, he must assume 

that Deronda does not present any significant conflict for 

others or for himself. Thus, Deronda's role in the novel 

is increasingly hard to determine. 

The images and allusions associated with the hero 

tell the reader what George Eliot hopes to accomplish with 

Deronda. For instance, in the flashbacks to the man's 

childhood, the reader finds that Deronda resembles 11 the 

seraphic boy 'trailing clouds of glory' .. (p. 225). He is 

described as a cherub, reinforcing the idea of celestial 

beauty and goodness. As a man he is 11 not seraphic any 

longer: thoroughly terrestrial and manly; but still of a 

kind to raise belief in a human dignity which can afford 

to acknowledge poor relations .. (p. 226). 

The spiritual quali·ty of Deronda' s appearance is 

often balanced with allusions which give him a physical 

reality. In the epigraphs preceding chapters sixteen and 

thirty-eight, a reference to Prometheus may subtly apply 

to Deronda, whose anguish is indeed chained or repressed 

as he searches for self-knowledge. Furthermore, Deronda 

1s to have superhuman powers which enable him to perform 

great deeds. Deronda's .. salvation .. of Hans Meyrick in his 

struggle at school, his physical rescue of Mirah Lapidoth 

when she prepares to drown herself, and his spiritual res

cue of Gwendolen Harleth make Deronda a Christ-figure. 
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It is hard to say how much we could forgive our
selves if we were secure from judgment by an other 
whose opinion is the breathing-medium of all our 
joy--who brings to us with close pressure and im
mediate sequence that judgment of the Invisible and 
Universal which self-flattery and the world's tol
erance would easily melt and disperse. In this way 
our brother may be in the stead of God to us, and 
his opinion which has pierced even to the joints and 
marrow, may be our virtue in the making. That mis
sion of Deronda to Gwendolen had begun with what she 
had felt to be his judgment of her at the gaming
table. (p. 833) 

That the hero is to become a leader of Jews reinforces the 

Christ image, the Moses image, and, of course, the Daniel 

image. The images and allusions surrounding Deronda are 

usually Christian and Jewish, whereas those in reference 

to Gwendolen are classical in origin. The significance 

lies in the author's intended manipulation of the emotions 

of the audience. George Eliot uses positive prejudicial 

rhetoric in reference to the hero. A discussion of the 

various characters' responses to Deronda will support the 

assertion that George Eliot intends Deronda to be the in-

carnation of moral perfection. 

But first, one might consider several images and 

allusions which associate Deronda with epic heroes. George 

Eliot certainly had the tradition in mind when she says: 

And, if you like, he was romantic. That young 
energy and spirit of adventure which have helped 
to create the world-wide legends of youthful heroes 
going to seek the hidden tokens of their birth and 
its inheritance of tasks, gave him a certain quiv
ering interest in the bare possibility that he was 
entering on a like track--all the more because the 
track was one of thought as well as action. (pp. 
573-74) 



Another passage continues the heroic image: 

It has to be admitted that in this classical ro-
• I 

mant1c world-historic position of his, bringing 
as it were from its hiding place his hereditary 
armour, he wore--but so, one must suppose, did 
the most ancient heroes whether Semitic or 
Japhetic--the summer costume of his contempor
aries. (p. 815) 
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And finally Deronda says plainly that he has "'always 

longed for some ideal task'" (p. 819). George Eliot uses 

all metaphoric statements to shorten reader-character dis-

tance. Deronda 's nobility and capability are stressed. He 

is portrayed as a man who is admired by all reasonable 

and sensitive people. The reader must consciously look 

for the author's acknowledgment of Deronda's weaknesses; 

but such acknowledgment exists, if not intentionally. 

A discrepancy between George Eliot's conception of 

Deronda and the reader's observation of him arises in the 

dramatization of the hero. If one recalls the indirect 

commentary upon Gwendolen, the other characters' varied 

reactions to her, he will search in vain for the same kind 

of commentary on Deronda. But since sympathy for the hero 

is demanded, the reactions of those surrounding Deronda are 

similar to each other. 

Sir Hugo Mallinger devotes himself to the loving 

care and education of Deronda, as if the two were father 

and son. Sir Hugo demonstrates in his pleasantries and 

solicitous remarks to Deronda that he is deeply concerned 

about the nephew's welfare. For example, he warns Deronda 
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to be wary of cultivating an undesirable relationship with 

Gwendolen. It is Sir Hugo that makes the reunification 

of Deronda and the Princess Halm-Eberstein possible. 

Clearly Sir Hugo values Deronda far more than he does Sir 

Henleigh Mallinger Grandcourt, his rightful heir. 

Mirah Lapidoth worships Deronda for saving her life, 

for restoring her to health and happiness, and for joining 

her with Mordecai, her lost brother. To Mirah the vision 

of Deronda "was like the clearness after rain" (p. 816). 

