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Abstract 

 

Supervisory Committee 
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Outside Member 

 

 

This thesis presents a text-image analysis of George Eliot‘s fourth novel, Romola 

(1862-63) based on the argument that the text and the illustrations by Sir Frederic 

Leighton introduce a discourse about the development of art from a Vasarian perspective. 

Both the text and the illustrations begin by portraying Romola with references to ancient 

Greek art and culminate in displaying her as a version of Raphael‘s Sistine Madonna. 

This implies not only the belief, current in Victorian artistic circles, that Raphael‘s work 

was the highest achievement in the history of art, but also that this historical development 

from ancient Greek sculpture to High Renaissance painting reflects the moral 

development of European civilization. As an idealized allegory for European civilization 

itself, Romola fulfills both moral and artistic roles as her moral progress from paganism 

to Eliot‘s ―religion of humanity‖ closely follows her visual progress from a Greek statue 

to a Raphaelesque Madonna. The thesis is informed by the historiographical and fictional 

contexts of the Victorian historical novel and their influence on Eliot‘s work, as well as 

the tradition of historical painting and its importance for Frederic Leighton‘s paintings 

and illustrations. The concept of progress—historical, moral, and visual—is emphasized 

throughout.  
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Introduction 

Romola: A Problem Novel 

At a conference at which I presented an earlier version of this work, someone in the 

audience referred to George Eliot‘s Romola as this ―weird, difficult thing that we read 

once because we have to, and that we forget quickly.‖ This comment puzzled me: while I 

agree that Romola is difficult to read and atypical in form in relation to the rest of George 

Eliot‘s canon, I cannot say that it is easy to forget. However, for many readers the 

comment holds true. Since its publication, when it is not totally ignored
1
, it is usually 

mentioned only to be mourned as a failure. In one of the first critical monographs about 

Romola, Felicia Bonaparte writes that ―never, of course, did Eliot disappoint us as utterly 

as she did in Romola, a book that contemporary reviewers greeted, as George Henry 

Lewes reports, ‗with a universal howl of discontent,‘ and that, in the hundred years since, 

escaped our censure only when it secured our neglect‖ (1). Since the publication of 

Bonaparte‘s The Triptych and The Cross in 1979, however, there has been an increase in 

critical interest in Romola, especially in its relationship to history, gender issues, and its 

links to Eliot‘s later fiction. In 1998, Caroline Levine and Mark W. Turner published an 

essay collection about Romola in answer to the fact that ―George Eliot scholars and 

readers have too often overlooked the rich historical complexity of Romola ..., its 

fascinated concern with the subtleties of gender, identity, representation, history and 

ethics‖ (2). Even more recently, in 2008, Daniel S. Malachuk wrote that ―the three well-

known paradigms [the humanist, the culturist and the humanitarian] that have dominated 

the commentary on Romola ... are ... notably alike in their relative indifference to the 

historical specificity that was so obviously important to the novelist herself‖ (42). 
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Romola has puzzled readers and critics for a few reasons. It is Eliot‘s only historical 

novel in the tradition of Sir Walter Scott. While all her English novels, except for Daniel 

Deronda, treat the recent English past, Romola consciously attempts a reconstruction of 

Florence during the 1490s. It is an odd choice of subject given that five of Eliot‘s six 

other novels depict English country life at different stages since the late 1700s. Also, in 

no other novel did Eliot create a heroine so idealized, to the point that critics have 

doubted whether she belongs in a realistic novel at all (Bonaparte 13). Critical problems 

also abound within the novel itself. One especially contentious issue is Eliot‘s use of 

history. Harry E. Shaw argues that Romola does not use history as a subject, but rather as 

a setting to stage contemporary Victorian topics, such as the role of women in the public 

sphere, marriage and adultery. These subjects were commonly explored in Victorian 

realist and sensational fiction as well as in Romola. Andrew Sanders believes Romola to 

be the only true mid-Victorian manifestation of the Walter Scott tradition, showing that 

both Eliot and Scott ―were fascinated, even preoccupied, by a sense of human community 

and by the links between the responsive individual and the society around him [or her]‖ 

(169). Malachuk states that Romola dramatizes ―a larger Victorian liberal conversation 

about the role of virtue on polities otherwise dedicated to the fullest realization of 

individual autonomy‖; the novel shows Eliot‘s awareness that this conversation began in 

the Italian Renaissance (42). In short, despite the amount of work about Romola 

published in the past thirty years, the novel is constantly recast as a critical problem, one 

for which no solution has yet been found.  
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Summary and Publication History 

Perhaps I remember Romola more vividly than other novels by George Eliot because 

it is not only textually, but also visually imprinted in my memory. If Romola is 

comparatively neglected in relation to other novels by the same author, then an essential 

part of Romola‘s material existence is doubly neglected: its illustrations. Romola was first 

published in fourteen monthly instalments in The Cornhill, starting in July 1862 and 

ending in August 1863. It was illustrated by Frederic Leighton (1830-1896), at that time a 

promising young painter trained in Florence, Rome and Germany. The Cornhill enjoyed a 

particular status among Victorian illustrated literary magazines ―for the quality of its 

fiction and of its drawings‖ (Turner 169). The magazine featured well-known artists for 

its illustrations and established writers for its fiction. More than anything else in the 

novel, Leighton‘s illustrations helped me remember the characters and plot elements 

more vividly than reading the text alone. The illustrations transformed a lengthy, difficult 

novel into a visual journey through Renaissance Florence; they are possibly the reason 

why I enjoyed reading Romola so much. 

As I have mentioned, Romola is set in Florence in the 1490s, making it a historical 

novel. But, like all George Eliot‘s works, Romola contains much more than its historical 

plot. It is part prose epic, part historical treatise, and part romance. Narrowly viewed, it is 

the story of Romola and Tito‘s failed marriage; more broadly, it is a history of the life 

and times of Girolamo Savonarola; and more broadly still, an epic of European morality‘s 

development from pagan Greece to Christian Europe as represented by its protagonist, 

Romola. The story is as follows: Tito, an orphan of Greek origins, appears in Florence 

after a shipwreck that has supposedly killed his adoptive father. With his beauty, 

scholarly skills and ability to flatter, he makes his way into the Bardi household, where 
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he meets the educated but cloistered Romola. She has taken care of her blind father ever 

since her brother, Dino, left the family to become a Dominican monk. Stunned by Tito‘s 

beautiful appearance, she falls in love with him and marries him. Meanwhile, Tito has 

been maintaining an illicit relationship with and has children by a country girl named 

Tessa. As time unfolds, Tito gets involved deeper and deeper into the troubled Florentine 

politics, selling his services to whoever wants them without pledging loyalty to any party.  

The death of Romola‘s brother and the appearance of Tito‘s lost father in Florence 

sours their relationship, and Romola is left pining for a more meaningful life. During an 

attempt to flee the city and her unhappy marriage, she meets Girolamo Savonarola, the 

Dominican monk-prophet who dominated Florentine politics between 1494 and 1498. He 

sends her back to the city with a Christian mission to take care of those suffering from the 

plague. During this time, she learns that Tito has children with Tessa, and also that he is 

involved in a plot to kill Savonarola. Romola successfully escapes Florence on her 

second attempt, fleeing from the imprisonment of her godfather and the weight of Tito‘s 

continuing duplicity against herself and against Savonarola and the Florentines. She 

washes up on the shore of an unknown village decimated by the plague and, as savior 

figure, cares for its inhabitants for a year. Back in Florence, Tito, now inextricably 

involved in murder plots and party intrigues, is pursued and killed by his vengeful father. 

After she is no longer needed in the village, Romola comes back to Florence and sets up 

an all-female household with Tessa, Tessa‘s children, and her cousin Brigida. 

The idea for Romola came to Eliot while visiting Florence, and she went back a 

second time for more research. She attempted to write the novel in 1861, but she had to 

start over again; she finally started it on January 1, 1862. At first, she saw the task 
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positively: ―The year opens with good auguries‖ (Eliot, Letters IV 3). However about six 

weeks later, Eliot expressed in her journal an ―oppressive sense of the far-stretching task 

before me‖ (Letters IV 15). Her letters and journal entries for the first half of 1862 are 

filled with references to the difficulty of writing the novel, and the health problems its 

composition caused her. According to George Henry Lewes‘ journal, Eliot even refused 

George Smith‘s generous first offer of £10,000 for serial publication in The Cornhill 

because she thought that ―her work would not be worth the sum‖ (Letters IV 17-18). 

After months of difficult composition somewhat sweetened by her general delight at 

Leighton‘s illustrations, Eliot ―killed Tito in great excitement!‖ on May 16, 1863 (Letters 

IV 84).  

George Eliot was excited when she learned that her novel was to be illustrated by 

Leighton, who was in her view ―by far the best man to be had in England‖ (Letters IV 

37). Despite being a bit disappointed with the first plate of Romola with her father (Eliot, 

Letters IV 40), Eliot was generally satisfied with Leighton‘s illustrations, going so far as 

to exclaim about ―Suppose You Let Me Look at Myself‖ that ―Nello is better than my 

Nello‖ (Letters IV 41). She consulted him on points of Florentine usage  of the Tuscan 

language and suggested paintings to see when he went back to Florence during the 

serialization. In her letters to Leighton, she deplores a few times the difficulties of 

combining text and image effectively: ―the exigencies of your art must forbid perfect 

correspondence between the text and the illustration‖ (Eliot, Letters IV 41); and the oft-

quoted  

I am quite convinced that illustrations can only form a sort 

of overture to the text. The artist who uses the pencil must 

otherwise be tormented to misery by the deficiencies or 

requirements of the one who uses the pen, and the writer, 
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on the other hand, must die of impossible expectations 

(Eliot, Letters IV 55-56).  

The letters from Leighton to Eliot have unfortunately been lost; it would have been 

interesting to read his response to Eliot‘s opinion of book illustration in general and his 

own work in particular. 

George Eliot put an impressive amount of research into writing Romola, and it is 

hard to deny the distance that the novel‘s sheer erudition puts between the text and the 

reader. Just as Romola is unable, at first, to interpret the symbols of her brother‘s dying 

vision, the reader of Romola is faced with similar problems. As Eliot herself expected, 

Romola was not received positively by critics or readers. In a letter to Sara Hennell, Eliot 

writes that ―of necessity, the book is addressed to fewer readers than my previous works, 

and I myself have never expected—I might rather say intended—that the book should be 

as ‗popular‘ in the same sense as the others‖ (Letters IV 49). She was right. While the 

early reviews were on the whole positive, by the time the novel was published in volume 

form, its defects appeared to reviewers. On August 3, 1863, the London Daily News 

commented that  

The great difficulty of the task which she had set herself 

was to revivify and restore an age that had perished before 

the renaissance, to endue it with the warm life which would 

have brought it into sympathy with the present, from which 

it is separated in its interests, its hopes, and fears by the 

whole distance of a different country, a different language, 

a different religion, and a new epoch in the history of our 

race. This difficulty she has not overcome, and whilst we 

admire her singular ability we sit down from the perusal of 

her book with the lovers‘ feeling in the Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, ‗These things seem strange and undistinguishable, 

like far-off mountains mingling with clouds.‘ (2) 
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This summarizes the main criticisms of the novel for the next 150 years. Although the 

research for Romola provided Eliot with the details necessary to differentiate the time of 

the novel from hers, she was not able to provide more than a cold description of Florence. 

Moreover, as this first review shows, there was little sense of continuity between Eliot‘s 

1492 Florence and the critics‘ 1863 London. Used to her pastoral novels of the recent 

English past, the public was shocked by Romola’s abrupt change in setting and tone.  

Not all reviews were that negative, however. Some critics saw past Eliot‘s difficulties 

with the conventions of historical realism, and focused on the epic journey portrayed in 

the novel. The December 26, 1863 review from The Examiner strikes this note: 

Its argument is of an epic dignity, and worthily sustained. It 

is true that, except in a few passages towards the close, 

there is nothing to fetch tears, and there is no matter for 

mirth in all the story. But so it is with many a noble strain 

of thought wherein the argument is highest and most 

worthily sustained. Even Dante and Milton are read, as they 

should be read, with neither tears nor laughter, but with the 

lofty sense of a true spiritual life. So, in a lesser way, the 

author of ―Adam Bede‖ has written Romola. For the tale is 

a genuine prose epic. ... With exquisite skill and an easy 

grace the colors of old Florentine life are blended into a 

swift succession of bright pictures, but the argument is that 

of human life itself, the relation of the soul to God and 

man. (820) 

This reviewer‘s account of the novel is strikingly close to what Eliot intended for it, and 

it shows that at least a small part of her readership understood her purpose for Romola. 

The review speaks little of the lack of historical link between Florence and London and 

instead focuses on the spiritual aspect of the novel. Ever since Walter Scott, England had 

been using historical novels as a kind of gospel from which to build a national narrative. 

