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Anna Gutowska
The Jan Kochanowski University in Kielce

Popular Fiction Tropes in  
George Eliot’s Felix Holt: the Radical

Abstract

In line with recent critical approaches to George Eliot that increasingly question her 
reputation as a realist writer, the article seeks to analyse the plot and characterisation in 
George Eliot’s Felix Holt: The Radical (1866) with reference to popular (and especially 
sensational and melodramatic) tropes often found in fiction of the period. The article dis-
cusses such plot elements as the trial scene in which the heroine gives testimony in order 
to help the hero, the heroine’s renouncement of her fortune, and the figures of a fallen 
woman (treated as a cautionary example by the heroine) and of a mysterious suitor with  
a troubled past. 

In 1864, one reviewer announced that “a book without a murder, a divorce, a seduc-
tion and a bigamy is not apparently considered worth either writing or reading” (qtd. 
in Hughes 4). The reign of sensation novel has begun with the publication of Wilkie 
Collins’s The Woman in White (1859), followed by Mrs. Henry Wood’s East Lynne 
(1861) and Mary Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862). Established novelists 
were quick to recognize the enormous popularity of sensation writers, whom they 
however often deemed amateur and upstart. Thinking about the sensation boom of 
the 1860s, the quintessential realist Anthony Trollope mused in his Autobiography: 
“Among English novels of the present day, and among English novelists, a great 
division is made. There are sensational novels and anti-sensational, sensational 
readers and anti-sensational. The novelists who are considered anti-sensational 
are generally called realistic” (Trollope 226). The effect of this often-quoted pas-
sage, in which Trollope posits the existence of an unbridgeable chasm between the 
sensational and anti-sensational novelists, is however significantly toned down by 
the remarks which directly follow it: 

  I am realistic. My friend Wilkie Collins is generally supposed to be sensational. The 
readers who prefer the one are supposed to take delight in the elucidation of character. 
Those who hold by the other are charmed by the continuation and gradual development 
of a plot. All this is, I think, a mistake, which mistake arises from the inability of the  
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imperfect artist to be at the same time realistic and sensational. A good novel should 
be both, and both in the highest degree. If a novel fails in either, there is a failure in 
art. (Trollope 226‒227)

While Trollope argues that the inclusion of sensational elements in a realist novel 
has artistic merit, the fact that prominent realist novels of the period often contain 
sensational or melodramatic literary tropes can also be explained on the grounds of 
readers’ preferences and demands of the book market. 1 Naturally, “anti-sensational” 
novels did not sell as well as books featuring “a murder, a divorce, a seduction and 
a bigamy” that flooded railway bookstalls and circulating libraries.2 In her preface 
to Hard Cash (1864), the sensationalist Charles Reade succinctly summarized the 
feelings of mid-Victorian readers and book-buyers: “Without sensation, there is 
no interest” (3). 
 Just like Trollope, George Eliot herself undoubtedly belonged to the “anti-
sensational” school. However, modern critical approaches to her literary output 
reveal the presence of sensational motifs in virtually all her works – from the 
mysterious femme fatale Countess Czerlaski in “The Sad Fortunes of the Rever-
end Amos Barton,” the opening novella of George Eliot’s literary debut, Scenes 
of Clerical Life (1857), to the quasi-bigamy and quasi-murder featured in her last 
published novel, Daniel Deronda (1876) (see Mahawatte, Levine). In my article, I 
am going to offer an overview of the sensation elements in the plot of George Eliot’s 
somewhat under-researched 1866 novel, Felix Holt: The Radical, and analyse it 
in the context of sensational and melodramatic tropes present in earlier bestsell-
ing Victorian novels, particularly Charles Reade’s Hard Cash (1863), Elizabeth 
Gaskell’s North and South (1855) and Mary Barton (1848) and Charles Dickens’s 
Bleak House (1852‒1853).
 Interestingly, Eliot’s journalistic output contains proof that she was highly 
aware of popular literature tropes. Just weeks before starting her first work of 
fiction, she published in A Westminster Review an essay entitled “Silly Novels by 
Lady Novelists” (1856). Wittily organized into a typology, the essay differentiates 
between various kinds of popular novels and contains a scathing (and wickedly 
funny) condemnation of escapist potboilers written by women.3 Chief among the 
many literary offences committed by “lady novelists” is providing the readers’ with 
unrealistically perfect heroines:

The heroine is usually an heiress, probably a peeress in her own right […]. Her eyes 
and her wit are both dazzling; her nose and her morals are alike free from any tendency 
to irregularity […]. Or it may be that the heroine is not an heiress – that rank and 
wealth are the only things in which she is deficient; but she infallibly gets into high 
society, she has the triumph of refusing many matches and securing the best […]. 
Rakish men either bite their lips in impotent confusion at her repartees, or are touched 
to penitence by her reproofs, which, on appropriate occasions, rise to a lofty strain of  
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rhetoric, indeed, there is a general propensity in her to make speeches and to rhapso-
dise at some length when she retires to her bedroom. In her recorded conversations 
she is amazingly eloquent, and in her unrecorded conversations, amazingly witty. 
She is understood to have a depth of insight that looks through the shallow theories 
of philosophers, and her superior instincts are a sort of dial by which men have only 
to set their clocks and watches and all will go well. (Eliot 1992; 296, emphasis mine)