When Gwendolen inquires about Deronda, Mirah responds 

adamantly, .. 'I would not believe any evil of him, if an 

angel came to tell it me' 11 (p. 653). Mirah gradually 

awakens to her deepest feelings for Deronda, but she be-

lieves herself to be unworthy of him: 

That she or any one else should think of him as 
her possible lover was a conception which had 
never entered her mind: indeed it was equally 
out of the question with Mrs. Meyrick and the 
girls, who with Mirah herself regarded his in
tervention in her life as something exceptional, 
and were so impressed by his mission as her 
deliverer and guardian that they would have held 
it an offense to hint at his holding any other 
relation toward her. (p. 717) 

The attitude that Deronda is public domain to be 

revered but never possessed is held by Mirah and the Mey-

ricks. The latter feel indebted to Deronda for his kind-

ness toward their beloved brother, Hans. Hans' attitude 

toward his friend is a bit less idolatrous. In fact, Hans 

is one of the few characters who criticizes Deronda, and 
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even then his manner is strictly amiable. To control the 

reader's response to Hans' irony and criticism, George 

Eliot carefully establishes Hans' own immaturity and super

ficiality. It is appropriate for Mab at one point to 

scold Hans saying, "'You are always taking Mr. Deronda's 

name in vain' " (p. 795) . 

The character who expresses the most sublime rever-

ence for Deronda is Mordecai, who envisions his friend to 

be the Zionist missionary sent by God. Once Deronda re-

veals the truth of his Jewish heritage, Mordecai answers: 

'If it seems that the erring and unloving wills of 
men have helped to prepare you, as Moses was pre
pared, to serve your people the better, that de
pends on another order than the law which must 
guide our footsteps. For the evil will of man 
makes not a people's good except by stirring the 
righteous will of man. ' (p. 818) 

Mordecai sees the confusion in Deronda's life as a strength-

ening force which stimulates Deronda's sense of morality. 

The Jew likens Deronda's situation to that of Moses. In 

affirmation of all aspects of Deronda's character and way 

of life, Mordecai hopes to breathe his own spirit into 

Deronda's soul. 

By far the most fascinating response to Deronda is 

that of Gwendolen. A number of circumstances are involved 

in the relationship. Firstly, Gwendolen notices Deronda 

studying her at Leubronn. Naturally, due to the apparent 

perceptiveness of the stare, Gwendolen is uneasy. She 

guesses correctly that Deronda is the one who retrieved 
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her necklace when she sold it, and this p~es her curi

osity. Gwendolen is in search of any opportunity to 

escape her meaningless life, and an accessible means of 

escape is marriage. Therefore Gwendolen is an incurable 

coquette. She flirts with Deronda by asking him what he 

thinks of her gambling and her hunting. The relationship 

deepens, however, when Deronda responds intellectually. 

Once Gwendolen trusts the man and respects his opinions, 

she begins to rely upon him for advice about her personal 

affairs. Deronda is one of the few people Gwendolen can 

turn to in a crisis who is not directly or indirectly ef

fected by her welfare. Besides, Deronda encourages Gwen

dolen to believe that he can help her cope with her emo

tional problems. Gwendolen actually employs Deronda in 

her search for self-knowledge. She puts complete faith in 

Deronda even though his concern for her could have been 

more accurately interpreted. 

George Eliot intends the reader to observe the con

trasting traits of the two characters. Whereas Gwendolen 

is selfish, impetuous and egotistical, Deronda is altruis

tic, patient and humble. The reader's sympathy for Deronda 

and the acceptance of the moral norms which he embodies are 

the intended outcome of George Eliot's manipulation of the 

reader's viewpoint. The comparison of heroine and hero 

illuminates Gwendolen's superiority, however. The author 

does not intend this, but the heroine's sufferings far 
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outweigh Deronda's, and her conversion is painstaking. 

Deronda never corrects any of his faults and he has less 

excuse for his than Gwendolen has for hers. Through the 

eyes of all supporting characters, however, Deronda is be

yond reproach. Only Hans, who is Deronda's dearest friend, 

feels free to criticize the hero. And Grandcourt's remark 

that Deronda thinks a bit much of himself is intended to 

be invalidated or ignored because of the moral inferiority 

of the evil cousin. The reader's acceptance of Deronda's 

superiority cannot be based solely upon the other charac

ters' views of him, because naturally such views are limited. 

So, an analysis of Deronda's own actions must be undertaken 

at this point. In this analysis many discrepancies emerge 

between what the reader learns from other forms of in-

direct commentary and what he discovers through Deronda's 

behavior. 

By studying Deronda's speeches and actions the 

reader finds that the hero is not actually the sympathetic 

character George Eliot intends him to be. The first in

depth view of him occurs when he is thirteen. He is gradu

ally realizing the possibility that Sir Hugo is his father, 

yet he fears the disclosure of bad news about his parentage. 

Deronda is supposedly a quick-witted, talented, and mature 

boy. Yet when Mr. Fraser, the tutor, offers every oppor

tunity for Deronda to inquire about his mother and father, 

the boy weeps "big slow tears" in silent, unnatural anguish. 
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Deronda never confronts his uncle with his suspicions and 

fears, but maintains "respectful silence." The relation-

ship he cultivates with Sir Hugo in later years is one 

which does not reflect the "ardent affection .. he is said 

to have for the uncle. The scene in which Sir Hugo asks 

Deronda to go to Diplow in response to Lush's letter il-

luminates a kind of coldness on Deronda's part. Sir Hugo 

says, .. 'What do you say, Dan? It would be pleasant enough 

for you. You have not seen the place for a good many years 

now .. II 
• • 

'I should not go on that account,' said Deronda, 
buttering his bread attentively. He had an ob
jection to this transparent kind of persuasive
ness, which all intelligent animals are seen to 
treat with indifference. (p. 367) 

Despite the nephew's reluctance to help Sir Hugo graciously, 

Deronda goes to Diplow and returns shortly thereafter. Sir 

Hugo asks him cheerily, 11 'And what did you think of the 

future bride on a nearer survey?' .. When De ronda responds 

that he was pleased, Sir Hugo jokingly warns, "'Don't flirt 

with her too much, Dan. I II Deronda rudely and abruptly 

replies, "'I don't think you ever saw me flirt'" (p. 408-

09). Carole Robinson notes that the author's attempt to 

portray Deronda as passionately devoted to his uncle fails: 

'Deronda's attitude toward Sir Hugo, in scene after scene, 

is hardly filial affection, but filial forbearance of the 

. 2 
stuffiest k~nd." 