With Romola, Eliot depicted the eponymous heroine as representing the progress of 
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European morality from pre-Christian to Christian and then to humanist morals; in an 

otherwise realistic novel, Romola provides the epic perspective. 

Despite the ―howl of discontent‖ for the novel, the illustrations themselves did not 

get much attention during the serialization of Romola. It seems that Leighton‘s 

illustrative work went unnoticed during the novel‘s publication in The Cornhill, and that 

the publication of the volume put it out of the minds of George Eliot readers and critics. 

Leighton‘s illustrations to Romola were eventually published, stripped of their 

accompanying text, in a special volume of The Cornhill‘s best pictures titled The Cornhill 

Gallery. In a letter to Leighton, Eliot mentions that ―a man of some eminence in art was 

speaking of your drawings to a third person the other day as ‗remarkable‘ in a tone of 

genuine admiration‖ (Letters IV 64). However, I have yet to find a contemporary review 

that mentions them; maybe the admiration was not so strong in literary reviewers as it 

was in the artistic circles in which Eliot and Leighton were involved. Leighton had 

started his career in England only recently, in 1860, and was still building his reputation. 

In any case, most reviews were written at the end of 1863, when the novel came out in a 

single volume, without the illustrations; this might account for the lack of mention during 

the serialization.  

Argument 

My interest in Romola and its accompanying illustrations lies in their joint portrayal 

of the linked development of morality and of art. As I will show, Romola dramatizes 

many different kinds of progress: historical, religious, political and moral. The short 

Proem lays these out in a description of the state of Florence in 1492: the main historical 

events, the complex relations between Christianity and paganism caused by the revival in 
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classical learning, and the political parties in power. The rest of the novel shows the 

development of Florence, for example, through its relationship with conquering France, 

the moral and religious consequences of the interest in Greek and Roman mythology, and 

the struggle between monarchic and democratic modes of government. Moreover, in both 

the verbal and visual texts of Romola, the artistic representations surrounding the 

characters symbolize their moral status. I will argue that the pictures and the text of 

Romola engage in a discussion about progress, both artistic and moral. In fact, in Romola 

morality becomes an inherent feature of artistic representation, based on the premise that 

art, like morality, progressed from Greek Epicureanism and Roman stoicism to Christian 

virtues. In the character of Romola, these representations show a definite development, a 

progress from Greek and pagan (the ―moral‖ side of paganism, especially stoicism) to 

European and Christian. Tito, arguably Eliot‘s best villain, inherits the ―immoral,‖ 

epicurean side of paganism and the reversal of Christian symbols into a twisted parody. 

By the end of the novel, both art and morality have progressed even further, into the 

realm of Eliot‘s own project of religious humanism. Artworks are very important in 

Romola, and Leighton‘s illustrations both convey that importance and engage in their 

own representation of artistic evolution through the use of visual symbolism. Together, 

the visual text and the art and artists of the verbal text highlight the way in which art 

contributes to the development of morality in Romola. 

In the first chapter of this thesis, I explore problems surrounding the writing of 

history during the Victorian period for both historians and historical novelists. Victorian 

understanding of history was inextricably linked to the discourse of progress, and it was 

actually through historical writing and historical novels that the progressive discourse 
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was disseminated in Victorian culture. As I will show, there were many different 

interpretations of progress, and Victorian historians and historical novelists displayed a 

wide range of ideas about and applications for historical progress. As I will discuss in this 

chapter, Eliot was influenced by the historical discourse of progress current at her time. 

Her understanding of history was particularly close to those of Thomas Carlyle and 

Auguste Comte, and her fictional project was a conscious attempt to follow Sir Walter 

Scott‘s legacy. But beyond mechanistic historical processes, Eliot was interested in 

human psychology and morality, and she also applies progress to these fields. Hao Li has 

pointed out that in Romola Eliot tried to show that ―the scope of the evolution of human 

feelings is much wider, not just in the context of cultivating altruism, but in the epic 

evolution of human feelings‖ (76).  

In the second chapter, I will address the nature of the progressive discourse in the 

visual arts. Frederic Leighton was a classically trained historical painter, and this style of 

painting, as taught at the Royal Academy in London, was heavily influenced by the 

progressive discourse based on Giorgio Vasari‘s Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, 

Sculptors, and Architects, a treatise on Italian artists from the mid-1200s to the first half 

of the 1500s. I will show that the Victorians interpreted Vasari in a way that elevated the 

works of High Renaissance painters, especially of Raphael, as the highest artistic 

achievements of European culture. In addition, the Victorian interpretation of Vasarian 

artistic progress held that after Raphael, art went into decline: ―The formation of 

England‘s national collection was determined by the notion that Raphael, Michelangelo 

and Leonardo da Vinci represented perfection in art, and that all other painters provided 

anticipations of or declines from their absolute standards‖ (Fraser 64). Victorian 
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historical painters who agreed with this interpretation therefore sought to emulate 

Raphael in order to elevate their own style; others, like artists in the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood, shifted their focus to earlier painters and made artists like Giotto and 

Cimabue their models and ideals. The elevation of the High Renaissance masters was 

definitely not universal, and the disagreement between academicians and Pre-Raphaelites 

was heavily publicized. Coming late in this conflict, Frederic Leighton developed a 

hybrid response, combining Raphaelite and Pre-Raphaelite influences that enabled him to 

paint composites of these two important traditions in the Victorian artistic world. His 

knowledge of the tradition of Italian art, from the Early Renaissance to the High 

Renaissance and beyond, made him the perfect candidate to draw the illustrations for 

Romola. 

In the third chapter, I analyse the verbal and visual texts of Romola as they relate to 

the notion of moral, historical and artistic progress. I start by considering how Leighton‘s 

chapter initials contribute to the historical setting of the novel, thereby supporting Eliot‘s 

historical project. Then, I discuss Romola‘s moral development as dramatized through 

her visual representations in the verbal text as well as in the illustrations themselves. I 

suggest that Leighton picks up textual details about how Romola is painted or drawn in 

the novel and what art she sees; he then uses inter-pictorial allusions to different stages of 

European historical art to depict her moral progress from a statuesque Antigone to a 

Raphaelesque Madonna. He also uses inter-pictorial elements in his representations of 

Tito; however, in his case, Leighton chose lower styles of painting such as genre 

painting, subjects that depict sensual and immoral scenes from classical literature, and 

reversals of traditional Christian symbolism. Together, both text and illustrations suggest 
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that higher styles of art reflect a higher moral state, while low styles and parodies of 

traditional historical art subjects hint at immorality, even evil. My argument provides a 

new answer to the question: ―Why did Eliot set her text in 1490s Florence?‖ Renaissance 

Florence was the time and place of a historically unique mingling of philosophy, religion 

and politics which permitted artists to develop a style of art that would be highly regarded 

for centuries afterwards. As a character, Romola is textually and visually the expression 

of this unique historical moment and of its influence on the future of European culture. If 

the art of a culture is a visual rendering of its values and customs, then at no other 

moment in history would Romola have been possible, since at no other moment in history 

were idealized Madonnas such as Raphael‘s painted or sculpted. As Eliot believed that 

High Renaissance Madonnas were visual representations of Positivist philosophy, setting 

her historical novel at the time and place where the best Madonnas were painted was a 

legitimate choice. 

Methodology 

My argument is based on the theory of text-image studies as developed mainly by 

Lorraine Janzen Kooistra and Julia Thomas. As they suggest, the idea that in illustrative 

work the picture must match the text as closely as possible is too simplistic to capture the 

rich possibilities of text-image relations. As Julia Thomas explains, ―while word and 

image are bound up in each other, they cannot be reduced to each other‘s terms‖ (7). In 

Illustration, J. Hillis Miller similarly argues that ―a picture and a text juxtaposed will 

always have different meanings or logoi. They will conflict irreconcilably with one 

another, since they are different signs‖ (Illustration 95). Lorraine Janzen Kooistra adds 

that ―since the illustrated book presents the reader/viewer with two texts made by two 
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hands and two looks, the process of reading and interpretation is both complex and 

interactive‖ (12). Such theories suggest that the illustrated serials of the Victorian 

period—such as Romola—demand special critical attention. In the words of Mary 

Elizabeth Leighton and Lisa Surridge, ―we cannot simply conflate the serial and volume 

editions of illustrated Victorian novels and analyze them as the same text‖ (65). Text and 

illustrations provide connected but non-identical narratives; one can modify the reading 

of the other, and vice versa.  

In Romola the reader is faced with two narratives: as Mark W. Turner says, ―the 

drawings construct a parallel text in relation to the novel‖ (175). As I will show, word 

and image work together to emphasize the parallel progression of morality and art in two 

different but compatible languages. Even though they depict the same progress, we must 

not forget that, being two different sign systems, they will never totally coincide: 

sometimes, picture will not ―match‖ with text as the artist, in this case Frederic Leighton, 

uses his own language to convey a meaning. However, I would not say, like Hillis Miller, 

that these meanings are irreconcilable; I will show that in fact they can agree and 

reinforce each other, even though they are expressed in two different languages. Both 

Eliot and Leighton were aware that the text and the illustrations would not always reflect 

each other perfectly, but after a short time their collaboration became positive and 

enriching. Word and image may not use the same sign system, but author and illustrator 

found a way to work with the problems that this disjunction caused. With each 

illustration, I will consider the similarities and differences with the text, and how the 

illustration might influence serial reading; I will also analyze it for its moral and artistic 

implications.  
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While some work on Frederic Leighton‘s illustrations for Romola has been 

published, no critic has ever tackled their historical dimension or their engagement with 

Eliot‘s own understanding of moral progress in relation to the visual arts. In George Eliot 

and the Visual Arts, Hugh Witemeyer has shown how Eliot used her knowledge of the 

visual arts to produce meaning in her prose and to develop her characteristic realist-

symbolist style. He discusses Leighton‘s illustrations extensively, but only in relation to 

their faithfulness in ―matching‖ the text; in my view, he overvalues correspondence 

between text and image. Witemeyer evaluates Leighton‘s illustrations only for their 

representative function; he ignores (or even deplores!) Leighton‘s own interpretation of 

the text in visual form and unsuccessfully looks for exact representations of the scenes 

from the novel. He fails to understand that such exactitude is a chimera, since, as George 

Eliot herself famously wrote to Leighton, ―I feel for you as well as myself this inevitable 

difficulty—nay, impossibility of producing perfect correspondence between my intention 

and the illustrations‖ (Letters IV 40).  

Text and image are, as I have said, two different languages, and just as a description 

of a painting is necessarily a verbal interpretation of it, a picture based on a text will 

interpret the text in its turn. More recently, Shawn Malley and Mark W. Turner have 

published essays that analyze two aspects of the illustrations, the spiritual and the 

domestic, mostly apart from the text itself. While they are useful and give proper 

attention to Leighton‘s illustrations, these two essays generally ignore Eliot‘s text; they 

engage with the visual narrative almost exclusively. This approach has its merits, but the 

illustrations definitely do not exist in a void and we need to reinsert Eliot‘s text back into 

the analysis of Leighton‘s pictures to understand their dynamic. The new insights 
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provided by Thomas, Kooistra, Surridge and Leighton have permitted me to go beyond 

these two paradigms of analysis and to engage more deeply with the interconnection 

between Eliot‘s text and Leighton‘s illustrations, especially in light of their engagement 

with the discourses of historical, visual and moral progress current in Victorian culture.  

Furthermore, looking at both narratives as part of the same material entity enables us 

to consider the two interconnected texts as part of the experience of serial reading, which 

tends to be lost in the analysis of both verbal and visual texts. Given that modern editions 

of Victorian novels are published in single volumes, readers often forget that many of 

these novels were first published in a serialized form, either weekly or monthly, in 

literary magazines. Readers were forced to consume the novel at the magazine‘s pace, 

and authors had to abide by the conventions and restrictions of serial publishing. In the 

context of this thesis, serial reading is important because some illustrations refer to events 

and illustrations from previous instalments and also introduce visual motifs that are 

repeated throughout the serialization. Reading the novel from the perspective of serial 

publication helps us understand them as an actual programme of pictures, complete with 

an overarching method to their composition and play between instalments. The 

programme might be visible in an illustrated volume, but the elements pertaining to serial 

reading are lost. Reintroducing serial reading is essential if we are to argue that the 

illustrations, as a whole, present a progressive view of art and morality.