As Lynda Mugglestone observes in her preface to Felix Holt, the highly idealised 
heroines of popular fiction can serve as a context for Eliot’s heroine Esther Lyon, 
who is a voracious reader of the silver-fork novels: “it is on this pattern that Esther’s 
early ideals of wish-fulfilment run as she constructs herself as a lady manquée […]
assiduously cultivating the ‘refined’ sensibilities which might indicate ‘superiority’” 
(Mugglestone xviii). In the expository chapters, Esther is presented as self-centred 
and obsessed with appearances. Living very frugally with her father, she is forced 
to work as a day-governess, and spends all her money on small items of luxury, 
forever hankering after elegance and refinement:

Esther’s own mind was not free from a sense of irreconcilableness between the objects 
of her taste and the conditions of her lot. She knew that Dissenters were looked down 
upon by those whom she regarded as the most refined classes; her favourite compan-
ions, both in France and at an English school where she had been a junior teacher, 
had thought it quite ridiculous to have a father who was a Dissenting preacher […]. 
She was proud that the best-born and handsomest girls at school had always said that 
she might be taken for a born lady. (76‒77)

In the course of the novel, Esther’s fortunes will undergo a scarcely credible re-
versal which seems directly inspired by the plot twists of popular novels. It will 
be revealed that she is not a daughter of the humble Dissenting preacher, but a 
scion of an aristocratic family, and then – in a somewhat subversive (though not 
fully unexpected) twist, she will renounce her inheritance in order to marry the 
man she loves. 
 Apart from Esther’s characterisation, the most visible proof of Eliot’s in-
debtedness to popular fiction is the climactic trial scene, where Esther decides to 
testify in order to defend her beloved Felix Holt (and bravely risks her reputation, 
as she will have to admit that she had met him unchaperoned). The supposition 
that George Eliot’s trial scene is inspired by similar scenes from sensation novels 
receives a surprising confirmation from the abovementioned sensation novelist 
Charles Reade. The talented but eccentric Reade developed what Winifred Hughes 
terms “an envious paranoia on the subject of George Eliot” (Hughes 100). He at-
tacked Eliot in many letters to The Times and, in a devious twist worthy of one 
of his own novels, printed in Once a Week an anonymous article on himself, as a 
part of a series on prominent English writers. In the article, Reade was effusive 
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in praise of himself (“Mr Reade is the greatest living writer of fiction” (250)) and 
did not mince words in his attack on George Eliot, whom he called “a writer of 
the second class […] adroit enough to disavow the sensational, yet to use it as far 
as her feeble powers would let her” (Reade 253). His virulent critique centred on 
a comparison of his own Hard Cash (1863) and Eliot’s Felix Holt. 
 Reade’s Hard Cash, of which he was inordinately proud, was indeed a best-
selling sensation novel, whose intricate plot could be the envy of Wilkie Collins 
himself. It told the story of two young people who love each other, but whose 
families are in bitter feud, as the man’s father, a banker, has apparently defrauded 
the girl’s father of the titular “hard cash,” a huge sum of money that he had brought 
from the colonies and that constituted his life savings. When the young protagonists 
overcome all obstacles and the wedding day finally comes, Alfred is lured to an 
asylum and promptly imprisoned on trumped-up charges of “mental instability” 
by his own scheming father, who dreads that his embezzlement will be exposed. 
After a harrowing time in the asylum, which almost breaks his sanity, Alfred stands 
a lunacy trial, and Julia appears in the witness-box to explain the reasons behind 
his father’s fiendish actions. Even a brief summary reveals that the plot of Hard 
Cash, whose main concern is unlawful imprisonment in mental asylums, bears 
little resemblance to Felix Holt, which essentially tells a story of a love triangle 
between Esther Lyon, a working class political activist Felix Holt, and an aristocratic 
landowner (and Radical candidate in the upcoming parliamentary election) Harold 
Transome, set against the backdrop of political and social turmoil that followed 
the Great Reform Bill of 1832, and preceded the first general election organized 
after the first considerable extension of suffrage. 
 In spite of the obvious disparities in subject matter, Reade furiously accused 
Eliot of plagiarising his novel, while at the same time he maintained that his own 
work was by far artistically superior. In his argument, he focused on the trial scenes 
in both novels:

  In Felix Holt, the ground is admirably laid for strong situations: but in the actual treat-
ment only two come out dramatically, and they are both borrowed. The young man 
coming to strike his steward, and being met by “I am your Father.”4 And the heroine 
going into the witness-box to give evidence for her lover. The former is borrowed 
from an old novel, and the latter from Charles Reade’s Hard Cash, and it may be 
instructive to show how the inventor and the imitator deal with the idea […]. Now, the 
fertile situation in Felix Holt was supplied by Charles Reade. The true literary patent 
is in him. His is the witness with the clear, mellow voice who gives her evidence as 
if before God – and that witness a young lady who loves the man for whom she gives 
evidence. (258) 