2
carole Robinson, "The Severe Angel: A Study of 
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Deronda's relationship with Mirah is not based on 

any heroic act of his, but is merely the result of coinci-

dence: Deronda discovers Mirah preparing to drown herself 

in the Thames. He does not wish to disturb her until he 

is certain of her intentions. He then approaches and of-

fers to help her in any way which can prevent this tragedy. 

As he ponders the condition of the poor girl he says, 

'Great God! • the words escaped Deronda in a tone 
so low and solemn that they seemed like a prayer 
becoming unconsciously vocal. The agitating im
pression this forsaken girl was making on him 
stirred a fibre that lay close to his deepest 
interest in the fates of women--'perhaps my mother 
was like this one?' (p. 231) 

The reader discovers that Deronda's concern for Mirah is 

not altruistic, but instead it is closely related to his 

self-concern and his fears about his mother. Furthermore, 

in searching for Mirah's brother, he tries to identify him-

self with a noble cause; for, until he meets Mirah, Deronda 

lacks ambition and direction. 

Once Deronda finds Mordecai and reunites him with 

Mirah, he broadens his knowledge of the Jews and discovers 

spiritual inclinations in himself which he had heretofore 

only suspected. Deronda's kindness to Mordecai is in re

sponse to the Jew's extraordinary interest in him. Mordecai 

venerates Deronda, his "prefigured friend," and claims him 

Daniel Deronda," ELH, 31 (1964), 282. 
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to be the deliverer of the Jews, sent by God. Clearly it 

is Mordecai who gives Deronda the courage to prepare for 

some course of action in his life. To Mordecai Deronda 

admits: 

It is quite true that you and Mirah have been my 
teachers .... 

Since I began to read and know, I have always 
longed for some ideal task .... You have raised 
the image of such a task for me--. . . . (pp. 819-20) 

Since Deronda rarely speaks or acts extensively, 

the emphasis subtly shifts to Sir Hugo's, Mirah's, and 

Mordecai's admiration of him. But in occasional scenes, 

such as the ones cited in this study, the evidence indi-

cates that Deronda is not altruistic; he has a great deal 

to gain by involving himself in the lives of others. 

George Eliot attempts the same kind of reader mani-

palation that she uses with Mirah and Mordecai to shift the 

focus away from Deronda's feelings for Gwendolen and toward 

the heroine's dependence upon the hero. Because of the 

elaborate dramatization of Gwendolen, the reader knows that 

she admires Deronda and wants his approval of her. As the 

heroine gets deeper into trouble in her private life, she 

seeks guidance from Deronda. The author tries to provide 

an unselfish reason for Deronda's involvement with Gwen-

dolen by emphasizing Gwendolen's spiritual and emotional 

dependence upon him. Deronda's actions must be analyzed 

to determine the kind of relationship he actually cultivates 

with the heroine. 
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The novel begins with Deronda openly appraising 

Gwendolen at the gaming-table in Leubronn. Then the hero 

retrieves the turquoise necklace, upon which action James• 

Pulcheria comments: 11 It is very inconsistent . . . as 

well as being extremely impertinent and ill-mannered, his 
3 

buying back and sending to her her necklace at Leubronn ... 

Gwendolen is mortified, but at a later encounter she men-

tions to Deronda that he hindered her from gambling again. 

At this Deronda blushes, 11 conscious that in the little 

affair of the necklace he had taken a questionable free-

dom" (p. 377). 

The next meeting of Deronda and Gwendolen takes 

place at the Abbey. Gwendolen and Grandcourt are bride 

and groom, but Deronda desires to speak with Gwendolen for 

the purpose of satisfying his curiosities about her. He 

is well aware that Grandcourt may object. On this occasion 

Deronda begins suggesting better ways of life to which man 

must aspire. He says, for instance, when Gwendolen rejects 

the notion of being content with one's own mediocrity: 

'For my part ... people who do anything finely 
always inspirit me to try .... Excellence en
courages one about life generally: it shows the 
spiritual wealth of the world.' (p. 491) 

Deronda's role as confessor and savior of Gwendolen begins. 