                                                 
Notes 

1
 In their introduction to From Author to Text: Re-Reading George Eliot’s Romola, Caroline Levine and Mark 

W. Turner mention as an example Harold Bloom‘s complete bypass of Romola in George Eliot: Modern 
Critical Views (2, 7).  
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Chapter 1: Writing History in the Victorian Age 

 

The structure of Romola is bound to the concept of progress. Essentially an 

Enlightenment philosophical concept, progress entered the Victorian consciousness 

mainly through the writing of history and of historical novels. The idea of historical 

progress became ubiquitous in Victorian intellectual life; as Jason B. Jones describes, 

―historical consciousness was a salient insight underpinning various forms of thought, 

including geology, biology, biblical criticism, philosophy, political economy, sociology, 

and the arts‖ (1). In order to understand how progress functions in Romola‘s text and 

illustrations, we must first summarize the state of Victorian historical writing before 

George Eliot. The professional historian in England appeared in the 1830s and the 

historical novel was never more popular than during the early Victorian period, following 

the success of Sir Walter Scott‘s novels. Writing between the 1850s and the 1880s, 

George Eliot was heir to both traditions and used them to her own purposes. In this 

chapter, I want to analyze the contextual history of Victorian history writing and 

historical fiction in order to understand the influences on Eliot‘s own work. I will start by 

describing Victorian historical writing through the works of the first two major Victorian 

British historians, Thomas Carlyle and Thomas Babington Macaulay. Then, I will show 

how Victorian historical novelists shared the historians‘ project, and how their work 

differed or was similar to Victorian historical writing. I will end with a short analysis of 

George Eliot‘s historical and fictional project as she expressed it in her essays and novels. 
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Victorian Historians on Writing History 

The question of how to write history was not an exclusively Victorian concern. While 

the genre of historical writing dates from the Greeks, it had shown little change until the 

Enlightenment. Until that period, historical writing had still contained features from myth 

and chronicle. The Enlightenment, with its emphasis on reason, changed the way 

philosophers approached history. The main feature of early Enlightenment historiography 

is its mostly theoretical approach: philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau developed 

their own theoretical history, essentially about the formation of human society, to support 

their philosophical views of the nature of humanity and society. Their view of progress 

was based on a hypothetical ―state of nature‖ which was impossible for them to verify 

factually. For example, Rousseau argued that he extrapolated his ―state of nature‖ from 

observations on Native American culture; according to him, his imaginative 

reconstruction was in fact based on facts, therefore reason. Philosophers like Rousseau 

were the first to contend that the current state of society might not be God-given, and 

they successfully spurred an interest in the human influence over the process of historical 

development. However unrealistic these first originary histories might seem to us today, 

they did support their argument by calling on reason, which, according to Hayden White
1
, 

was set with truth in a strong dichotomy against imagination and error (51). In other 

words, anything coming from the faculty of reason was considered truthful, while 

anything imaginative was an error, at least in the disciplines of philosophy and history. 

As the century advanced, historians left no place for imaginative accounts and fantastical 

stories in their historical enquiries. They started requesting the factual and historical truth 

which was as free from fancy as pure reason was free of unreason. This, however, raised 

the problem of form: ―what was the form the truth had to take?‖ (White 58) To these 
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Enlightenment historians, the use of narrative was only useful insofar as it described the 

truth; they saw no place in historiography for the imaginative talents of the novelist or 

poet. As White argues, Enlightenment historians lacked a theory that recognized ―the 

continuity between reason and fantasy‖ (51).  

Very importantly, eighteenth-century historians and philosophers allowed for the 

central concept of progress to enter the vocabulary of historical enquiry, replacing the 

early modern religious discourse of society as divinely ordained. They did this by 

considering society as a human creation. Enlightenment philosophers engaged in this 

theoretical exercise wished to understand the processes behind the development of 

society, a preoccupation shared by historians writing in the nineteenth century. White 

explains that 

historical thinkers during the greater part of the nineteenth 

century were as interested as their eighteenth-century 

counterparts had been in providing the bases for belief in 

the possibility of ‗progress‘... For them, the important point 

was that the concept of progress and its accompanying 

optimism had not yet been provided with adequate 

cognitive justification. (47) 

Whether in the Enlightenment or the nineteenth century, understanding progress was the 

central impetus for historians to write about history. Moreover, nineteenth-century 

European historians inherited the Enlightenment belief in the power of progress while 

objecting to Enlightenment history‘s ―essential irony‖ (47). By irony, White means the 

consciousness that language is essentially inadequate to describe history truthfully (38). 

According to White, the historians of the nineteenth century reacted against this irony by 

―[producing] images of history that were as free from the abstractness of their 
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Enlightenment predecessors as they were devoid of the illusions of their Romantic 

precursors‖ (40).  

White characterizes Romantic history thus: ―Romantic historians, and, indeed, 

‗narrative historians‘ in general, are inclined to construct generalizations about the whole 

historical field and the meaning of its processes that are so extensive that they bear very 

little weight as propositions that can be confirmed or discomfirmed by appeal to 

empirical data‖ (15). The popularity of Thomas Carlyle‘s histories, along with the novels 

of Sir Walter Scott, maintained the force of Romantic history in England until the 1870s, 

while the rest of Europe was being taken out of this conception of history with works by 

Leopold von Ranke and Alexis de Tocqueville, for example. White describes Carlyle‘s 

work as an attempt to ―transmute the voices of the great men of the past into admonitions 

of, and inspirations for, the living ... Here the historian‘s task is conceived as 

palingenesis, the pious reconstruction of the past in its integrity‖ (146). However, some 

of Carlyle‘s own words deny this interpretation; for example, he writes in ―On History 

Again‖ (1833): ―Our ‗Letter of Instructions‘ comes to us in the saddest state; falsified, 

blotted out, torn, lost and but a shred of it in existence; this too so difficult to read or 

spell‖ (―On History Again‖ 105). Complete palingenesis is impossible, since we only 

have access to unreadable shreds of the past; Carlyle here adopts a view quite close to the 

Enlightenment irony I have just mentioned. Jason B. Jones
2
 argues that Carlyle saw the 

past as not completely recoverable; instead, he suggests that ―the aim of historiography is 

not to reconstruct the past ... but to unfold an interpretation of its meaning from the 

shards of available knowledge‖ (24). In fact, even as early as the publication of his essay 

titled ―On History‖ (1830), Carlyle writes: ―Let any one who has examined the current of 
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human affairs, and how intricate, perplexed, unfathomable, even when seen into with our 

own eyes, are their thousandfold blending movements, say whether the true representing 

of it is easy or impossible‖ (―On History‖ 57). Carlyle‘s answer, hidden in this question, 

is that it is indeed impossible to give a ―true‖ representation of history with only human 

means. 

With The French Revolution, Carlyle‘s masterful narrative account of the events 

around July 1789, he tries to bring his conception of history as explained in his essays to 

a practical, descriptive venture. The passages on the French mob are especially evocative 

and among the most interesting:  

Such a Complex of human Forces and Individualities 

hurled forth, in their transcendental mood, to act and react, 

on circumstances and on one another; to work out what it is 

in them to work. The thing they will do is known to no 

man; least of all to themselves. It is the inflammablest 

immeasurable Firework, generating, consuming itself. (The 

French Revolution 355-356) 

This passage shows Carlyle‘s understanding of the mysterious forces at work behind such 

an event. There is an element of chaos, phoenix-like in its ability of generate and 

consume itself in the actions of the mob. The historian only knows the outward effects of 

history, not the inward cause. Throughout the book, Carlyle narrates events in the present 

tense, an interesting feature for a historical work. The present-tense narration gives an 

impression of immediacy, as if the reader is watching the events unfold along with the 

author. The historical moment happens in the reading moment, which highlights the fact 

that only written history can be called history. The use of present-tense narration 

emphasizes the presence of ―shards of knowledge,‖ as Jones calls them, instead of a more 

traditional, omniscient narrator. 



 

 

21 

To Carlyle, The French Revolution is not a history in the post-Enlightenment sense. 

Instead, he compares it to the epic: ―Homer‘s Epos, it is remarked, is like a Bas-Relief 

sculpture: it does not conclude, but merely ceases. Such, indeed, is the Epos of Universal 

History itself‖ (The French Revolution 384). There is no beginning and no end to history 

in the narrative sense, and such, in Carlyle‘s view, should also be the structure of 

historical writing. Jones tells us that ―Carlyle insists that narrative is necessarily 

inadequate to the task of representation,‖ since to him there are no progressive links 

between events themselves, but rather ―every discrete event carries the traces of all 

others‖ (21).  Carlyle‘s idea of progress was particular: he resisted the speed at which 

change happened, but he still believed ―essential‖ the ―progressive adaptation and sudden 

or gradual conversion‖ (Buckley 10). What he deplored, as he explains in The French 

Revolution, was sudden, radical change: ―Consider it well, the Event, the thing which can 

be spoken of and recorded, is it not, in all cases, some disruption, some solution of 

continuity? Were it even a glad Event, it involves change, involves loss ...; and so far, 

either in the past or in the present, is an irregularity, a disease‖ (The French Revolution 

347). His major historical work, then, is one that describes a diseased period of history, in 

which the force of progress was too strong and thus transformed the event into a 

dangerous malady. Significantly, Carlyle believed that the writing of history itself 

provokes historical action. As he shows in The French Revolution, the historical event 

happens through ―the essence of innumerable biographies‖ (―On History‖ 57).  

This is a point that he and the other major English Romantic historian, Thomas 

Babington Macaulay, debated strongly in the 1830s and 1840s. In a review of a French 

edition of Niccolo Machiavelli‘s works, Macaulay wrote that ―He alone reads history 
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aright who, observing how powerfully circumstances influence the feelings and opinions 

of men, how often vices pass into virtues and paradoxes into axioms, learns to distinguish 

what is accidental and transitory in human nature from what is essential and immutable‖ 

(250). Macaulay‘s historical method, even though still inspired by Romantic principles, is 

definitely different from Carlyle‘s. He is not interested in the biographies but in the 

circumstances that enabled the actors of history to act as they did. Most of his historical 

writings are constructed like a novel; his major work, The History of England, was used 

as a school textbook for decades after its publication, and was as popular as the best 

novels in the Victorian market. Jones tells us that ―Macaulay is best known for his 

interest in, and brilliance at constructing, historical narrative‖ (25).  

To Macaulay, history is the story of progress itself, and should always illustrate the 

chain of historical events heading towards a better, more progressive future. Such a 

history naturally lends itself to narrative, even though Macaulay himself was suspicious 

of historical novels: ―the anecdotes which interest us most strongly in authentic narrative 

are offensive when introduced into novels‖ (quoted in Jones 21). He insists that historical 

narrative be ―authentic‖ instead of ―fictional,‖ but regarded it still as an act of narration. 

In his essay on Machiavelli, he held that ―the best histories are not those in which a little 

of the exaggeration of fictitious narrative is judiciously employed‖ (268).  

Both Carlyle and Macaulay, who were immensely influential for Victorian historical 

fiction, face us with a paradox. For Carlyle, the past is only accessible in its fragments 

operating in the present and narrative is improperly suited for recovering their historical 

meaning. For Macaulay, history provides an understanding of the progressive chains of 

events and this chain must be narrated into a story of progress. Carlyle‘s work 
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emphasizes the possibilities of history, without entrapping it in a progressive viewpoint; 

Macaulay‘s development of history is more focused on the inexorable march of progress 

towards the perfection of liberal democracy. Sophia Andres illuminates another 

difference between them: while ―Carlyle‘s contemporaries as well as later historians 

shared his view of history as the record of great actions of great men, ...  for Macaulay ... 

the history of a country is much greater than the biographies of its great men‖ (88, 89). 

The historical fiction of nineteenth-century England generally followed either of these 

trends: it was either Carlylean and hero-centric, or Macaulayan and progress-centric. 

However, for novelists of both styles, one problem remained: how to reconcile the factual 

nature of history with the fictional nature of the novel.  

The Genre and Form of the Victorian Historical Novel 

Macaulay wrote history that was novelistic, and Carlyle preferred to follow a more 

epic form. To these two historians, there was not a specifically ―historical‖ way of 

writing history; instead, they had to borrow terms from fiction to explain what they were 

doing. On the other hand, writers of fiction often titled their novels The History of... in 

order to bring an illusion of truth to their work. But what happens to the novel that is self-

consciously historical, that purposefully reconstructs the past? Is it history in a fictional 

form, or a fiction borrowing certain traits from history? These questions apply aptly to 

Romola, which critics have separated from Eliot‘s other fiction because its form is 

difficult to assess: it differs from her other realist novels, but does not completely succeed 

as historical fiction. As a genre, the historical novel has been notoriously difficult to 

theorize, making the assessment of Romola‘s form even more difficult.  
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Alessandro Manzoni, the most important Italian historical novelist in the nineteenth 

century, has clearly described the problems surrounding the historical novel:  

[It] is a work in which the necessary turns out to be 

impossible, and in which two essential conditions cannot be 

reconciled, or even one fulfilled. It inevitably calls for a 

combination that is contrary to its subject matter and a 

division contrary to its form. (72) 

The subject matter is history, which some critics would like to see clearly separated from 

invented events, whereas the form, which requires narrative cohesion, prevents the writer 

from making such a separation. Because historical data has public significance, especially 

when involved in national history, historical novelists must be careful of how they use it 

to build imagined private characters and situations. Striking a balance between the 

demands of history and the demands of literary realism can be difficult; a deficiency in 

either dooms a historical novel to failure. Moreover, Georg Lukacs
3
, Andrew Sanders

4
 

and Avrom Fleishman
5
 confer on the historical novel the possibility of representing 

symbolic universals and national characters, thereby transforming the historical novel 

into a kind of realist prose epic.  