The similarities on which Reade dwells are mainly details of description – a ray 
of sunshine crossing the courtroom in both scenes, or the fact that the hands of 
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both prisoners, Alfred and Felix, tremble at some point during the trial. Needless 
to say, Reade’s implausible claims were generally dismissed by critics and treated 
as proof of his mental imbalance (Hughes 114). 
 Though they serve more as evidence of Reade’s psychological problems than 
of Eliot’s plagiarism, the accusations bring into focus the inherent melodramatic 
appeal of the court scene in Felix Holt. The pathos of the situation in which the 
heroine saves the hero (either physically or metaphorically) was often exploited 
by nineteenth century women writers. The reversal of gender roles in comparison 
with the usual romantic “damsel in distress” formula was undoubtedly startling 
for early Victorian readers, but by the 1850s it seemed quite stale and predictable 
(Showalter 317). The most intrepid of these the hero-rescuing heroines is decidedly 
Margaret Hale from Gaskell’s North and South. In order to save her lover from 
lynching by an angry mob during a strike, Margaret rushes in front of him and is 
hit by a stone meant for Thornton. While Esther’s rescue of Felix in the court room 
requires less physical daring, her actions constitute an equally serious breach of  
propriety. 
 In fact, Gaskell’s North and South provides a valid context for Felix Holt 
not only because it features a scene of the heroine sacrificing her reputation (and 
in the case of Gaskell’s novel, also putting herself in physical danger) in order 
to save the hero. Another, and more fundamental, similarity between the two 
novels lies in the final renouncement of the heroine’s fortunes, which consti-
tuted yet another popular Victorian novelistic trope. As Elaine Showalter argues, 
on a symbolic plane, the heroine’s renouncement of her fortune constituted a 
symbol of feminine subjugation (Showalter 115). The formula was well-suited 
to the dominant Victorian beliefs about gender roles and this fact could perhaps 
explain its popularity (Flint 73). But in order for it to be effective, the worthi-
ness of the hero and heroine had to be established beyond all doubt. The readers 
have to feel that the sacrifice of the heroine will be justly rewarded with a happy  
marriage. 
 The plot of North and South might serve as a blueprint for all such develop-
ments, including Felix Holt. In the final chapters of Gaskell’s novel, the heroine 
serendipitously inherits great wealth and also incidentally becomes the owner of 
land on which the protagonist’s factory is built. Margaret and Mr Thornton were 
initially strongly attracted to one another, but at that point, due to a series of devious 
misunderstandings, each believes that the other is indifferent. But when Margaret 
hears about Thornton’s financial troubles, she offers him a generous loan, and this 
action brings about an instant reconciliation. On the last page of the novel, the 
lovers engage in what Elaine Showalter wryly calls “a self-debasement contest” 
(Showalter 137), fervently assuring one another that they are “not good enough” 
(Gaskell 521). Showalter aptly expounds the significance of this popular plot de-
velopment:
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Margaret not only tames Mr Thornton but also, in a final humiliation, endows him 
with her legacy so that he can pay off his debts and keep his mill. To get a great deal 
of money and to give it to a man for his work was the feminine heroine’s apotheosis, 
the ultimate in the power of self-sacrifice. (84)