But if one reviews the advice Deronda gives Gwendolen, he 

will be amazed at the significance it has for Deronda him-

self. The hero has already been described as being overly 

3 .. A Conversation, .. p. 689. 
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anxious about his own life. He has had an "impassioned" 

childhood in which he has cultivated a self-consciousness 

and a form of self-repression that often results in the 

inhibition of the ego. As a young man, Deronda continues 

to meditate fruitlessly upon his parentage, and he lacks 

the ambition to pursue the opportunities Sir Hugo opens to 

him. Instead, he struggles to define his hopes and fears 

without directing himself in any particular way. With 

these facts in mind, the advice he offers Gwendolen, sound 

though it may be, takes on added meaning for the relation-

ship of the two characters: Deronda externalizes advice 

which he ought to observe himself. George Eliot comments 

appropriately, "Those who trust us educate us" (p. 485), and 

"Deronda, too, was under that sense of pressure which is 

apt to come when our own winged words seem to be hovering 

around us . • • II (p • 508) • Deronda says: 

1. 'I understand self-reproach.' (p. 501) 

2. 'All reckless lives are injurious, pestilential. 1 

(p. 501) 

3. 'Look on other lives besides your own.' (p. 501) 

4. 'I mean there are many thoughts and habits that 
may help us bear inevitable sorrow. Multitudes 
have tO rear it. I (p. 501) 

5. 'Try to care for what is best in thought and 
action--something that is good apart from the 
accidents of your own lot. 1 (p. 502) 

6. 'What sort of earth or heaven would hold any 
spiritual wealth in it for souls pauperized by 
inaction. • (p. 507) 

TEXAS Tf"'J I ')')~A"'''-' • r...u t..lun ••• 



7. 'The refuge you are needing from personal 
trouble is the higher, the religious life. 
• . • (p. 507) 

8. 'Take the present suffering as a painful 
letting in of light. ' (p. 508) 

9. 'Turn your fear into a safeguard.' (p. 509) 

10. 'Fixed meditation may do a great deal towards 
defining our longing or dread. ' (p. 509) 

The advice is irreproachable as George Eliot in-
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tends it to be, but the purpose of it is to elicit reader 

sympathy and admiration for the hero. Since dramatization 

reveals that Deronda and Gwendolen share the same faults, 

the indirect commentary is ineffective in arousing reader 

sympathy for the hero. In fact, one is persuaded to think 

Gwendolen the more admirable person of the two since, in 

spite of her rootlessness and her lack of self-knowledge, 

she cultivates ambitions and tries to employ her identity 

traits to the best of her advantage. Gwendolen wants to 

be independent, to be a singer or an actress, and she wants 

to be adored by all. She is not schooled in the kind of 

reflective passivity which Deronda indulges in. Comparing 

the actual behavior of the two, one would have to admit 

that, while Gwendolen is impetuous, Deronda is immobile. 

The hero's inability to act decisively is one of his major 

faults. 

Jerome Thale explores Deronda's inactivity in re-

lation to George Eliot's "drift" theory. Thale says: 



Whether or not we call George Eliot a puritan, it 
is clear that she accepted and taught the doctrine 
of duty and work and that she had a large area of 
agreement with Auguste Comte. She believes, then, 
that moral effort is required lest, like Tom and 
Maggie Tulliver, one get destroyed by the current. 
. . . It is for the more exceptional, the Lydgates, 
the Romolas, those whose larger share of intelli
gence and sensibility should make them able to 
chart and set their own courses, that drifting be
comes a symbol of moral failure.4 
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Deronda is supposedly exceptionally sensitive, intelligent, 

and moral; yet he drifts aimlessly. One of his hobbies is 

boating, and his literal drifting becomes a metaphoric 

statement of his physical and spiritual drifting. George 

Eliot does not develop this aspect of Deronda, therefore 

she de-emphasizes its importance as it is counter to her 

vision of the ideal man. Thale claims that George Eliot's 

use of drift imagery illustrates Deronda's "Hamlet-like 

5 excess of feeling and thought," thus turning an apparent 

' 
shortcoming into a virtue. George Eliot's attempt to manipu-

late reader response to Deronda fails to account for obvious 

character flaws. 

When the reader most expects Deronda to speak out 

against something or question another character, he is dis

appointed; for Deronda keeps silent as a result of an inner 

turmoil of thoughts. This happens again and again when 

4Jerome Thale, "River Imagery in Daniel Deronda," 
Nineteenth Century Fiction 8 (1954), pp. 300-01. 

5 
Thale, p. 302. 
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Deronda meets with Mordecai and Mirah, and it destroys the 

credibility in scenes with Gwendolen. Deronda is free 

with advice, but not with self-revelatory information. 

What is more, he does not change. Deronda remains a static 

character throughout. If George Eliot wanted to fashion 

him after the heroes of epic literature, who are character-

istically static and who simply encounter numerous ob-

stacles and finally achieve their ideal goals, the author 

did not want to expose any character faults which need to 

be worked out in the novel. Yet faults exist in Deronda~ 

they are evident in his behavior and in the inside views 

of him. 

The inside views are used to provide insight into 

Deronda's character, yet even here the reader notices a 

discrepancy between what George Eliot intends to reveal 

about Deronda and what she actually reveals. . In narrow1ng 

the focus of this study, the consideration of Deronda's in-

side views is limited to those concerning his relationship 

with Gwendolen, for it is this area which is most unsatis-

factory. 

Deronda's interest in Gwendolen is ostensibly based 

on the heroine's need for help in the form of human under-

standing and compassion. But Gwendolen is extremely inde-

pendent and capable of improving the quality of her life. 

She is accustomed to learning by trial and error what she 

can do in life that will make her content. So, even though 
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Gwendolen profits from her experlence with Deronda, noth

ing suggests that she would never have faced her problems 

without the man. 