Ian Watt differentiates the novel from the epic in these terms: ―The epic is, after all, 

an oral and poetic genre dealing with the public and usually remarkable deeds of 

historical or legendary persons engaged in a collective rather than an individual 

enterprise; and none of these things can be said of the novel‖ (240). He has argued that 

the novel is in part characterized by its rejection of traditional plots and by its concern 

with the ―individualization of its characters and to the detailed presentation of their 

environment‖ (14, 18). According to Watt, formal realism differentiates the novel from 

previous forms of prose such as the epic; inasmuch as the historical novel is concerned 
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with showing the influence of social changes on the character of human beings, Georg 

Lukacs would probably agree with this analysis. While it is true that the novel, historical 

or otherwise, is not oral and generally not poetic, we can argue that the historical novel is 

concerned with the public deeds of historical persons in a collective enterprise. Even if 

the main character of the novel is usually not a public figure, historical persons do appear 

and influence the public sphere of the novel‘s world, which in turn influences the private 

sphere of the characters‘ psychology and actions. Watt‘s differentiation between formal 

realism and epic denies to the novel the possibility of representing more than private 

thoughts, deeds and objects, and turns the historical novel into a kind of costume drama, 

in which public affairs have little to no importance. Fleishman disagrees with Watt when 

he says that ―[the historical novel] is both a dramatic and a social fiction, but is 

distinguished from the types that go by those names by the balanced weight it attaches to 

the personal and the collective experience of men in history‖ (10). The historical novel 

reintroduces the collective in the novel and thus reinscribes the epic into its structure, 

although at one degree removed from classical epic, in that the collective is seen and 

interpreted through the individual figures‘ experience of it.  

As I have shown, the epic nature of history was understood by historians such as 

Carlyle; however, the form of the novel is not particularly conducive to the kind of 

narration demanded by the epic. Traditionally, novels focus on the particular: particular 

stories, times, characters that are identifiable and usually self-contained. The world of the 

novel is its own complete universe; it does not depend on historical facts to be believable 

or even coherent. It begins and ends and does not merely cease like the bas-relief 

sculpture in Carlyle‘s analogy. While they share some of these characteristics of the 
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realist, non-historical novel, Victorian historical novels also tend to aim at showing the 

development of the English nation‘s character and development over time, something 

difficult to achieve when dealing only in particulars. Fleishman argues that ―the heroes of 

historical fiction represent not only Renaissance man or Edwardian man but man in 

general, conceived as a historical being who is subject to the forces of one historical age 

or another‖ (11). These forces, which shape the historical character of the novel, 

engender other events in a chain that leads from the past to the novelist‘s contemporary 

time, showing that the historical novel is ultimately concerned with ―human life 

conceived as historical life‖ (Fleishman 11). Along with the development of the English 

nation, historical novels thus try to portray universal human life as subjected to history. 

At this point, Harry E. Shaw‘s problems with Fleishman‘s idealization of the genre 

become clear
6
. Shaw argues that not all historical novels, in fact only the very few best 

examples of the genre, actually consider history as a shaping force of humanity and 

society (25). Shaw distinguishes three distinct uses of history: as pastoral, as drama and 

as subject (52). The novels in which history is used as pastoral or as drama do not 

portray history as a process: history is in the former a backdrop to project very 

contemporary concerns, or in the latter an impetus to plot. History as a process is only 

present in a very few works of historical fiction, ones in which the author is trying to 

convey a specific view of history itself. The very problem of historical fiction makes 

historical novels closer to epics than to realist novels: ―because novelists depict ages 

significantly different from their own and may aspire to represent the workings of 

historical process itself, they are faced with the task of creating characters who represent 

social groups and historical trends‖ (Shaw 30). Shaw argues that when a novelist goes too 
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high on the symbolic representation scale, he or she does it ―at the expense of the specific 

and idiosyncratic‖ which is, in theory, the most important feature of realist fiction (31).  

Jim Reilly‘s
7
 and Jones‘ more recent analysis of Victorian historiography 

complicates previous critics‘ claims that the Victorian historical novel aimed for (and 

sometimes even achieved) totality and coherence. By applying psychoanalytic and post-

structuralist theories to Victorian historical writing, they show that Victorian writers were 

aware, although not explicitly, that palingenetic history was impossible. While there was 

a totally coherent, universalizing epic text for every previous age
8
, Reilly states that ―the 

nineteenth century‘s proliferation of historical genres compensates for the inexplicable 

absence of ‗epic‘ history with an interminably voluble historical discourse‖ (4-5). In 

other words, Reilly argues that that the quantity of historical writing is a way to make up 

for a lack of mythical or originary history, since the discourse of post-Enlightenment 

history itself has discredited it. In their own way, Victorian historical novelists and 

historians tried to fill the gap left by traditional epics. It is no wonder then that a 

multiplicity of voices, theories, and contradictory facts would provoke what Reilly and 

Jones see as the fragmentation of historical knowledge and its accompanying narratives; 

such is also Hayden White‘s interpretation. Both show that some Victorian historical 

narratives indeed fail to represent a coherent historical totality which was sought by the 

classical epic, but also that this failure represents a positive awareness of the 

impossibility to render coherent Carlyle‘s ―Chaos of Being‖
9
. The novelists wrote, in 

White‘s terms, in the Ironic mode. However, we could argue that the characteristics of 

fragmentation and elusiveness illustrate the desire to build a meaningful experience of 

history despite the difficulties of retrieving the past. The novels best suited to illustrate 
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the historical spirit of the Victorian age, therefore, are not those that claim complete 

coherence, but those that include a sense of chaos and fragmentation. To show what the 

past means for the present involves accepting that parts of this past is inaccessible to us, 

and that a measure of darkness is necessary to illuminate the present: ―Memory and 

Oblivion, like Day and Night, and indeed like all other contradictions in this strange 

dualistic life of ours, are necessary for each other‘s existence,‖ wrote Carlyle in 1833 

(―On History Again‖ 109). 

These issues of form and genre are important, because they show the constant tension 

in fiction between the universal and the factual. When a historical novel becomes too 

general, it fails as realist fiction because it skirts the whole principle of realistic 

individuality; however, if the historical novel is too concerned about individual 

characters, it loses interest as a fictional representation of the progress of society, or at 

least a stage of it. There is no consensus as to what produces meaning in a historical 

novel. Each author of historical fiction has found his or her own solution to these issues, 

as each major writer of history did. With Mary Lascelles
10

 and Fleishman we can say that 

interpretation and imagination produce the impression of a coherent historical world. 

With Shaw, we can argue that formal realism and historical focus must be in perfect 

balance. With Reilly and Jones, we can also say that complete coherence and meaning are 

ultimately impossible, and that seeking them is futile. While the focus on the social and 

the political is important in historical fiction, the realist form requires that a writer gives 

attention to individual thoughts, choices and development. The ideal historical novel 

should build a convincing historical setting while at the same time providing 

characterization proper to the realistic style. In addition, it should be concerned with the 
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totality of human experience, from the private to the public, from the individual to the 

social and extend to more universal issues, such as the construction of history itself. As 

we will see, while in Romola Eliot explores the different stages of morality in Europe 

through her characters, Leighton uses a visual language to link these stages to the 

different movements of European art. In this sense, the structure of Romola is 

undoubtedly universal (as an expression of European experience), and both the verbal 

and the visual text participate in its deployment. While it remained an exotic, escapist 

location for most tourists
11

, they also understood that ―Greece and Italy were seen as the 

foundations for modern western civilization‖ (Chapman and Stabler 3). Europe, 

especially the Mediterranean countries, was attractive because it illustrated the progress 

from Greece to Rome to British culture and society. 

The Victorian Historical Novel 

Just as the form of historical writing radically changed during the Enlightenment, 

fiction also went through its own formal revolution. The novel as we know it today 

appeared in eighteenth-century England under the auspices of authors like Samuel 

Richardson, Eliza Haywood and Daniel Defoe and had developed into the full expression 

of what we consider the realist novel by the time Frances Burney and Jane Austen 

published their works. History was already present in novels in the eighteenth century; 

the Gothic novel of the late 1700‘s, by authors such as Ann Radcliffe, used historical 

settings, but it was not concerned with factual accuracy or with the representation of 

historical processes. Gothic novels are (in)famous for their anachronisms, geographical 

inaccuracies and use of supernatural forces. Their historical setting, usually medieval 

France or Italy, catered to the sensational tastes of the period; it provided an exotic 
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background to risqué stories of female abductions, supernatural entities and heroic 

chevaliers that were more safely set in distant time and space than in contemporary 

England. Fleishman explains that the change from the features of Gothic history to the 

historical novel we know today is based on ―the outcome of the age of nationalism, 

industrialization and revolution: the age when the European peoples came to 

consciousness of and vigorously asserted their historical continuity and identity‖ (18).  

Our modern conception of the historical novel, a narrative with history as a subject 

and with a specific concern for historical accuracy, arguably starts with Sir Walter Scott, 

at least in England. He was the first English novelist who turned the consciousness of 

historical progress into fictional form, and even though he had his own predecessors, he 

radically changed the idea of what a historical novel should represent. Scott was not a 

historian; he was a novelist and a poet. His novels ―[call] into question an easy separation 

of fictional narrative and historical fact, of invention and representation, at the same time 

as it suggests a tension between them‖ (Rigney 16
12

). Scott‘s legacy is twofold: he is not 

only important to the development of the historical novel, but to historical enquiry as 

well: Sanders suggests that ―Scott‘s dramatization of history, and his grasp of the 

relationship between the individual and society, had had a considerable impact on 

historians like Macaulay and Carlyle‖ (100). Writers of histories and novels alike began 

to inquire into history ―as the medium of organic growth and fundamental change,‖ 

which Jerome H. Buckley suggests is the differentiating element between the Victorian 

and previous forms of thought about history and time (5). 

Lukacs, a well-known apologist of Scott‘s works, is among those who re-established 

Scott‘s reputation in twentieth-century criticism, and the one who most potently 
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illustrated the ―new‖ in Scott‘s historical novels. Although, as we have seen, Watt sees 

the realist novel as uninterested in public life, Lukacs argues that Scott‘s ―selection of 

those periods and those strata of society which embody the old epic self-activity of man, 

the old epic directness of social life, its public spontaneity‖ is the closest manifestation of 

the ancient epic to be found in the history of the novel (35). This implies not only a 

transfer of epic characteristics into the novel, but also their incorporation in a realist form. 

He argues that Scott‘s heroes are typical national characters, ―but in the sense of the 

decent and average rather than the eminent and all embracing‖ heroes of Greek epics 

(Lukacs 36). Instead of making the hero the central impetus for action, Scott uses him or 

her as a ground for the parties in conflict to make contact. Lukacs describes Scott‘s 

fundamental style as ―a broad, objective, epic form‖ (32). His description of Scott‘s 

innovations in fiction ultimately leads him to show that Scott ―gives a perfect artistic 

expression to the ... historical defence of progress‖ (Lukacs 63). Fleishman adds that 

―Scott‘s novels are set in motion by conflicts that are universal and real, polarities not 

only of the time but of all periods of transition‖ (38).  

Scott‘s novels grasped three insights that contributed to the development of both 

historiography and historical fiction: the importance of facts, the idea of historical 

continuity and progress, and history as a process. Theorists and critics of the historical 

novel have shown how difficult it was for Victorian novelists to be consistent in their 

representation of history, and how often they fall short of one or several of these 

characteristics. The problem with historians such as Macaulay and Carlyle and novelists 

such as Scott, Edward Bulwer-Lytton and Eliot, was that historical facts on their own are 

not nearly enough to construct a coherent representation of historical events; grasping the 



 

 

32 

process of history and the importance of progress is much more difficult to achieve 

through fiction than through historical writing. Novelists often had to compromise facts 

to promote coherence in their fiction. Even Scott is notorious for having taken liberties 

with certain facts, even though his novels were based on meticulous historical research. 