This mutual show of humility in North and South serves as a final proof that both 
lovers have learned their lesson and abandoned false pride. Contrarily to what the 
characters explicitly say, the readers now believe that they have absolutely proven 
their worthiness. 
 This pattern reappears in Felix Holt. Here, the heroine rejects a wealthy 
suitor in order to marry the man she loves. What is more, in the final plot twist it 
is revealed that Harold’s fortune should not legally be his, but (by virtue of a legal 
technicality too ingenious to explain here) it should belong to no other than the 
heroine herself. Esther thus not only refuses to marry Harold, but renounces her 
legal claim to his estate and willingly endows the rejected suitor with a fortune that 
hitherto has never legally been his. The event is presented with startling brevity: 
“Harold heard from Esther’s lips that she loved someone else, and that she resigned 
all claim to the Transome estates” (471). Esther’s act of renunciation is even more 
total than that of Margaret Hale, as she chooses a life of comparative poverty with 
her future husband. 
 Jean Kennard in Victims of Convention points out that apart from North and 
South, there is yet another work by Elizabeth Gaskell that may have been an inspira-
tion for Eliot. Kennard persuasively argues that the basic plot pattern of Felix Holt 
is eerily similar that of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848), which George Eliot 
read in April 1859 (Haight 330). Unlike Reade, Gaskell never thought to compare 
her own work with that of George Eliot, even though similar rumours about Eliot’s 
supposed plagiarism had also circulated with relation to her The Moorland Cottage 
(1850) and The Mill on the Floss (1860). In my opinion, the striking similarities 
between Mary Barton and Felix Holt (including the melodramatic court scenes that 
feature in both) testify more to the fact that both writers utilised popular fictional 
tropes than to conscious plagiarism on George Eliot’s part. Gaskell’s plot outline is 
a classic example of the melodramatic triangle: the titular heroine of Mary Barton 
is a beautiful working class girl, who is courted by two suitors – Jem Wilson, an 
engineer with a working class background, and Harry Carson, a dissolute son of a 
factory owner. At first, Mary encourages the advances of Harry Carson, so when 
Jem proposes to her, she refuses him. Soon after, she realizes that she is in love 
with Jem and starts to evade Harry. When Carson is murdered, Jem is accused of 
the crime and Mary takes it upon herself to find a witness who will provide an alibi 
and she also testifies in his favour during the trial. 
 Apart from the court scene, there are however two important points of similarity 
between the two novels. One is the particular variation of the two suitors conven-
tion, called by Kennard “the aristocrat versus the commoner” (Kennard 46). The 
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terms “aristocrat” and “commoner” are used here very loosely, indicating a marked 
difference in social status between the two suitors rather than their actual rank. 
Typically, the “aristocratic” suitor turns out to be the wrong one, and the heroine 
marries the poor but honest “commoner.” To the best of my knowledge, Jane Eyre 
is the only major novel from the period in which the heroine marries the wealthier 
suitor.5 An extreme version of “the aristocrat versus the commoner” formula also 
features in Nad Niemnem (On the Neman River) by Eliza Orzeszkowa, a Polish 
roman à these published in 1888, whose idealistic heroine chooses the love of a 
patriotic and honourable peasant over an advantageous match with a cosmopoli-
tan aristocrat. The discrediting qualities of the aristocratic suitor in Orzeszkowa’s 
novel are his addiction to opium and an utter disregard for local matters, including 
the management of his own estate. The eleventh hour revelation of compromising 
facts about the aristocratic suitor, which appears in Orzeszkowa’s novel, is another 
ubiquitous element of the formula, also present in Felix Holt.
 In mid-nineteenth century romances that employ the two suitors formula, 
the aristocratic suitor routinely turns out to be “an upstart […] undeserving of his 
superior position” (Kennard 48). The blueprint for this development is Collins’ 
The Woman in White (1859), in which Walter Hartright, a poor but honest drawing 
master, vies for the affections of the heroine with the evil Sir Percival Glyde. Walter 
finds out that Glyde’s devilish actions are targeted at destroying the proofs of his 
illegitimate birth and of the fact that he has no legal title to his fortune. Symboli-
cally, the villain burns to death in a church fire, and the parish register in which he 
had forged the record of his parents’ marriage burns with him. 
 George Eliot takes this variant of “the aristocrat versus the commoner” formula 
one step further, even if the dénouement in her novel is less dramatic than that in 
The Woman in White. Not only is Harold Transome revealed to be an illegitimate 
son (and as such he has no claim to the Transome estate), but also his family fortune 
reverts to the possession of the heroine. It is clear however that the illegitimacy 
of the aristocratic suitor inevitably makes the heroine’s dilemma less compelling. 
The hitherto undoubted advantages of the aristocratic suitor, his title and wealth, 
turn into a mare’s nest, and the sterling qualities of the commoner no longer have 
a valid counterpoint. 
 Another telling point of similarity between Mary Barton and Felix Holt is 
the presence of a fallen woman, whose story serves as a warning for the heroine. 
In Gaskell’s novel this figure is Mary’s aunt Esther. As a young girl, Esther was 
wilful and spirited and she run away from home in order to escape the life of 
penury and hard work. She became a “kept woman,” but once her youth and good 
looks were gone, her position gradually downgraded to a street-walker, the lowest 
ranking prostitute. Aunt Esther is a cautionary figure: she comes to see Mary and 
explicitly warns her not to indulge in fairy-tale fantasies of “ensnaring” a wealthy 
man, which were the cause of her own ruin. Mary takes her words to heart and 
Esther’s warning is thus an indirect cause of her reconciliation with Jem. Then  
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Esther vanishes, and after some time is found unconscious on the doorstep of Mary’s 
home. “They rushed outside; and, fallen in what appeared simply a heap of white 
or light-coloured clothes, fainting or dead, lay the poor crushed Butterfly – the once 
innocent Esther” (Gaskell 421). The description of Esther’s deathbed and funeral 
likewise teems with pathos. Thus, the narratorial treatment of Aunt Esther is the 
one traditionally accorded to fallen women in Victorian fiction: she is punished by 
death for her transgression.
 The part of the “fallen woman” in Felix Holt is played by Mrs Transome. 
Compared with Gaskell’s Esther, her portrayal is much more nuanced, and the 
way in which she influences the heroine’s decisions much less straightforward. 
Several critics have pointed out that the portrayal of Mrs Transome owes much to 
Dickens’ Lady Dedlock.6 It is true that the mode of presentation of Mrs Transome 
is similar to that of Bleak House’s anti-heroine. Both characters are first shown in 
“passive tableaux” (Bode 780) and the emphasis is put in equal measure on their 
beauty and on the as yet inexplicable feeling of suppressed anxiety they exude. 
They are both expiating for some mysterious sins and dreading their discovery. 
In both cases, perhaps predictably, the revelations that they dread can come from 
the family lawyer. In Bleak House, the menacing Mr Tulkinghorn accidentally 
finds proof that before her marriage, Lady Dedlock had given birth to a child out 
of wedlock. The sheer realization that Tulkinghorn knows of her misdeeds makes 
the deranged Lady Dedlock flee from home. She dies of exhaustion at the gate of 
the cemetery where her lover is buried. 
 In the case of Mrs Transome, the secret is that Harold is not in fact the son of 
Mr Transome, but of the family lawyer Jermyn. George Eliot is very careful about 
planting the necessary clues. The first one can be found already in the introduc-
tory chapter, where the coachman Sampson informs the travellers that there are 
some “stories” circulating in the neighbourhood about the family from Transome  
Court:

  If the passenger was curious for further knowledge concerning the Transome affairs, 
Sampson would shake his head and say there had been fine stories in his time, but he 
never condescended to state what the stories were. Some attributed this reticence to a 
wise incredulity, others to a want of memory, others to simple ignorance. But at least 
Sampson was right in saying that there had been fine stories – meaning, ironically, 
stories not altogether creditable to the parties concerned. (10)

The same mysterious rumours are then reinforced in Chapter VIII when Sir Maxi-
mus Debarry remarks to his wife about Mrs Transome: “I never swallowed the 
scandal about her myself” (91). More hints as to the precise cause of the scandal 
and of Mrs Transome’s anxiety appear in a conversation between Mrs Transome 
and Denner, her waiting-woman and confidante. When Harold arrives, Denner 
remarks cryptically: “As for likeness, thirty-five and sixty are not much alike, 
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only to people’s memories” (27). Other clues are worthy of Agatha Christie: for 
example, both Harold and Jermyn use similar gestures: 