Deronda is simply attracted to Gwendolen because 

she is a striking figure at Leubronn. As he hears more 

about her, and her plans to marry Grandcourt, Deronda shows 

increasing interest in her welfare. The following inside 

view is supposed to condition the reader to affirm all sub-

sequent intervention of the hero into Gwendolen's affairs: 

The drama of that girl's marriage did interest him: 
what he had heard through Lush of her having run 
away from the suit of the man she was now going to 
take as a husband, had thrown a new sort of light on 
her gambling; . All this implied a nature liable 
to difficulty and struggle--elements of life which 
had a predominant attraction for his sympathy, due 
perhaps to his early pain in dwelling on the con
jectured story of his own existence. Persons at
tracted hj.m, as Hans Meyrick had done, in proportion 
to the possibility of his defending them, rescuing 
them, telling upon their lives with some sort of re
deeming influence; and he had to resist an inclina
tion, easily accounted for, to withdraw coldly from 
the fortunate. (p. 369) 

Here the point is made that Deronda's concern is not for 

mankind in general, but for those in need of comfort. The 

problem is that everyone is in trouble, actually, only 

some are less demonstrably tormented. So why Deronda 

worries about Gwendolen remains to be seen. 

But in the movement which had led him to redeem 
Gwendolen's necklace for her, and \vhich was at 
work in him still, there was something due to the 
fascination of her womanhood. He was very open 
to that sort of charm, and mingled it with the 
consciously Utopian pictures of his own future; 



yet any one able to trace the folds of his char
acter might have conceived that he would be more 
likely than many less passionate men to love a 
woman without telling her of it. (p. 370) 
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This passage implies most in~ortantly that Deronda's in-

terest in Gwendolen is based on a natural impulse, a sexual 

attraction. The disclosure of Deronda's reticence to act 

upon such an impulse is part of the rhetorical problem. 

George Eliot says indirectly that he cannot openly pursue 

the affections of Gwendolen or Mirah, yet the author never 

comes to terms with this serious problem. 

The treatment of Gwendolen's similar difficulty 1s 

thorough. Gwendolen does not like men, she merely uses 

them. The reason is that she has never·had a father she 

loved, and the men who surround her are generally dull and 

undesirable. Also, Gwendolen's inability to cope with her 

identity crisis, which includes her compulsive willfulness, 

makes her incapable of responding to tenderness shown her 

by Rex. During the novel, Gwendolen comes to know her own 

needs and to accept the fact of her own nothingness as well 

as her potential for human nobility~ the result is her 

deeper understanding of the human dilemma and her desire 

to communicate with others. She can accept her emotions 

at last and respond healthily to the emotions of others. 

The conversion is complete. 

On the other hand, Deronda does not evolve into a 

man who recognizes serious inhibitions which alienate him 
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not only from women, but from men as well. The following 

passage illuminates Deronda's response to the heroine: 

Gwendolen seemed more decidedly attractive than 
before~ and certainly there had been changes 
going on within her since that time at Leu
bronn. . . . (pp. 377-78) 

What pleases Deronda is that Gwendolen does not appear to 

be as self-confident as she once had been~ yet it was 

partly this trait which had first attracted the man. When 

Deronda sees Gwendolen at the Abbey, 11 the new imposingness 

of her beauty . . . flashed on him as more unquestionable 

if not more thoroughly satisfactory than when he had first 

seen her at the gaming-table.. (p. 459). Here Deronda's 

interest in Gwendolen is unmistakably physical~ he finds 

her beautiful. On the same occasion another inside v1ew 

exposes the hero•s interest even more thoroughly: 

Later in the drawing room . . . he longed to go 
to her and speak. Why should he not obey an im
pulse, as he would have done towards any other 
lady in the room? Yet he hesitated some moments, 
observing the graceful lines of her back, but 
not moving. (p. 463) 

The preceding inside v1ews are credible and effective--in 

revealing Deronda's true motivation for engaging Gwendolen 

in conversations which lead to a kind of intellectual af-

fair. 

At the Abbey Deronda surveys the room to locate the 

enemy, Grandcourt, and prepares to approach Gwendolen. 

With the following passage George Eliot seeks to reverse 

the effect of previous inside views and provide the noble 



reason for Deronda's concern for the heroine: 

She had turned on him no smile, but such an appeal
ing look of sadness . . . that his speech was 
checked. For what was an appreciable space of time 
to both . . they looked at each other--she seem-
ing to take the deep rest of confession, he with an 
answering depth of sympathy that neutralized other 
feelings. (p. 464) 
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From this point, the reader is to believe that Deronda's 

"other feelings" are indeed neutralized; the author says 

that "Sir Hugo's hints had made [Deronda] alive to dangers 

that his own disposition might have neglected .. (p. 625). 

Because of earlier views into Deronda's mind, the reader 

cannot accept such a statement; nor can the reader accept 

the new relationship of the characters as sinner and priest, 

or patient and psychiatrist. The author clearly evades 

Deronda's identity problem. 

Direct Commentary 

The reader· discovers through inside v~ews that 

Deronda is potentially as complex a character as Gwendolen 

is. Deronda potentially requires direct commentary in 

addition to indirect. But George Eliot chooses to simplify 

the hero, to make him the moral standard of her novel; 

Deronda is supposedly the ideal man. Why, then, does the 

author insist upon disproportionate amounts of direct com-

mentary? The fact is that the majority of information, 

however unreliable it is, comes directly from the author. 