Scott‘s novels are notable for their hybridity between the formal demands of historical 

fiction and realist fiction. He achieved, in his best work, the kind of balance that Shaw is 

looking for: he struck a balance between the historical and the fictional that supports a 

vision of history as a process and that constructs a believable historical fictional world in 

the terms set by the conventions of realism. 

Waverley (1814), Scott‘s first work of fictional prose, was an instant success with the 

Scottish and British public. In the first chapter, the narrator makes it very clear that the 

story will steer clear of Gothic conventions or those of the novel of manners, both 

popular in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century: his book is ―neither a romance 

of chivalry, nor a tale of modern manners; ... my hero will neither have iron on his 

shoulders ... nor on the heels of his boots‖ (Scott 34-35). He mentions that the setting of 

the novel in 1745  is midway between two important historical moments: the 1715 

Jacobite rebellion and the Seven Years‘ War in 1759 (Scott 35). Interestingly, at the very 

end of the novel, the narrator also explains that ―the most romantic parts of this narrative 

are precisely those which have a foundation in fact‖ (Scott 493). The novel sits between 

the historical and the romantic; Scott wishes to show that historical facts and romantic 

narration are not necessarily incompatible. He insists on the importance of revisiting the 

past: ―We are not aware of the progress we have made, until we fix our eye on the now 

distant point from which we have been drifted‖ (Scott 492). Waverley, in that view, is a 
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celebration of the progress since the 1745 rebellion, while it still acknowledges the 

presence and nature of the past out of which the British nation has developed.  

Over the course of the story, Edward Waverley moves from a world of romance to 

the world of historical reality. At first, his education and tastes incline towards Romantic 

narratives: ―the French had afforded him an almost exhaustless collection of memoirs, 

scarcely more faithful than romances, and of romances so well-written as hardly to be 

distinguished from memoirs‖ (Scott 49). This passage underlines the difficulty of 

separating fiction from fact in previous forms of historical writing: romance and memoir 

are confused and conflated. When Edward meets Bradwardine, the Livy-reading Scottish 

baron, they set ―upon history as on a neutral ground in which each claimed an interest‖ 

(Scott 109). However Scottish Bradwardine appears, he is still relatively civilized in 

English terms; it is only when Waverley gets acquainted with Fergus‘ personal history 

that he exclaims: ―I am actually in the land of military and romantic adventures‖ (Scott 

129). Edward and the narrator interpret Fergus‘ involvement in the Pretender‘s cause as 

Romantic, but the narrator is less naive than his main character. It is a romance that is 

doomed to fail: Flora warns Edward that ―you could not by your single exertions further 

his success, and you must inevitably share his fall‖ (Scott 216). The narrator knows that 

history has condemned Fergus‘ cause, and Edward must give up his romantic yearnings 

for a more pragmatic and advanced life as an English gentleman. It is only in chapter 60, 

towards the end of the novel, that he leaves the world of romance after grieving the fall of 

Fergus MacIvor (Scott 415). This seminal moment in Edward‘s development brings him 

back to the civilized, progressive English way of life. However, he does not forget his 
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Romantic adventures and moves on, like the narrative itself, with a last look to a way of 

life that has now disappeared. 

Scott‘s influence on the later development of the historical novel is difficult to 

overestimate. He reached heights of literary fame that have hardly been seen again since; 

his books sold consistently throughout the nineteenth century and remained extremely 

popular even after his death. His literary influence was more circumscribed than his 

literary fame, however. The historical novel was only really popular in England until the 

1860s, at which point it declined in favour of other genres. Scott‘s influence continued 

somewhat longer in continental Europe, where Honoré de Balzac, Alessandro Manzoni 

and Leo Tolstoy looked up to him as their most influential predecessor. In matters of 

form and content of the historical novel, Scott‘s works constitute a precedent of which all 

following historical novelists were aware. According to Sanders, ―Waverley had 

established a pattern of accounting for social change, and explaining even comparatively 

recent changes to a world that was beginning to lose touch with its past,‖ a pattern shared 

and developed by subsequent historical novelists (11). Through the decades of the 

nineteenth century, the historical novel became a means of understanding increasingly 

complex historical developments, through an increasing variety of political agendas and 

theoretical approaches, and Scott provided the first model for the representation of 

change at the historical level.  

Sanders mentions that ―among critics of the first half of the nineteenth century there 

is evidence of a widespread optimism as to the potential of the historical novel‖ (12). As 

theories of historical development were published, historical novelists had access to a 

growing body of scholarship that would enable them to write more theoretically sound 
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historical narratives. The reality, however, fell short of expectations. The difficulty of 

coherently representing a fictional world without sacrificing historical accuracy did not 

fade as time went by. The taste of the public also changed, and the historical narrative 

eventually lost its popularity and thus its critical appeal. Sanders has shown how each 

major historical novelist did (or did not) advance the genre by applying increasingly 

sophisticated theories of history to the writing of fiction. He considers that the historical 

novels of the 1830s fail to make any significant improvements in the form of the genre. 

James C. Simmons describes the 1830s as a period of historical romances, during which 

―the host of minor novelists who took Scott as their mentor eschewed the realism and 

followed the romance [and] produced a flood of historical romances that lacked the 

strength of Scott‘s best work but contained most, if not all, the faults, many of them 

grossly exaggerated‖ (10). These novels are only interesting in contrast to Scott‘s work 

and what comes after them, but in general they were simply a return to the Romantic and 

Gothic conventions, and therefore they are not relevant to my current study.   

 The novels of the 1840s reinstated the primacy of historical realism in their 

narratives.  Witemeyer notes that ―inspired by an insistence upon empirical accuracy in 

historiography itself, many novelists and critics in the 1830s and 1840s began to demand 

a comparable accuracy in historical fiction‖ (―Romola and Rienzi‖ 63). Edward Bulwer-

Lytton, a popular historical novelist who wrote in the late 1830s and early 1840s, 

developed a theory of historical narrative heavily based on research and facts, in reaction 

to the Gothic and Romantic abuses of history by earlier novelists. In his 1848 preface to 

Rienzi: The Last of the Roman Tribunes (1835), he writes that the interest of his story ―is 

rather drawn from a faithful narration of historical facts, than from the invention of fancy 
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(Bulwer-Lytton xi)
13

. Moreover, he asserts that ―the true mode of employing history in 

the service of romance, is to study diligently the materials as history‖ (Bulwer-Lytton xi). 

From an author who was extremely popular in his time, this sounds like a promising 

change from the fiction of the early 1830s. However, Bulwer-Lytton‘s novels often fell 

short of his theory: he let characters become convenient, contrived carriers of the 

historical purpose of the novel, sometimes even presenting ―imagined incident as 

historical fact‖ (Witemeyer, ―Romola and Rienzi‖ 64). Rienzi contains a few interesting 

passages about history, such as Rienzi‘s speech about the importance of knowledge of the 

past (Bulwer-Lytton 186), but overall the characters are difficult to believe in and 

sympathize with, and the novel often feels like Shakespearean dialogue clumsily 

converted into the novel form and out of its historical period. The author had a good 

knowledge of the dates and places surrounding Rienzi‘s life, and the tumultuous events of 

mid-fourteenth century Roman life and politics but could not inject a strong sense of the 

texture of history in his plot or his characters.  

The same issue appears when dealing with the concept of progress. In his 1848 

preface, Bulwer-Lytton insists on the importance of progress, and underlines the place of 

Turin as the most progressive city in modern Italy (xix). However, Sanders believes that 

Bulwer-Lytton‘s fiction does not show the ―benefits of progress‖ found in his essays and 

prefaces (54). With his desire to reform the politics of fourteenth-century Rome into a 

new version of the old Roman Republic, Rienzi only represents progress insofar as he 

fights against the immorality of his time. The novel has a bleak outcome: Rienzi‘s reform 

fails, and Rome returns to its former corrupt state. It illustrates the failure of progress 

more than its triumph, and even though the Italian Risorgimento was of great interest to 
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the Victorian public in the 1840s, Rienzi inadequately fulfills its promise. However, 

Sanders acknowledges that Bulwer-Lytton‘s works are a prelude to the best historical 

fiction still to come in the next two decades (66), and Witemeyer places him ―at the 

center of the most important change that took place in the theory and practice of English 

historical romance after the death of Sir Walter Scott‖ (―Romola and Rienzi 63).   

In the 1840s and 1850s, the form of the historical novel changed again. The influence 

of Thomas Carlyle‘s biographical style influenced novelists, and historical writing returns 

in a different, more character-driven form through novels by Charles Dickens and 

William Makepeace Thackeray. Both of them were not exclusively historical novelists; 

while Thackeray wrote several historical novels, including Vanity Fair, Henry Esmond 

and The Virginians, Dickens wrote only two. Dickens‘ Barnaby Rudge (1841) and A Tale 

of Two Cities (1859) put the concept of progress back into the foreground of historical 

narratives. Fleishman suggests that ―Dickens‘ stature as a historical novelist must be 

measured by his maintaining the dual perspective on past and present that Scott had 

established, but which had been lost on his immediate followers‖ (109). Dickens 

provided a personal treatment of human historical experience in a form that was more 

realist (as in realist novel) than historical. Both novels deal with revolutionary events: the 

Gordon riots and the French Revolution. Dickens‘ ideas about the latter are indebted to 

Carlyle‘s The French Revolution, even though he dramatizes the event through entirely 

fictional characters. As a reformer, he was interested in the difference between past 

abuses and present progress; Barnaby Rudge ―celebrates the progress of the present 

beyond the ‗bad old times‘‖ (Fleishman 107-108).  
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The preface to Barnaby Rudge describes Dickens‘ reasons for choosing the Gordon 

Riots as his subject: ― No account of the Gordon Riots having been to my knowledge 

introduced into any Work of Fiction, and the subject presenting very extraordinary and 

remarkable features, I was led to project this Tale‖ (40). In the tradition of historical 

novels, he also assures his readers that he has drawn the historical facts from reliable 

sources: ―In the description of the principal outrages, reference has been had to the best 

authorities of that time, such as they are; the account given in this Tale, of all the main 

features of the Riots, is substantially correct‖ (Dickens, Barnaby Rudge 41). However, 

aside from unfavourable comments about Lord Gordon‘s personal character (346) and the 

description of the riots themselves, very little of the novel is historical in the traditional, 

Scottian sense. Dickens introduces a style that is much more concerned with the fictional 

characters‘ relationship to historical events; for example, the conservative apprentice 

locksmith Simon Tappertit speaks and acts in a way that shows Dickens‘ deep 

understanding of the consequences of history on individuals. Early in the novel, in a 

meeting of his ‗Prentice Knights‘ Society, Simon gives a speech in which ―the degrading 

checks imposed upon them were unquestionably attributable to the innovating spirit of 

the times, and how they united therefore to resist all change, except such change as would 

restore those good English customs‖ (115).  

This speech tells the reader right away that industrialization has endangered the 

traditional apprenticeship system and that instead of embracing the change, Simon and 

his ‗Prentice Knights wish to maintain the old system in place. Of course, given Dickens‘ 

own reformist and progressive stance, Simon‘s character is not a sympathetic one. His 

resistance seems foolish, especially under the good-willed care of Gabriel Varden, the 
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master locksmith. The ―revolution‖ in Barnaby Rudge is a reactionary one, where the 

people involved in the riots are doing so against progressive politics, specifically the 

introduction of rights for Catholics. But Dickens emphasizes through the story of 

Barnaby himself that personal memory supersedes historical memory: by his involvement 

in the riots, Barnaby learns his family history and loses his innocence. He becomes a 

changed man, and echoes the changed state of England after the mob ruled London for a 

few days. In Barnaby Rudge, Dickens shows that the consequences of history on 

individuals is more important than the events themselves, and that it is through the 

progression—or regression—of society, that we should evaluate those events. 

Written eighteen years later, A Tale of Two Cities is a much more obviously 

historical story, even though it relies even less on historical characters. In fact, there are 

no actual historical characters present in the novel. But the French Revolution, a highly 

traumatic event for both France and England, does not require historical characters to be 

believable in the hands of Dickens. Carlyle had already provided the ―real‖ story of the 

―real‖ personages, and Dickens built his famous story of sacrifice and redemption solely 

around the events themselves. Charles Darnay‘s reaction to revolutionary Paris echoes 

Dickens‘ own opinion of revolutions: ―All here is so unprecedented, so changed, so 

sudden and unfair, that I am absolutely lost‖ (Tale 282). And so are the readers, when 

they are moved from tranquil and civilized London to Terror-stricken Paris. A Tale of 

Two Cities is less about history and progress than its predecessor; instead, it focuses on 

the religious cycle of sacrifice and redemption through the character of Sydney Carton. In 

his second historical novel, Dickens becomes interested in the eternal, mythical elements 

at play within specific historical events instead of the more personal cycles of Barnaby 
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Rudge. As in the rest of his works, in these two novels the private and the fictional still 

dominate the public and the historical, but Sanders suggests that Dickens meant ―the 

fictional, private world [to become] a norm by which we judge the public and historical 

affairs treated in [Barnaby Rudge]‖ (76). Jones also argues that ―Dickens tries to open up 

a new relationship to history, one that allows him to conceptualize historical change 

without subscribing to determinism‖ (53). Dickens‘ two attempts at historical fiction 

ultimately had little influence on other historical novelists, but they illustrate the shift in 

the Victorian intellectual tone of the 1840s and 1850s.  