  [Jermyn] chose always to dress in black, and was especially addicted to black satin 
waistcoats, which carried out the general sleekness of his appearance; and this, together 
with his white, fat, but beautifully-shaped hands, which he was in the habit of rubbing 
gently on his entrance to the room, gave him very much the air of a lady’s physician. 
Harold remembered with some amusement his uncle’s dislike of those conspicuous 
hands, but as his own were soft and dimpled, and as he too was given to the innocent 
practice of rubbing those members, his suspicions were not yet deepened. (36)

The last sentence of this passage is especially telling. Eliot’s ironic avowal that there 
was nothing in Jermyn’s appearance to trigger Harold’s suspicions brings to mind 
her earlier treatment of Lawyer Wakem in The Mill on the Floss and the narrator’s 
insistence that “there was not more rascality [in his face] than in the shape of his 
stiff shirt collar” (Eliot 2003, 2006). But in contrast to Wakem, whose “villainy” 
was completely exonerated by Eliot in the third volume of the novel, Jermyn is a 
genuinely evil character. Many carefully planted allusions are intended to explain 
the psychology behind his actions. The essence of Jermyn’s moral fallings is ex-
plained in a complex anecdote:

  A German poet was intrusted with a particularly fine sausage, which he was to convey 
to the donor’s friend in Paris. In the course of a long journey he smelt the sausage, he 
got hungry, and desired to taste it; he pared a morsel off, then another, and another, in 
successive moments of temptation, till at last the sausage was, humanely speaking, at 
an end. The offence had not been premeditated. The poet had never loved meanness, 
but he loved sausage; the result was undeniably awkward. 

   So it was with Matthew Jermyn. He was far from liking the ugly abstraction ras-
cality, but he had liked other things which had suggested nibbling. He had had to do 
many things in law and in daily life which, in the abstract, he would have condemned; 
and indeed he had never been tempted by them in the abstract. Here, in fact, was the 
inconvenience, he had sinned for the sake of particular concrete things, and particular 
concrete consequences were likely to follow. (117)

Eliot scholarship failed to identify the German poet from the story, which is 
believed to be apocryphal (Karl 550). I believe Eliot simply wanted to add yet 
another ironic twist to the situation, by contrasting the poet’s romantic occu-
pation and the mundane cause of his temptation and lack of self-restraint. She 
further reinforces the irony in other allusions to the love affair between Mrs 
Transome and Jermyn: “Shall we call it degeneration or gradual development 
– this effect of thirty additional winters on the soft-glancing, versifying young  
Jermyn?” (455).
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 The story of the affair is only presented in glimpses and allusions, and the 
general mood is that of regret. As Ilona Dobosiewicz puts it, “The novel focuses 
not so much on the acts that [Mrs Transome] committed, but on the results of these 
past acts, and demonstrates that each moment of choice is influenced by previous 
decisions” (126). The transgressions of thirty years ago are the cause of present 
humiliation, but their true nature is only referred to allusively:

  For a moment [Jermyn] was fully back in those distant years when he and another 
bright-eyed person had seen no reason why they should not indulge their passion and 
their vanity, and determine for themselves how their lives should be made delightful 
in spite of unalterable external conditions. The reasons had been unfolding themselves 
gradually ever since though all the years which had converted the handsome, soft-eyed, 
slim young Jermyn (with a touch of sentiment) into a portly lawyer of sixty, for whom 
life had resolved itself into the means of keeping up his head among his professional 
brethren and maintaining an establishment – into a grey-haired husband and father, 
whose third affectionate and expensive daughter now rapped at the window and called 
to him, ‘Papa, papa, get ready for dinner; don’t you remember that the Lukyns are 
coming?’ (220)

Eliot's psychological insight transforms a plot development that could be presented 
as lurid, into a pitiful situation that calls for the readers’ sympathy. The treatment 
of Jermyn prefigures the famous exclamation: “But why always Dorothea?” from 
Middlemarch (87), whereby Eliot demanded an equal measure of compassion for 
the ardent heroine and her unattractive husband. 
 A recurring thread in the allusions to Mrs Transome’s past in Felix Holt con-
sists of attempts to explain how a woman could “make herself secretly dependent 
on a man who is beneath her in feeling” (115). Mrs Transome’s infatuation with 
Jermyn is in fact not dissimilar from Maggie Tulliver’s “great temptation,” her 
falling in love with Stephen Guest. George Eliot explains both heroines behav-
iours by highlighting the lack of educational opportunities for women in the early 
decades of the nineteenth century, the resulting frustration of their ambitions, and 
the fact that they sought to fill their empty lives with some surrogate meaning by 
romanticizing their lot. An early chapter of the novel provides a condensed ironic 
account of Arabella Transome’s youth:7

  When she was young she had been thought wonderfully clever and accomplished, 
and had been rather ambitious of intellectual superiority – had secretly picked out for 
private reading the lighter parts of dangerous French authors – and in company had 
been able to talk of Mr Burke’s style, or of Chateaubriand’s eloquence – had laughed 
at the Lyrical Ballads and admired Mr Southey’s Thalaba […]. For Miss Lingon 
had had a superior governess, who held that a woman should be able to write a good 
letter, and to express herself with propriety on general subjects. And it is astonishing 
how effective this education appeared in a handsome girl, who sat supremely well 



83Popular Fiction Tropes in George Eliot’s Felix Holt: the Radical

on horseback, sang and played a little, painted small figures in water-colours, had a 
naughty sparkle in her eyes when she made a daring quotation, and an air of serious 
dignity when she recited something from her store of correct opinions. (29‒30)