The purpose of the direct commentary is not the balance 
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of sympathy with judgment by the control of reader-

character distance. Although George Eliot's intention 

is such with the commentary on Gwendolen, the purpose with 

commentary on Deronda is only to elicit reader sympathy 

and to reinforce the authorial norms: 

Daniel had the stamp of rarity in a subdued fervour 
of sympathy, an activity of imagination on behalf 
of others, which did not show itself effusively, but 
was continually seen in acts of considerateness 
that struck his companions as moral eccentricity. 
(p. 218) 

Ironically, the author's over-insistence upon Deronda's 

virtues has the opposite effect upon the reader, who be-

comes weary of praising Deronda and ultimately is highly 

critical of him. Deronda's shortcomings become more and 

more interesting as the author becomes less reliable. The 

rhetorical mistake is the lack of distance, first of all 

between the author and her character, and secondly between 

the reader and the character. 

George Eliot seems to have wavered between realisti-

cally incarnating the ideal man and leaving him an abstrac

tion. Her problems in bringing Deronda to life are evi-

denced by the scanty physical description of him, the lack 

of effective dramatization (which has already been dis-

cussed in this study), and, most importantly, her idealiza

tion of him; that is, the attribution of values which he 

ld h 'b' 6 does not ho or ex 1 1t. 

6w. J. Harvey, The Art of George Eliot (New York: 
Oxford University Press~969),-p. 177. 



58 

One of the only descriptions of Deronda that pro

vides concrete details about his appearance illustrates 

George Eliot's blending of human and spiritual character-

is tics: 

. Rowing in his dark-blue shirt and skull-cap, 
h1s curls closely clipped, his mouth beset with 
abundant soft waves of beard, he bore only dis
guised traces of the seraphic boy 'trailing clouds 
of glory.' Still, even one who had never seen him 
since his boyhood might have looked at him with 
slow recognition, due perhaps to the peculiarity of 
the gaze which Gwendolen chose to call 'dreadful,' 
though it had really a very mild sort of scrutiny. 
. . . Not seraphic any longer: thoroughly terres
trial and manly. . . . (p. 225-26) 

There seems to be an urgency 1n tone here. George Eliot 

unquestionably wishes to make Deronda believably human and 

masculine, yet several passages indicate the author's ten-

dency to give her hero feminine traits. 

One wonders whether or not George Eliot env1s1ons 

a female in the role of the ideal human being. Perhaps the 

author sacrifices her real vision for the nineteenth-

century audience which would have rejected or taken very 

lightly the idea of a woman becoming a political and re-

ligious leader. George Eliot's desire to convey her roes-

sage about the sufferings of the Jews and the nobility of 

their cause could have influenced her choice of a male as 

Zionist missionary. Or, perhaps George Eliot illustrates 

the important human traits which men as well as women must 

cultivate. At any rate, the references to feminine traits 

accumulate very quickly in the novel: 



1. 

2. 

3. 

He had not lived with other boys, and his 
mind showed the same blending of child's 
ignorance with surprising knowledge which 
is oftener seen in bright girls. (p. 205) 

This state of feeling was kept by an af
fectionateness such as we are apt to call 
feminine. . . . {p. 36 7) 
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It seemed that all the woman lacking in 
[Deronda's mother] was present in him .. 
(p. 723) 

. . 

4. He allowed himself in his solitude to sob, 
with perhaps more than a woman's acuteness 
of compassion. . . . (p. 747) 

5. Their exquisite appealingness stirring in 
that deeply-laid care for womanhood which 
begun when his own lip was like a girl's. 
(p. 813) 

him 
had 
. . . 

More than likely, George Eliot wished to attribute 

the virtue of passion and sympathy to womanhood simply be-

cause such emotions are cultivated freely by women. Then, 

by giving such virtues to Deronda, she demonstrates man's 

capacity for experiencing the same. The effect is the 

unification of the sexes actually. Thus Deronda represents 

mankind and womankind. 

According to George Eliot's moral vision, man has 

the capacity to elevate himself to the highest spiritual 

condition. The philosophy is not easily adapted to realis-

tic fiction, however, because the values George Eliot must 

embody in the ideal man are inconsistent with the observ

able behavior of most humans. Nevertheless, George Eliot 

idealizes Deronda, emphasizes his virtues and ignores his 

shortcomings. W. J. Harvey says that "the reactions we 
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have, given the character and the situation, are not those 

that George Eliot supposes us to have or wishes to arouse 
7 

in us by her comments... Reviewing the relationship be-

tween Gwendolen and Deronda, one can see where George Eliot•s 

reliability and Deronda•s credibility break down. The di-

rect commentary becomes obtrusive and misleading. 

Deronda•s initial attraction to Gwendolen is merely 

physical. Yet the author wants the reader to recognize 

that Deronda is so sympathetic toward Gwendolen that he 

devotes himself to saving her instead of pursuing his own 

interests. George Eliot explains: 

His early-wakened sensibility and reflectiveness 
had developed into a many-sided sympathy, which 
threatened to hinder any persistent course of 
action .... Few men were able to keep themselves 
clearer of vices than he; yet he hated vices 
mildly, being used to thinking of them less in the 
abstract than as a part of mixed human natures hav
ing an individual history, which it was the bent 
of his mind to trace with understanding and pity. 

. Deronda suspected himself of loving too well 
the losing causes of the world. (p. 412-13) 

George Eliot makes Deronda's sympathy with others sound 

like a virtue, while during the course of the novel it im-

mobilizes him. He cannot devote himself to any one course 

of action because he is easily side-tracked. He wishes to 

know more of Gwendolen, but he instead involves himself in 

Mirah's life. Then, upon finding Mordecai, his attention 

shifts to the religious calling which Mordecai tells him 

7The Art of George Eliot, p. 86. 
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of. At last he has a chance to marry Gwendolen, but he 

decides that Mirah needs him more than Gwendolen does. 