Other novelists also participated in the personal turn to the historical novel which 

developed in the 1850s, albeit in ways significantly different from Dickens‘. William 

Makepeace Thackeray‘s writing was directly influenced by historical works: Fleishman 

suggests that ―Scott‘s idea of fiction probably descended to Thackeray by way of a 

historian—Macaulay himself‖ (133). The novelist even planned to finish Macaulay‘s 

History of England where he had left off at his death. This project was never completed, 

but in the meantime Thackeray wrote among the best and most popular novels of the 

period. The critically acclaimed Henry Esmond (1852), his best-known historical novel, 

is written from a first-person perspective, which had been previously unused in historical 

novels. The very first paragraph of the novel justifies Esmond‘s (and Thackeray‘s) stance 

on the importance of personal history: ―The Muse of History has encumbered herself 

with ceremony as well as her Sister of the Theater. ... She too, in our age, busies herself 

with the affairs only of kings; waiting on them obsequiously and stately, as if she were 

but a mistress of court ceremonies, and had nothing to do with the registering of the 

affairs of the common people‖ (Thackeray 3). Henry goes on to describe the ordinary 
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humanity of Louis XIV and Queen Anne outside of their rigorous and rigid ceremonials; 

he ends this first paragraph by saying that ―in a word, I would have history familiar rather 

than heroic‖ (Thackeray 4). This focus on ordinary people leaves space for the narrative 

to show success and failure in historical enterprises without judging either side; according 

to Sanders, Henry Esmond was constructed in such a way as to let readers judge Harry‘s 

opinions from their own perspective, thus preventing any dominant view of history to rise 

from the narrative (106).  

Somewhat akin to Dickens, then, in his historical fiction Thackeray was interested in 

the ―examination of the individual within society‖ (Sanders 101); Fleishman places him 

at the mid-point between the classical and the modern traditions of the historical novel, as 

he articulates new links between national history and personal consciousness (146). This 

new historical consciousness, away from great historical figures and into a more social 

apprehension of history, is influenced by both Carlyle and Macaulay, even given their 

apparent conflict. While the first did not like fiction in historical narratives, he did give a 

prominent place to the biography in history; the second insisted that history involved a 

social structure that went beyond a collection of biographies. These two strands joined 

together helped to build a historical novel that was less factually historical, but more 

coherent and social. The historical novels from this period, as we have seen with Dickens 

and Thackeray, change from giving an inner life to historical characters to, instead, 

giving historical life to fictional characters, involving the idea of the social in the process. 

In this sense, they are closer to Scott than Bulwer-Lytton ever was.  

After Thackeray and Dickens, Fleishman sees a third shift in the structure of 

historical fiction which he first attributes to Charles Reade‘s The Cloister and the Hearth 
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(1861). He suggests that at this point in the history of the historical novel, the inner life of 

the characters gains an autonomy that sets historical circumstances only as minor shaping 

elements of their consciousness, turning the structure of the narrative into a spiritual quest 

that has few links with historical events (Fleishman 149-150). Typically Victorian values 

are directly infused into the characterization, turning history into a screen on which the 

author projects his narrative. The Cloister and the Hearth also serves as a thematic 

predecessor to Eliot‘s Romola, as it is also concerned with the Italian Renaissance. 

Fleishman sees history in these late Victorian historical novels much the same way as 

Shaw does: it is a pastoral used to illustrate present concerns. According to both of them, 

most historical novels of this period are weak because they do not take history as the 

subject of their narrative; the subject has shifted predominantly towards human 

consciousness, thus leaving history as an exotic frame (although a much more researched 

and accurate frame than the one used for Gothic novels). Whether or not history was a 

simple frame to George Eliot, however, remains to be determined.  

George Eliot’s Historical Project 

In ―Historic Imagination,‖ a short passage written towards the end of her life, George  

Eliot said: 

I want something different from the abstract treatment 

which belongs to grave history from a doctrinal point of 

view, and something different from the schemed 

picturesqueness of ordinary historical fiction. I want brief, 

severely conscientious reproductions, in their concrete 

incidents, of pregnant movements in the past. (447) 

Brian Rosenberg argues that in this passage, Eliot rejects ―the incompatible extremes of 

fact or theory without imagination and imagination without carefully investigated fact‖ 
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(4). He also explains that to Eliot, ―imagination is seen not merely as a means of filling in 

gaps in historical records, but as the only available way of bringing life and relevance to 

inter factual material‖ (2). Eliot‘s ―Historic Imagination‖ explicitly expresses her faith in 

the faculty of imagination against the rising obsession for factual accuracy in historical 

research from the 1860s on. As a complement to historical reality, imagination, that 

ultimate Romantic value, was upheld by Eliot as a useful tool for investigating the past. 

Michael Carignan suggests that ―Eliot ... sought to develop a mode for the advancement 

of knowledge that maintained the romantic principle that the observer‘s imagination 

plays a central role in the process of knowledge creation‖ (463). She found ―schemed 

picturesqueness,‖ i.e. historical novels without interest in history itself, poor works of 

literature. She also understood, perhaps unconsciously, that historical knowledge is 

mediated through imagination; without it, history becomes ―doctrinal,‖ a proof of a 

particular approach to or conclusion about history which leaves no place for 

interpretation by the reader. In this sense, she had more affinity with Carlyle than with 

Macaulay.  

Indeed, Eliot had a particular admiration for Carlyle. In 1855, she published in The 

Leader an essay on his works; in it, she highlights the difference between Carlyle‘s and 

other conceptions of history:  

It may be said that the most effective writer is not he who 

announces a particular discovery, who convinces men of a 

particular conclusion, who demonstrates that this measure 

is right and that measure wrong; but he who rouses in 

others the activities that must issue in discovery, who 

awakes men from their indifference to the right and the 

wrong, who nerves their energies to seek for the truth and 

live up to it at whatever cost. ... He does not, perhaps, 

enrich your stock of data, but he clears away the film from 
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your eyes that you may search for data to some purpose. ... 

Such a writer is Thomas Carlyle. (―Thomas Carlyle‖ 213).  

There is no way to know whether Eliot was actually thinking of Macaulay when she 

spoke of a ―particular discovery,‖ ―particular conclusions‖ and right and wrong measures, 

but it can be argued that the Macaulayan progressive view of history conforms to that 

description. Macaulay put the history of progress above all other interpretations of the 

past, whereas, according to Eliot, Carlyle teaches how to interpret the present through the 

available fragments of the past. To Eliot at least, Carlyle provides tools for historical 

discovery and truth-seeking that other writers ignore in order to feed you with ready-

made conclusions. She says of Carlyle that ―he is yet more of an artist than a 

philosopher,‖ interpreting his method as more compatible with artistic endeavours than 

purely historical ones ( ―Thomas Carlyle‖ 215). In this essay, Eliot expresses a particular 

admiration of his depiction of the Comte de Mirabeau and Thomas Cromwell as better 

characters than the ones novelists could themselves provide, pushing further her analysis 

of Carlyle as a story-teller and not a historian (215). Whatever reservations Carlyle 

himself had about imagination and narratives, George Eliot found great artistic and 

narrative interest in his representation of history. 

Eliot‘s repudiation of progressive historians such as Macaulay does not mean, 

however, that she did not believe in progress herself. She was, after all, a Positivist, if 

only through her relationship with George Henry Lewes, the first proponent of Positivism 

in England. Positivism is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as ―a philosophical 

system elaborated from the 1830s by the French thinker Auguste Comte (1798-1857), 

recognizing only observable phenomena and empirically verifiable scientific facts and 

laws‖ (OED). She applied this theory to her fiction only to a certain point; according to 
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McCaw, critics have overestimated her dependence on Comtean philosophy for the 

structure and content of her stories (5), even in relation to Romola, arguably her most 

Positivist novel
14

. He adds that ―when faced with the Positivist totalizing framework Eliot 

shows noticeable hostility‖ (7). Her body of fictional work, then, is not a straightforward 

representation of the evolution of the English nation from the pre-Reform Bill time of 

Adam Bede to the contemporary London life of Daniel Deronda, but one that refuses the 

type of totalizing history that she denounces in her essay about Carlyle. In opposition to 

McCaw‘s view that Eliot actually sought totalization in her novels (31), Jones argues that 

―historical narratives cannot, in her view, be only narratives of progress; they also 

literally hurt, as they remind us of opportunities missed and wrongs committed‖ (80). 

Eliot‘s representation of history is always filled with struggle and tragedy, and while a 

kind of progression is always achieved, a sense of loss always haunts the finales of her 

novels. As McCaw shows, her idea of historical development is of moral rather than 

material progress: ―By embedding specific historical referents within her fiction, Eliot 

strove to forge an inescapable link between history and morality; the former as the 

servant of the latter‖ (21).    

George Eliot seems to have glimpsed the constructed nature of historical discourse, 

especially from Romola on. J. Hillis Miller, Reilly, Jones and McCaw all have noticed 

Eliot‘s tendency to undermine her own use of history as a totalizing frame. In ―Narrative 

and History,‖ Hillis Miller says that she ―rejects historicism with its ideas of progress and 

of a homogeneous time within which that progress unfolds‖ (471); Reilly suggests that 

―the most impressive feature of George Eliot‘s art is its willingness to expose its own 

limitations‖ (68); Jones argues that ―the novels anatomize the relationships between 
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history and fantasy, arguing simultaneously for attention to history, on the one hand and, 

on the other, skepticism about the legitimacy of appeals to history‖ (87); McCaw 

concludes that ―Eliot imagines a particular national past and then finds herself 

deconstructing this in light of persistent intellectual and spiritual doubt‖ (31). George 

Eliot‘s conception of history in her novels is conspicuously ambivalent; she believes in 

the force of historical progress at the same time as she doubts its capacity to improve 

everything. George Eliot‘s fiction sharply illustrates the weaknesses of the genre of the 

historical novel by underlining the discursive origins of history and by establishing a 

precedent of distrust towards empirical historical data as sole carrier of historical truth. 

Her novels thus begin to suggest in subtle ways the difficulties twentieth-century 

philosophy has had with the definition and role of history. 

                                                 
1
 White‘s seminal work in nineteenth-century historiography helps us understand the different currents of 

historical thought in the Victorian period in England. There are no English historians in his study, but the 
works of the European scholars in his book did influence their British colleagues. To White, a historical 
work is ―a verbal structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a model, or icon, of 
past structures and processes in the interest of explaining what they were by representing them‖ (2). This, it 
can be argued, can be as much the structure of a historical work as that of a historical novel, as long as the 
fictional parts of the narrative are representative of historical data. He also shows that no historical work is 
ideologically neutral: the writing of history implies a view of the world that is involved in one or the other 
of possible ideologies (21). In that sense, progress becomes a very relative term, in which one historian can 
see positive possibilities while another one considers it a decline from past perfection (25). According to 
White, there is no ideal form of history or a model historian; there are only different approaches that 
produce different interpretations, all equally valid, from the same historical data. These different approaches 
constitute the ―meta-discourses‖ of history. 

2
 Jones‘ contribution in the criticism of Victorian historical narratives is the rehabilitation of Carlyle‘s theory: 

according to Jones, it is much closer to twentieth-century concepts of history than has been previously 
thought. He avoids the traditional Carlylean hero-worship emphasis, which is the usual interpretation, and 
instead approaches it from the points of view of chaos and of narrative‘s inability to write history in more 
than fragmentary ways. Jones argues that ―meaning fails in historical narratives, not because of ideology, 
but because of factors that elude discursive elaboration‖ (17). 

3
 Georg Lukacs‘ The Historical Novel (1937) is the classic theory of the historical novel. Lukacs argues that 

the historical novel as a distinct genre from other types of novels started with Scott‘s Waverley, and that his 
novels constitute the historical novel‘s ―classical‖ form. Scott‘s main innovation, he says, was to see the 
human conflicts coming with capitalist progress, and to try to find the famous ―middle way‖ between 
extremes of progressive and conservative views of history and society (32-33). To Lukacs, it ultimately 
does not matter that Scott was a Tory and that his novels did not support revolution more than it condemned 
it; the true revolutionary nature of Scott‘s novels was that it included, for the first time, an objective 
consideration of lives of the lower classes, and the consequences of capitalist progress on them. Scott‘s 
focus on the social makes him un-Romantic, and it is Scott‘s break from Romantic individualism that 
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Lukacs praises. In fact, another of Scott‘s innovations, according to him, was to build ―human embodiments 
of historical-social types‖ (35). In other words, Scott concentrates in his characters certain social 
orientations, and shows historical trends literally embodied in human beings. Scott‘s typical ―average hero‖ 
is thus necessary to illustrate how historical trends pull ―normal‖ human beings in contrary directions, and 
how these historical conflicts are ultimately resolved. 