In spite of its opaque literary references, the passage rings the same tone as the often-
quoted mocking description of the education of Rosamond Vincy in Middlemarch, 
who attended “the chief school in the county, where the teaching included all that 
was demanded in the accomplished female – even to extras, such as the getting in 
and out of a carriage” (89) and thus links to one of George Eliot’s most recurring 
and most personal themes, that of the dearth of valid educational opportunities for 
young women.
 The description of Mrs Transome’s education and her desire to dazzle also 
make her a foil – or a cautionary example – for Esther. The heroine has many af-
finities with the young Mrs Transome, such as intelligence and the general claim to 
superiority, and also the desire to dazzle. But when Esther comes to “the first and 
last parting of her ways” (430), her decision is diametrically opposed to the choice 
made by Mrs Transome thirty years earlier. The point that Mrs Transome is a foil 
to Esther is brought home in a scene where the latter, meditating on her choice, 
sees a portrait of a young Mrs Transome: “the youthful brilliancy it represented 
saddened Esther by its inevitable association with what she daily saw had come 
instead of it – a joyless, embittered age” (459). In yet another interpretational twist, 
the love story of Mrs Transome and Jermyn takes on an almost biblical dimension, 
as Esther muses:

  Even the flowers […] of Paradise would have been spoiled for a young heart, if the 
bowered walks had been haunted by an Eve gone grey and bitter with memories of 
Adam who had complained, “The woman […] she gave me of the tree, and I did  
eat.” (459)

Seeing the misery and humiliation that follows indulging in the temptation, Esther 
finds the strength to withstand it. The feeling of affinity with Mrs Transome is 
reinforced, because Esther herself had also been earlier compared by Harold to a 
sitter from another family portrait. To Harold’s surprise, Esther rather resents the 
compliment, exclaiming that the lady seems “drilled into her posture” (383). This 
scene is one of the first clues that hint at the moral change in the heroine. 
 The intricate web of imagery that suggests an affinity between Esther and 
Mrs Transome in fact serves a simple function – Mrs Transome, as the novel’s 
fallen woman, is meant to be a cautionary example for Esther. She plays the same 
role in the narrative as Gaskell’s Aunt Esther, who delivered an explicit message 
of warning to the heroine in Mary Barton. Alexander Welsh in his masterly study 
of the motif of blackmail in George Eliot’s novels stresses the realism of the end-
ing of Mrs Transome’s storyline, as opposed to the usual melodramatic deaths of 
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fallen women in Victorian fiction: “the narrator never deviates from a standard 
moral judgement upon her […]. Mrs Transome lives out her unhappy life with her 
senile husband; nothing can be achieved for romance or allegory by killing her 
off” (Welsh 198).
 Just as the characterisation of Mrs Transome contains veiled allusions to 
earlier portrayals of fictional “fallen women,” such as Braddon’s Lady Audley, 
and, to my mind, shows a specially strong affinity to Dickens’s Lady Dedlock, the 
characterisation of her son Harold seems subtly indebted to the Byronic hero (and 
possibly to later Victorian incarnations of this figure, such as Mr Rochester – another 
mysterious hero with a sexual past). George Eliot made the connection with Byron 
impossible to miss, as Harold shares a name with the eponymous hero of Childe 
Harold’s Pilgrimage. Conceivably, however, Harold is meant as an ironic reaction 
against the Byronic tradition rather than as a straightforward tribute. George Eliot 
carefully prepared the ground for Harold’s meeting with Esther by first describing 
his exciting and mysterious past:

  Meanwhile the estate was burdened […]. Harold must go and make the career for 
himself […]. [He] had gone with the Embassy to Constantinople, under the patron-
age of a high relative, his mother’s cousin; he was to be a diplomatist, and work his 
way upward in public life. But his luck has taken another shape: he had saved the life 
of an Armenian banker, who in gratitude offered him a prospect which his practical 
mind had preferred to the problematic promises of diplomacy and high-born cousin-
ship. Harold had become a merchant and banker at Smyrna, had let the years to pass 
without caring to find a possibility of visiting his early home. (24)

When Harold’s dissolute elder brother Durfey dies, he inherits the family estate 
and announces his decision to come back to England, and only then decides to 
inform his mother

  that he had been married, that his Greek wife was no longer living, but that he should 
bring home a little boy, the finest and most desirable of heirs and grandsons. Harold, 
seated in his distant Smyrna home […] figured his mother as a good elderly lady, 
who would necessarily be delighted with the possession on any terms of a healthy 
grandchild, and would not mind much about the particulars of the long-concealed 
marriage. (25)