Moreover, Deronda believes that his people, the Jews, need 

him most of all. The effect upon the reader is the im-

pression that Deronda is guilty of the worst form of sub-

limated egoism, far worse than Gwendolen•s suoerficial and ... 

curable egoism. 

George Eliot asserts that Deronda is mature, highly 

intelligent, far-sighted, and fervently, ardently, and 

emotively affectionate. On the contrary, Deronda is not 

any of these things in his relationship with Gwendolen. 

Sir Hugo warns him to maintain a safe distance from the 

woman, yet he continues to meet with her both openly and 

privately. He recognizes her growing reliance upon him, 

yet consciously allows her to depend upon him. At cne 

moment Deronda's 11 fervent affectionateness" makes him "de-

light in meeting the wish of beings near to him" (p. 815), 

while, once under obligation to them, he feels he has signed 

his name "to a blank paper which might be filled up ter-

ribly" (p. 755). To explain this inconsistency, the author 

says: 

Deronda did not obey Gwendolen•s summons without 
some agitation. Not his vanity, but his keen 
sympathy made him susceptible to the danger that 
ano.ther • s heart might feel larger demands on him 
than he would be able to fulfil; and it was no 
longer a matter of argument with him, but of 
penetrating consciousness, that Gwendolen•s soul 
clung to his with a passionate need. (p. 834) 
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After Grandcourt's death, Gwendolen is tormented by guilt, 

having acknowledged the power of her evil thoughts and her 

selfishness. She desires the understanding of Deronda now 

more than ever. However unwillingly, Deronda deceives the 

woman when he says, "'I will not forsake you'" (p. 755). 

He fully intends to travel to the East at this point and 

to take Mirah with him. George Eliot tries to retain 

reader sympathy for Deronda by intervening: "What position 

could have been more difficult for a man full of tenderness, 

yet with clear foresight?" (p. 842). The author insists 

unconvincingly that "(Gwendolen's] imagination had not been 

turned to a future union with Deronda by any other than 

the spiritual tie which had been continually strengthening 

." (p. 842). This is simply not true, but the reader 

would have to believe it if he were to be satisfied with 

Deronda's departure from Gwendolen. 

Why George Eliot rationalizes Deronda's behavior 

and idealizes him must certainly be related to her philosophy 

of man's~ ability to rise above the common desires and attain 

unselfish goals. The author seems to ignore the fact that 

self-knowledge and the fulfillment of the individual will 

is a fundamental virtue which enables man to understand and 

aid others. Whereas Gwendolen must find and accept her 

identity and restrain her will, Deronda has to find his 

identity and assert his will. Unfortunately he does neither. 

True, his mother finally appears and tells Deronda of his 
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Jewish heritage, but he has nothing to do with the dis-

covery. He never decides for himself that he wants to 

fight for the Jewish cause: Mordecai claims Deronda as the 

envisioned leader. The only ambition or task Deronda under-

takes willingly is the one he later struggles to free him-

self from--Gwendolen's safety and happiness, her spiritual 

renewal. Regardless of George Eliot's attempt to turn 

Deronda into a sort of epic hero, she fails to demonstrate 

his valor. There is no reason to believe that he is cured 

of the disease of sympathy or that he will remain true to 

the Jewish cause or be effective as a missionary in the 

East. 

Sympathy apparently blunts and fragments the sen-

sibilities until the victim cannot determine goals or carry 

out actions. Robert Preyer explains: .:Deronda's tempta-

tion is not worldliness but spiritual sloth, an unwilling-

ness resolutely to seek out and risk a course of action . 

.. a In relation to Gwendolen one would expect Deronda . . . 
either to give her general advice and then maintain an ob

jective stance or to tell her of his feeling for Mirah. 

He does neither because he cannot resist Gwendolen's need 

to talk with him and get his advice. Comparing Deronda 

and Herr Klesmer, the latter clearly handles his 

8 
Robert Preyer, "Beyond the Liberal Imagination: 

vision and Unreality in Daniel Deronda," Victorian Studies, 
4 (1960), 50. 
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relationship with Gwendolen more maturely and decisively. 

Klesmer is infinitely more candid and direct when he says: 

:Miss.Harleth, ... I will veil nothing from you 
1n th1s matter. I should reckon myself guilty if 
I put a false visage on things--made them too 
black or too white. The gods have a curse for him 
who willingly tells another the wrong road. And 
if I mislead one who is so young, so beautiful--
who, I trust, will find her happiness along the 
right road, I should regard myself as a--B~sewicht. 
. . . 

'You are a beautiful young lady--you have been 
brought up in ease--you have done what you would-
you have not said to yourself, "I must know this 
exactly," "I must understand this exactly," "I 
must do this exactly .... " (p. 297) 

By directly pointing out Gwendolen's willfulness and ir-

responsibility, Klesmer's duty as counsellor and friend is 

fulfilled. He has no further obligation to Gwendolen, and 

she feels no freedom to impose upon him for more advice. 

Deronda incurs the responsibility to Gwendolen which he 

ultimately does not meet. He finds that he is helpless in 

coping with Gwendolen's trauma of self-discovery: "He 

dreaded the weight of this woman's soul flung upon his own 

with imploring dependence" (p. 754). 