4
 In The Victorian Historical Novel 1840-1880 (1978), Andrew Sanders alerts us to the fact that Lukacs is led 

to exclude most of the English historical novel tradition because they could not accommodate his idea of 
the historical novel ―as the recorder of social evolution and of ‗the life of the people‘,‖ focusing instead on 
the Continental inheritors of the Scottian tradition (9). He is mostly interested in how the later Victorians 
adapted and changed the Scottian formula for historical novels. Sanders looks specifically at how Victorian 
historical novelists saw the past reinforcing the present, and how they linked the historical with the 
contemporary (31). Throughout his analysis there is a lot of discussion of the opposition between 
Macaulay‘s and Carlyle‘s respective positions on history. Sanders keeps in mind whether a novel follows 
Carlyle‘s hero-worship or Macaulay‘s interpretation of history as a liberal-democratic progression, and 
shows how this conflict shaped the form of Victorian historical fiction.  

5
 A good complement to Sanders is Avrom Fleishman‘s The English Historical Novel: Walter Scott to 

Virginia Woolf (1971). Fleishman focuses on the ability of the novelist to interpret historical data through 
their imaginative faculties. Thus not only are Victorian historical novelists presenters of historical 
narratives, they are also interpreters of historical facts. According to him, the historical novelist is not 
completely restrained by truth, as the historian is; the novelist is allowed to add fiction to fill in the gaps left 
by historians, especially in the characterization of historical figures. Fleishman makes the interesting point 
that the historical novel, as a work of art, tends towards the universal, while history is concerned with 
particulars (8). His approach is centered on the artistic nature of the historical novel and its affinities with 
the historical method itself, arguing on the way that fictional historical narratives are a proper, if different, 
way of doing history.  

6
 Harry E. Shaw, in The Forms of Historical Fiction: Sir Walter Scott and his Successors (1983), diverges 

from both Lukacs and Fleishman because he finds that not all historical novels view history as a process; 
only the highest achievements in the genre actually represent this concept successfully. He criticises 
Fleishman for idealising and homogenizing the genre too much, and Lukacs for setting it as a mode of 
knowledge apart from other realist fiction. His argument anticipates the next step in evaluating historical 
fiction through what it cannot represent (as Jones and Reilly will do a decade later) by working through the 
problems raised by the historical novel as a sub-genre within realist fiction.  

7
 Jim Reilly, in Shadowtime: History and Representation in Hardy, Conrad and Eliot (1993), argues that as 

early as the nineteenth century, novelists were already aware of the growing disconnection of history from 
human experience, and wrote of the increasing inability to conceive history as a continuous, progressive 
phenomenon. My analysis considers Reilly‘s argument that it might be more difficult to represent a totality 
through historical narrative than Lukacs believes. Read along with Jones, Reilly‘s work successfully shows 
that the Victorians themselves unconsciously doubted their own capacity to represent history coherently in 
fiction. 

8
 Homer‘s Iliad and Odyssey for the Greeks, Virgil‘s Aeneid for the Romans, Dante‘s Divine Comedy for the 

medieval period, and Milton‘s Paradise Lost for the Reformation, are all read as representations of the spirit 
of their respective ages. One can find in them the highest literary concentration of the values, beliefs and 
ideologies of the cultures that produced them. Interestingly, there is no canonical nineteenth-century epic, 
either in England or in Europe. 

9
 In ―On History,‖ it is obvious that Carlyle believes narration to be quite inadequate for explaining historical 

events: ―actual events are nowise so simply related to each other as parent and offspring are; every single 
event is the offspring not of one, but of all other events, prior or contemporaneous, and will in its turn 
combine with all others to give birth to new: it is an ever-living, ever working Chaos of Being‖ (―On 
History‖ 59-60). Disentangling the threads of events only distorts reality into an intelligible, progressive 
narrative; this narrative is in no way close enough to reality to do it justice. 

10
 Mary Lascelles states that the aim of The Story-Teller Retrieves the Past (1980) is to ―know how the past 
challenged the imagination of [story-tellers and their readers]‖ (x). While she focuses on Scott, Rudyard 
Kipling and Robert Louis Stevenson, her work shows great insight in the role of imagination in the process 
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of accessing the past and of writing it, which Fleishman had not included in his own. She also makes a 
unique distinction between historical fiction and fictitious history: historical fiction shows the effect of real 
events on fictional characters, while fictitious history is concerned with representing real historical figures 
in situations that did not happen, that ―might have been‖ (114). This differentiation is important in 
discussing historical novels, since one way to criticise historical novels is on the basis of their historical 
accuracy. Lascelles, in this particular issue, argues that sometimes inserting false events and meddling with 
chronology shows even more imaginative faculties than the writing of historical fiction. The faculty of 
imagination enables the story-teller to build not only the historical past of the story‘s setting, but also 
characters‘ pasts within this history, which makes them believable as historical characters, instead of 
contemporary types set in a distant period. 

11
 During the second part of the nineteenth century, transport to the continent was cheaper than it had ever 
been before, and Italy was an especially popular destination for British travelers. 

12
 In Imperfect Histories: The Elusive Past and the Legacy of Romantic Historicism (2001), Ann Rignery 
considers both what writers chose to construct as the historical past and what they left behind. She argues 
that the forms of historical writing in the nineteenth century are, as the title claims, legacies from earlier, 
Romantic modes. 

13
 Cola di Rienzi is now known and studied under the name of Cola di Rienzo. However I will use Rienzi here 
as I am generally dealing with Bulwer-Lytton‘s character and not the historical figure. For a pivotal study 
on Rienzo, see Ronald G. Musto, Apocalypse in Rome. Cola di Rienzo and the politics of the New Age 
(2003). 

14
 In The Triptych and The Cross : The Central Myths of George Eliot’s Poetic Imagination (1979), Felicia 
Bonaparte explains that Eliot ―owed Comte a profound, if eclectic, debt‖ (58). The most important Comtean 
feature of the novel is the moral one: ―Romola‘s progress into moral consciousness traces the three stages 
Comte outlined in his survey of man‘s development from egotism to moral responsibility‖ (Bonaparte 73). 
In no other novel did Eliot use a Comtean structure so extensively than in Romola.   
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Chapter 2: Victorian Historical Art 

 

As I have shown, the ways in which writers depicted history rapidly changed during 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Enlightenment philosophers looked to fact and 

reason as the only bearers of historical truth, while Victorian historians allowed for 

narrative techniques taken from novels, as long as they did not deter from the historical 

truth. Especially in matters of characterization, Macaulay thought that portraits of 

historical personages were better done by novelists than historians. Even if Carlyle 

denied any relationship to historical fiction, down to the very definition of his narrative 

form, novelists such as George Eliot found many affinities between his works and theirs. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, however, historical writing had been 

professionalized (i.e., distinguished from fiction-writing), and the historical novel had 

lost most of its appeal to Victorian readers. Interestingly, historical art, a traditional form 

of painting, also lost its ascendency during the same period (Strong 74). Historical 

painting started to lose its importance in artistic circles because the avant-garde reacted 

strongly against it and sought to overthrown the academic control on art systems. 

Historical painting is also sometimes called ―academic‖ painting. The name 

―academic‖ comes from the fact that this style of painting was the one taught in official 

art academies around Europe, especially in France and England. Historical painting has 

older roots than the historical novel: its main formal and thematic features date from the 

Italian Renaissance, the historical moment in which Romola is set. Also, as opposed to 

the historical novel, historical painting is not an offshoot of realist art; in fact, in the 
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nineteenth century, realist art was practiced as a reaction against academic painting. John 

Barlow aptly comments that  

in the Modernist account of nineteenth-century art, History 

Painting takes its place in a tale of reactionary resistance: of 

unrelenting refusal to accept the move towards ... ‗optical‘ 

experience, so that the moral and philosophical claims of 

the genre became increasingly identified as fingerwagging: 

worse, as ideological oppression; at best as a form of 

fantasizing – an ‗escapism‘ into the past. (2) 

As such, academic and history painting have been disparaged since the Modernist 

moment, but works by Roy Strong, for example, have done much to reinstate Victorian 

history painting back into art history books. Colin Trodd and Rafael Cardoso Denis also 

provide a useful, if brief, summary of the scholarship on academic painting (4). In the 

first section of what follows, I will define historical painting and give a short summary of 

its development in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Then I will investigate the 

Pre-Raphaelite movement, a style relevant to my thesis mainly because of its members‘ 

interest in Renaissance Italy, the same interest which would prompt George Eliot to write 

Romola. Finally, I will provide an overview of Sir Frederic Leighton‘s career and focus 

on the way that he brought together the academic and Pre-Raphaelite genres in his early 

paintings.  

Academicians 

In his Discourses on Art (1778), Sir Joshua Reynolds laid out the principles of 

historical painting, or what he calls the ―grand style‖ (57). As the first President of the 

Royal Academy, Reynolds had great authority over nineteenth-century Academicians.  

He said that ―the great leading principle‖ behind the masterpieces of historical art is ―the 

perfect state of nature, which the Artist calls the Ideal Beauty‖ (44-45). This concept of 
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―Ideal Beauty‖ is very platonic. It consists in presenting the essence of an object without 

the deformities of its particular shape in nature: ―perfect form is produced by leaving out 

particularities, and retaining only general ideas‖ (57). As a consequence, the artist ―must 

sometimes deviate from vulgar and strict historical truth, in pursuing the grandeur of his 

design‖ (59-60). As for subject, Reynolds recommends choosing one ―in which men are 

universally concerned, and which powerfully strikes upon the publick sympathy‖ (57). 

He considers Greek and Roman literature, as well as Biblical subjects, to be of 

sufficiently general interest in European countries to warrant their choice as proper topics 

for painters aspiring to the grand style (57-58). Barlow explains the moral implications 

for privileging those subjects: ―[historical painting] was understood to display the power 

to articulate the nature of visual experience in its most fully ordered and analysed form, 

and ... to comment in moral and philosophical form on the very conditions of human life 

itself‖ (1). Reynolds cites Raphael as the master of the genre and recommends copying 

his treatment of St. Paul (60). After looking at quite a number of historical paintings, I 

found that this style is usually ambitious: the works are painted on very large canvases, 

and tend to be crowded. Academic artists in the eighteenth and nineteenth century were 

required to display their virtuosity at architecture, drapery and symbolism, as well as at 

painting ―true to nature,‖ that is, using the rules of perspective. Historical art also requires 

idealization, as the only subjects fit for representation are from highly canonized sources. 

The figures are anatomically realistic to the point of idealism, symmetrical and follow all 

the canons of traditional beauty, whether male or female. The proliferation of Madonna 

and Child paintings during the High Renaissance in Italy exemplifies these concepts very 
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well. Already an idealized figure in its Biblical symbolism, the Madonna became the 

perfect expression for the beauty and morality that historical painting aims to represent. 

Given the generality of the subject matter, Reynolds advises painters of historical 

subjects to avoid ―minute attention to the discriminations of Drapery‖; in other words, not 

to bother trying to represent specific 

fashions or fabrics, since it detracts from 

proper idealization (62). It is rare to see a 

High Renaissance artwork that features 

contemporary clothing; classical drapery 

was used for Biblical as well as Roman 

and Greek subjects. Even in later centuries, 

followers of the traditional style of 

historical painting tended to represent even 

recent events with classical drapery and 

Italian landscapes. Around the time of the 

French Revolution, there was a special interest by painters such as Jacques-Louis David 

in painting subjects of current political importance under the guise of traditional, 

Classical topics. A paradigmatic painting of this kind of visual response is The Oath of 

the Horatii (1784) (fig. 1). The painting was commissioned by Louis XVI, but after the 

Revolution it came to represent loyalty to the State instead of loyalty to the Crown and 

the Church. Its scene is taken from a passage in Livy, the Roman historian. The dress, the 

Roman setting and the composition all make this painting a proper Neoclassical work of 

both artistic and political importance. Other historical painters, however, thought that 

Figure 1. Jacques-Louis David. The Oath of the Horatii. 1784. 