At first, Harold’s news are only focalized through Mrs Transome, mortified by 
the fact that her favourite son kept his marriage a secret from her, and offended 
by his off-hand manner. When he arrives, Harold turns out to be a determinedly 
down-to-earth version of the Byronic hero. Whereas the facts of his life, such 
as his long residence in the exotic Smyrna, the mysterious marriage, and saving 
the life of a wealthy banker, have a perceptible romantic tinge, his behaviour 
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and appearance are in stark contrast with the romantic aura that surrounds him. 
Harold himself seems baffled by this disparity: “A woman would not find me a 
tragic hero,” he tells Esther, to which she replies, “O, no! You are quite another 
genre […]. [A woman] must dress for genteel comedy – such as your mother once 
described to me – where the most thrilling event is the drawing of a handsome  
cheque” (420). 
 Esther’s literary comparison further enhances the contrast between Harold 
and Felix, as the latter had been earlier compared to “a roughly-written page” 
(60). While Harold’s potential as a Byronic hero is played down, there is, how-
ever, one further element of mystery surrounding him that would be recognis-
able to readers of sensation fiction: he brings from the Orient a “sallow-skinned 
domestic” (112). It is hinted in the early chapters in the book that there is more 
to Harold’s man Dominic that meets the eye. Tantalisingly, he claims an acquaint-
ance with the novel’s would-be blackmailer Christian. But this promising story 
line is not pursued and in the end Dominic proves quite harmless. This method 
of building the readers’ expectations and subsequently playing them down re-
sembles Eliot’s handling of the would-be elopement sequence in The Mill on  
the Floss.
 Harold’s leading characteristic, which is reiterated in many contexts through-
out the novel, is his plumpness. Whereas Alicia Carroll in her seminal study of 
Orientalism in Felix Holt reads the insistent mentions of Harold’s fatness as a 
realist indication of his indulgent lifestyle – he is “rich with Turkish fortune and 
literally plump with Oriental luxury” (Carroll 237), I believe that the insistence 
on Harold’s excessive body weight may serve another function. A struggle to keep 
down his fat, by exercise and drinking vinegar, was a constant element of the life 
of Lord Byron, as testified in Leigh Hunt’s Autobiography (1850). It is probable 
that George Eliot had read Hunt’s book, as she had a long-standing interest in the 
lives of the Romantic poets and her partner G.H. Lewes used to be a close friend of 
Leigh Hunt’s son, Thornton Leigh Hunt (Rignall 152). And, as Byron’s biographer 
Fiona MacCarthy asserts, the story of Byron’s weight-related problems and constant 
dieting circulated quite widely in the nineteenth century, originating not only from 
Leigh Hunt’s Autobiography, but also from other memoirs and reminiscences of 
the poet’s friends (MacCarthy 228). Taking this into account, I believe that one 
can safely assume that the insistent allusions to Harold’s fatness are meant as an 
ironic reference to the Byronic legend, designed to highlight the disparity between 
the man and his life. Just like Byron’s new acquaintances were disconcerted to 
discover that the Romantic icon was in fact chubby, Esther Lyon – and the novel’s 
readers – also experience a cognitive dissonance.
 Esther’s final choice of the morally more worthy suitor of humble social 
standing over a seemingly irresistible (and a quasi-Byronic) aristocrat fulfils the 
requirements of the “aristocrat vs. commoner” formula and as such it is hardly sur-
prising for the reader. In one way, Esther’s decision is a clear proof of her maturity 
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and of final rejection of “fine-ladyism” which used to be her major weakness, but 
on the other hand, it also has a palpable fairy-tale quality. Like a true romantic 
heroine, Esther chooses the love of a good man over a loveless marriage to his 
wealthier rival. But the realistic setup of the story encourages different expecta-
tions: as Harold himself puts it earlier in the novel, “Esther was too clever and 
tasteful a woman to make a ballad heroine of herself, by bestowing her beauty and 
her lands on this lowly lover” (417). This, however, is precisely what she does. 
To complicate the picture even further, Harold himself is far from being a typical 
villain in the mould of Sir Percival Glyde. In the last volume of the novel he gives 
ample proofs of honour and generosity, informing Esther himself about her title 
to the Transome estates and later enlisting the help of local landowners in order to  
defend Felix. 
 All in all, a close analysis of Felix Holt, dubbed George Eliot’s “most intensely 
political novel” (Rignall 169), which many readers perceive as her most realistic 
(and incidentally, alongside Romola, one of her two least accessible works) re-
veals Eliot’s indebtedness to sensation novel tropes, which is visible not only in 
the climactic trial scene, but is also consistently present in characterisation of the 
principal characters (especially Harold and Mrs Transome) and in the outline of 
the plot. Felix Holt was published during the sensation boom of the 1860s, and a 
study of latent sensational and melodramatic motifs in Eliot’s novel and of their 
affinity with similar formulas present in earlier bestselling Victorian novels by 
Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, Wilkie Collins and Charles Reade helps to 
undermine the popular assumption that George Eliot was the quintessential realist 
and suggests that in fact she responded to the changing tastes of her readers and 
to their demand for sensation by introducing tropes inspired by popular fiction. 
Modern George Eliot scholarship confirms that this “the doyenne of nineteenth-
century realism” (Pykett 212) often “deployed sensation effects and sensation 
machinery in her attempts to render the moral universe legible” (Pykett 212). For 
all this, she skilfully negotiated the border between the realist and the sensational 
conventions, never crossing the line and entering fully into the popular fiction  
territory. 
 Studying hitherto under-researched aspects of Eliot’s work, such as her de-
ployment of popular literature tropes, fits well into the new critical trends within 
the broader field of Victorian studies. In 2008 the distinguished Victorian scholar 
George Levine appealed for a new opening in the field of nineteenth-century stud-
ies, claiming that the recent tendency to pay attention to neglected minor writers 
necessarily results in a distorted picture of the period. Levine called forth for 
a renewal of critical interest in canonical texts, arguing that the great Victorian 
novels should be re-evaluated as “distinctly less comfortable, quaint, cute and 
predictable than BBC and film productions have made many people think they are”  
(Levine vi).
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Notes

1  The complex relationships between the sensational and realist conventions 
are cogently studied by George Levine in How to Read the Victorian Novel 
(2008). 

2  An interesting analysis of the Victorian book market in one selected year is 
contained in Monica Correa Fryckstedt’s On the Brink: English Novels of 
1866 (1989). Incidentally, 1866 is the year of publication of Felix Holt, and 
Fryckstedt’s monograph carries a wealth of interesting details on the novel’s 
performance on the market and on Eliot’s sales in comparison with other 
authors. 