The conclusion of the novel is a series of direct 

authorial affirmations of Deronda and his decision to for-

sake Gwendolen. The following passages are rhetorically 

unsound since they misrepresent Deronda's relationship with 

Gwendolen. George Eliot hopes to explain that Gwendolen's 

reliance upon Deronda is blind and selfish, while the 

reader knows that Gwendolen has responded naturally to 



Deronda's repressed feeling for her. 

It had lain in the course of poor Gwendolen's lot 
that her dependence on Deronda tended to rouse 
in him the enthusiasm of self-martyring pity 
rather than of personal love, and his less con
strained tenderness flowed with the fuller stream 
towards an indwelling image in all things unlike 
Gwendolen. (p. 813) 
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Here the reader is to sympathize with Deronda and ignore 

his extremely short-sighted and selfish role as confidant 

to Gwendolen. George Eliot adds error to error when she 

defends her hero where he least deserves it: 

That mission of Deronda to Gwendolen had begun 
with what she had felt to be his judgment of her 
at the gaming-table. He might easily have 
spoiled it:--much of our lives is spent in mar
ring our own influence and turning others' be
lief in us into a widely concluding unbelief which 
they call knowledge of the world, while it is 
really disappointment in you or me. Deronda had 
not spoiled his mission. (p. 833) 

The reader must reject the author's appraisal of 

Deronda. George Eliot does not provide the aesthetic dis-

tance between the reader and the hero so that judgment can 

balance sympathy. The author does not come to terms with 

her hero's shortcomings, so these weaknesses become glar-

ing faults. While Deronda is supposed to be the moral 

standard of the novel and the key to the novel's norms, he 

instead functions to illuminate Gwendolen's conversion and 

to undercut the philosophy George Eliot intends. 

The heroine's recognition of her faults, especially 

her egotism, enables her to combat them and progress toward 

her goal of happiness. Gwendolen's growing sense of 
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nothingness and isolation, ~er realization that the world 

does not revolve around her, better equips the heroine to 

deal with the human dilemma. At the end of the novel she 

can evaluate her worth more accurately than at the begin

ning. The loneliness and emotional torment she sustains 

become stepping stones in her inevitable ascent to nobility. 

Gwendolen embodies man's struggle for spiritual 

elevation, while Deronda is intended to represent the spir

itual goal. George Eliot wishes to derno~strate that the 

spiritual goal is realized by certain special individuals 

like Deronda7 yet because her hero remains static and un

lifelike, the author undermines her own philosophy. George 

Eliot actually demonstrates that the ideally moral humans 

do not exist, but that people must strive for dignity, 

humanism, and spiritual elevation, as Gwendolen does. George 

Eliot's inability to achieve distance from Deronda resulted 

in her inability to provide multiple viewpoints from which 

the reader could evaluate him. Deronda is not the incarna

tion of the philosophy held by George Eliot~ he 1s the evi

dence that such a philosophy is unrealistic and perhaps un

desirable. The novel's greatest significance lies in the 

artistic and faithful portrayal of man's potential for 

greatness. Through the characterization of Gwendolen Har

leth, George Eliot illustrates that humans have the capacity 

for spiritual evolution, but that the path is terrifying 

and the chief terror is in the individual soul. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

Daniel Deronda is a provocative and sophisticated 

novel, portraying man in relation to his society, as well 

as man alone and isolated. The presence of the omniscient 

narrator contributes to the reader's pleasure and to his 

comprehension of the intricacies of theme. Nevertheless, 

George Eliot's narrative technique results in a rhetorical 

problem which weakens the thematic thrust of the novel. 

Curiously the rhetorical problem exists mainly in the char

acterization of the hero, for George Eliot's portrayal of 

the heroine is an artistic feat. 

The author's relationship to Gwendolen Harleth is 

simultaneously sympathetic and objective, the latter stance 

allowing the author tremendous opportunities for portray

ing the heroine in an ironic light. Thus, the reader views 

Gwendolen as both a sympathetic figure and as a woman in 

need of spiritual renewal. The reader has the advantage 

of multiple viewpoints from which to analyze Gwendolen, 

but his ultimate alliance is with the author, who maintains 

full control over the reader-character relationship. The 

identification of the reader with George Eliot in viewing 

Gwendolen enables the reader to readily discern the norms 

of the novel. Gwendolen is a human being striving to sur

mount character faults which otherwise cause her unbearable 
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anguish. The reader delights in the heroine's spiritual 

evolution and her victory over her darker self. Gwendolen 

is one of the most memorable fictional creations in litera

ture. 

The reader's relationship to the hero, on the other 

hand, is one not intended by the author. Because George 

Eliot's own relationship to Deronda is artistically un

satisfactory, the author fails to establish the reader

character relationship she envisioned. George Eliot ideal

izes her hero, and she insists on eliciting only the read

er's sympathy toward him. Hence, the reader has no ironic 

view of Deronda, and he has no selection of vantage points 

from which to analyze him. While George Eliot succeeds ln 

arous1ng the intended reader response to Gwendolen, she 

fails to arouse it in response to the hero. As a result, 

the author alienates the reader from Deronda, undermining 

the philosophy she wished him to embody. 

This major rhetorical failure accounts for the ap

parent stylistic inconsistency in Daniel Deronda, but it 

by no means destroys the novel as a whole. George Eliot's 

last and most ambitious work remains a remarkable and rep

resentative fictional achievement of the Victorian age. 
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