3  A detailed study of the specific novels which Eliot analyses in her essay is 
contained in Susan Rowland Tush’s George Eliot and the Conventions of 
Popular Women’s Fiction (1993). 

4  Reade alludes here to the scene in which Jermyn reveals to Harold that he is 
his father (Felix Holt, 456). Regrettably, I was not able to identify “the old 
novel” to which he refers. The relevant passage from George Eliot’s novel 
is analyzed in a classic article that traces the links of Eliot’s novel to classic 
Greek tragedy and especially to the notion of anagnorisis (see Thompson 
47‒58).

5  The subversion of the formula in the case of Mr Rochester and St. John Rivers 
makes the closure of Jane Eyre quite unexpected and testifies to the unique-
ness of Charlotte Brontë’s creative imagination. Given the Victorian value 
framework, the fact that the heroine rejects a proposal from a clergyman (and 
a prospective missionary) and marries a reformed villain is a brave departure 
from the reigning convention. The novel was a tremendous success in terms 
of sales, but several early reviews condemned the “immorality” of its ending 
(Barker 536‒577).

6  See Dobosiewicz (124) and Karl (390‒395). On a similar note, Winifred Hughes 
comments on the resemblance between Mrs Transome and Braddon’s Lady 
Audley (171‒172). The similarities between the two “fallen women” in Felix 
Holt and Lady Audley were in fact first noticed by at least one contemporary 
reviewer. In her chapter in The Cambridge Companion to Sensation Fiction 
Lyn Pykett observes: “The Contemporary Review was not alone in noting the 
indebtedness of Felix Holt (1866) to the sensation novel when it described 
Eliot’s Mrs Transome […] and Lady Audley as ‘twin sisters’” (212).

7  Mrs Transome’s Christian name is in itself significant as it carries palpable 
romantic associations. Disraeli was one novelist who used the name often for 
his heroines, e.g. in “The Loves of the Lady Arabella” (1834). One of the main 
characters of Disraeli’s Chartist novel Sybil (1845) is also called Arabella.



88 Anna Gutowska 

References

Barker, Juliet R. V. 1998. The Brontës: A Life in Letters. Woodstock, NewYork: 
Overlook Press.

Bode, Rita. 1995. “Power and Submission in Felix Holt, the Radical.” Studies in 
English Literature, 1500‒1900 35. 4: 769‒788.

Carroll, Alicia. 1997. “The Giaour’s Campaign: Desire and the Other in Felix Holt, 
the Radical.” Novel: A Forum on Fiction 30. 2: 237‒258.

Dobosiewicz, Ilona. 2003. Ambivalent Feminism: Marriage and Women’s Social 
Roles in George Eliot’s Works. Opole: Uniwersytet Opolski.

Eliot, George. 1992. “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists.” Selected Critical Writings. 
Oxford World’s Classics. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.

—. 1995. Felix Holt: the Radical. London: Penguin Classics.
—. 1998. Middlemarch. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.
—. 2003. The Mill on the Floss. London and New York: Penguin Books.
Flint, Kate. 1993. The Woman Reader, 1837‒1914. Oxford and New York: Clar-

endon Press.
Fryckstedt, Monica Correa. 1989. On the Brink: English Novels of 1866. Uppsala, 

Stockholm: University of Uppsala & Almqvist & Wiksell International.
Gaskell, Elizabeth. 1998. North and South. Oxford and New York: Oxford Uni-

versity Press.
—. 2006. Mary Barton. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.
Haight, Gordon Sherman. 1985. Selections from George Eliot’s Letters. New Haven: 

Yale University Press.
Hughes, Winifred. 1980. The Maniac in the Cellar: Sensation Novels of the 1860s. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Karl, Frederick Robert. 1995. George Eliot, Voice of a Century: A Biography. New 

York: W. W. Norton.
Kennard, Jean. 1978. Victims of Convention. Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books.
Levine, George Lewis. 2008. How to Read the Victorian Novel. Malden: Blackwell 

Publishing.
MacCarthy, Fiona. 2002. Byron: Life and Legend. New York: Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux.
Mahawatte, Royce. 1999. “Half-womanish, half-ghostly: the Gothic and sensation 

narrative in the novels of George Eliot.” PhD diss, Oxford University. 
Mugglestone, Lynda. 1995. “Introduction.” Felix Holt: the Radical. London: 

Penguin Classics.
Pykett, Lyn. 2013. “The sensation legacy.” Ed. Andrew Mangham. The Cambridge 

Companion to Sensation Fiction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Reade, Charles. 1903. “Charles Reade’s Opinion of Himself and His Opinion of 

George Eliot.” Bookman: 253‒60.



89Popular Fiction Tropes in George Eliot’s Felix Holt: the Radical

Rignall, John. 2001. Oxford Reader’s Companion to George Eliot. Oxford and 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Showalter, Elaine. 1999. A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from 
Brontë to Lessing. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Thomson, Fred C. 1961. “Felix Holt as Classic Tragedy.” Nineteenth-Century 
Fiction 16. 1: 47‒58.

Trollope, Anthony. 2008. An Autobiography. Oxford and New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

Tush, Susan Rowland. 1993. George Eliot and the Conventions of Popular Women’s 
Fiction: A Serious Literary Response to the “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists.” 
New York: Peter Lang.

Welsh, Alexander. 1985. George Eliot and Blackmail. Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press.