Louvre, Paris. 
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more realism in dress and setting was appropriate, even with subjects considered serious 

enough to deserve more a traditional treatment. Benjamin West‘s The Death of General 

Wolfe (1771) (fig. 2) is one of the first examples of historical painting that features 

contemporary dress and realistic landscape. Reynolds objected to the figures‘ military 

dress and pressed West to change it; however, the painting was finally bought as is by 

George III. The conflict around classical versus contemporary dress highlights the same 

kind of issue raised by idealization versus historicity in Victorian historical fiction: 

West‘s choice shows that it is possible to idealize and historicize at the same time. 

David‘s painting is difficult to interpret without the proper knowledge of pre- and post-

Revolutionary France; however, simply glancing at the title of West‘s painting tells us the 

time and the setting and justifies the 

use of soldiers‘ uniforms and Native 

clothing, since it introduces a note of 

seemingly acute veracity. 

Historical painting has several 

purposes, but the most important of 

them is to suggest a heroic 

interpretation of the scene. On the one 

hand, David‘s Roman subject mirrors 

France‘s high opinion of Roman 

values and illustrates both its pre- and post-Revolutionary desire for the loyalty of its 

subjects. On the other hand, West‘s painting is especially famous for its depiction of 

General Wolfe as a dying Christ carried off the Cross; this visual parallel being made 

Figure 2. Benjamin West. The Death of General Wolfe. 1771. 

National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. 
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between the general and Christ situates him as a martyr and redeemer in the Seven Years‘ 

War against France. This style of painting suggests both a historical continuity between 

Biblical or Classical times and current events and an appropriation of Biblical or 

Classical scenes as political propaganda. Another common thread between High 

Renaissance historical art and academic art is their concern for realism in perspective and 

physical proportions, which is usually borrowed from Raphael and the early works of 

Michelangelo. Raphael and Michelangelo were the consummate High Renaissance artists 

and nineteenth century academic painters sought to emulate their style. To this end, many 

of them received at least part of their artistic education in Rome and Florence, where they 

studied and copied the most famous works of the Old Masters. Within the academic 

tradition, the works of the High Renaissance masters were considered the highest 

possible expression of perfection in painting. 

The visual arts did not escape the nineteenth-century discourse of progress; in fact, 

there was a strong progressive ideal to British academic painting during the first decades 

of the century. According to Hilary Fraser, this ideal was based mainly on Giorgio 

Vasari‘s Lives, which ―defined a great deal of early Victorian critical and historical 

discourse‖ in the arts (47). Vasari argued that artists Raphael and Michelangelo 

represented a high point in art: artists before them built up gradually towards their 

eventual perfection (culminating in the work of Vasari, heir to their standards of 

perfection) and art in the following centuries showed a devolution from their 

achievements. Late eighteenth-century and Victorian British historical painters believed 

they were direct heirs of the High Renaissance tradition, and their art expressed that 

belief. Fraser explains that ―the historical painters, in particular, often reproduced not 
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only the classical, historical and sacred themes, but also the statuesque forms, glowing 

colors and high finish of Renaissance art in their work‖ (69). By going back to Vasari‘s 

interpretation of the ideal work of art, nineteenth-century academic artists thought they 

would bring back the Golden Age of painting without the mistakes of Mannerist and 

Baroque painters of the sixteenth, seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.  

The academic painters‘ belief in the achievement of perfection in their own time 

underlines a connection with Macaulayan historiography, in that both thought to have 

reached the culmination of culture and society in their time. The popularity of historians 

like Carlyle and Macaulay and of the historical novel, as we have seen, had spread 

interest in historical narratives in Victorian culture. Strong notes that ―painters could now 

give free expression on canvas to national historic mythologies, assured of immediate 

understanding from their history-hungry audience‖ (35).  History appealed to painters not 

only because it was the perfect subject for the ―grand style‖ but also because there was an 

audience for it. The historical and artistic education of the British public was not limited 

to British subjects: Fraser emphasizes how easy it was for the educated middle classes 

and even the literate lower classes to learn about the Renaissance and its art (61). Not 

surprisingly, ―they heyday of the historical painting was coincidental with the apogee of 

history writing as literature‖ (Strong 36). History permeated the understanding of the 

development of art, and art criticism reflected this by privileging, at least for the first few 

decades of the nineteenth century, what critics thought was the best painting since 

Raphael himself.  
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Pre-Raphaelites 

Not everyone agreed with this particular interpretation of artistic progress, however. 

In England, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood contested the artistic supremacy of Raphael 

and looked back to earlier Italian artists such as Giotto, Cimabue and Fra Angelico (thus 

inspiring their name). They argued that academic artists copied the highly finished style 

of Raphael‘s work and left its spirit 

behind, producing pretty but 

vacuous paintings. John Everett 

Millais, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and 

Holman Hunt, the three founding 

members of the Brotherhood, were 

especially fascinated by the spiritual 

honesty of Early Renaissance artists, 

and sought to recreate this feeling 

by bypassing the superficial 

naturalism of Raphael and 

Michelangelo. The work of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood followed along the same 

themes as historical art: Biblical scenes, historical events and literary passages still 

inspired most of their paintings. The main difference between Academicians and Pre-

Raphaelites is situated in the execution of those themes. While still attempting to follow 

nature, they wanted to move away from the spiritless copies of the High Renaissance 

style and from the influence of Sir Joshua Reynolds (never himself a great historical 

painter).  

Figure 3. Holman Hunt. Rienzi Vowing to Obtain Justice for the Death 

of his Young Brother. 1848-49, private collection. 
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Like historical art, Pre-Raphaelite painting also conveyed a political message: ―the 

glorious Early Renaissance culture which the name of the movement conjured up was 

connected in people‘s minds with an idealized conception of the political conditions 

which prevailed under the Italian republics, and thence with the modern struggle for 

emancipation‖ (Fraser 95). One of Holman Hunt‘s early works, Rienzi Vowing to Obtain 

Justice for the Death of his Young Brother (1848-49) (fig. 3) is the perfect illustration of 

the link between the Victorians‘ interest in the Risorgimento and in Early Renaissance 

art, as well as of the influence of the historical novel on the wider artistic community. 

The scene is taken from Bulwer-Lytton‘s Rienzi, which was one of the rare novels about 

Renaissance Italy before Reade‘s The Cloister and the Hearth and Eliot‘s Romola. In 

Rienzi, the main character, disgusted with the current political state of Rome, decides to 

reinstate the tribune system in the city; this desire is spurred by the careless murder of 

Rienzi‘s younger brother by a member of one of the ruling baron‘s clan. Rienzi (or 

Rienzo) was an actual historical figure, ―a very remarkable man [who] had been 

superficially judged and a very important period crudely examined‖ (Bulwer-Lytton vii). 

This period, the fourteenth century, actually coincides with the first Early Renaissance 

experiments with greater realism in art
1
. Thus Hunt deliberately uses  Early Renaissance 

techniques to represent a scene from a historical novel treating of the subject, to lend 

greater veracity to his image. 

Even though Pre-Raphaelites believed they undermined the progressive discourse of 

academic art, in reality they only replaced its high point from the High Renaissance to the 

Early Renaissance. Fraser notes that ―the Pre-Raphaelites produced paintings which 

demonstrated considerable technical skill, an ability to imitate not only nature but also 
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other works of art, and, above all, and in accordance with the bourgeois ethics of hard 

work, flawless finish; in short, the most valued accomplishments of the academic painter‖ 

(120). Hunt‘s Rienzi shows this very well: the work has a complete, finished surface that 

does not attract attention to itself as colors on a canvas, like the more radical French 

Realists were apt to do. The costumes are appropriate for the period and the technique 

and poses for the figures are taken from Trecento art. However, the treatment of a 

literary/historical theme is academic in origin, as is the representation of contemporary 

Victorian values and interests. The comment of this specific painting is also progressive: 

Rienzi‘s fight for Rome‘s independence in the Trecento is a precursor to contemporary 

Risorgimento issues in Italy. Hunt treats the subject in a heroic manner, mirroring the 

general Victorian approval of Italy‘s fight for independence from other European 

―oppressors‖. It shows that the spirit of Pre-Raphaelite painting is still historiographical: 

―[they] believed they could uncover and resurrect the reality of the past through careful 

research and ... verisimilitude‖ (Fraser 133). In terms of this thesis, it is important to look 

at the works of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood since in the late 1850s, Pre-Raphaelites 

and Academicians were already starting to influence each other and hybridize their 

respective styles. This, as we will see in the last chapter, enabled Frederic Leighton, 

Romola‘s illustrator, to use not only High Renaissance models for his illustrations, but 

also to look back at earlier painters and take inspiration from them as well. 

Frederic Leighton 

By the 1860s and into the 1870s, Pre-Raphaelites and academics started influencing 

each other more openly. Some Pre-Raphaelites became Academicians, like Millais. At 

the same time, academically trained painters became more eclectic, calling on High 
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Renaissance as well as Early Renaissance art, sometimes in the same work. Romola‘s 

illustrator, Frederic Leighton, was one such painter who overlaid Pre-Raphaelitism with 

more traditional academic influences. Before he started his career in England, in the mid-

1850s, he had spent time in Florence and Germany for his formal training, and had 

studied both Early Renaissance and High Renaissance works. He had also trained with 

masters from the Nazarene school in Germany, which developed its own kind of Pre-

Raphaelitism. Leighton‘s breakthrough painting, Cimabue's Celebrated Madonna is 

carried in Procession through the Streets of Florence (1853-55) (fig. 4), illustrates the 

importance of Vasari to 

Leighton, since this scene is 

inspired by a passage in 

Vasari‘s biography of 

Cimabue. It shows Leighton‘s 

technical skill for traditional 

High Renaissance figures, but 

also places them in a flat 

composition inspired by 

Trecento proto-Renaissance
2
 masterpieces. The painting is undoubtedly progressive in 

subject: the painting is a homage to Giotto‘s master (Giotto being, according to Vasari, 

the first true Renaissance artist) and to the beginnings of the Italian Renaissance (critics 

believe that the figure looking on at the bottom right is Dante), which led through the 

generations from Cimabue to Raphael and was passed down the centuries to Leighton 

himself. According to Elizabeth Prettejohn, this painting is especially informed by 

Figure 4. Frederic Leighton. Cimabue's Celebrated Madonna is carried in 

Procession through the Streets of Florence. 1853-55. Leighton House Museum, 

London (on loan from the National Art Gallery, London). 
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nineteenth-century historicism: ―Leighton‘s historicist approach modernises the old 

allegorical type. He locates his paean to the glory of art in a particular time and place, so 

that the characters are neither allegories of the various arts nor representative figures 

from different ages in history‖ (94). This painting illustrates two forms of modernization: 

just as Cimabue modernized Italo-Byzantine painting with his Madonna, Leighton brings 

history painting in accordance with nineteenth-century scientific values with his carefully 

researched and accurate Florentine procession.  

Cimabue’s Celebrated Madonna was bought by the royal family on the first day of 

its exhibition at the Royal Academy, and it launched Leighton‘s career. He became an 

Academician in 1868, and ten years later was President of the Royal Academy, a position 

he would hold for 18 years, until his death. Despite the popularity of some of his 

paintings (Flaming June [1895], for example), his importance in the Victorian artistic 

world is usually underestimated, as twentieth-century art history has been more interested 

in the visual revolution happening in France with avant-garde movements such as 

Realism and Impressionism. Leighton‘s works are generally dismissed as tradition-bound 

and old-fashioned, as opposed to the more radical genres appearing elsewhere at the time. 

Even less well known is his illustrative work, even though his illustrations for Romola in 

The Cornhill have attracted increasing interest since Hugh Witemeyer wrote a chapter 

about them in George Eliot and the Visual Arts. Leighton also illustrated ―The Great God 

Pan,‖ a poem by Elizabeth Barrett Browning published in The Cornhill. He also provided 

nine plates for Dalziel’s Bible Gallery (1881). Leighton‘s illustrations are representative 

of his style as a whole: his Classical and Renaissance influences are quite visible. His 

pictures for Romola, in particular, reflect his early interest in Florentine subjects and 
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show the same kind of historical research and preoccupation with historical progress as 

we see in Cimabue’s Madonna.   

The Arts in Romola 

Alison Byerly describes Eliot‘s use of visual arts ―as a detached and static 

simplification of complex reality‖ (106-07). This analysis might work for verbal texts 

alone, but I believe the situation is more complex when working with the illustrated 

Romola. In Romola, the interplay between what is written and what is illustrated refutes 

Byerly‘s argument of static representation, because Leighton‘s illustrations do address 

the moral development of characters through time. Shawn Malley‘s essay about 

Romola‘s spiritual progress in the illustrations develops this point. Moreover, Mark W. 

Turner argues that Leighton‘s illustrations undermine traditional Victorian gender roles 

and ideals of domesticity. Witemeyer, the first scholar to address the pictures in the 

context of literary criticism, is ambivalent: ―Although some of the Romola designs are 

strikingly good both as pictures and as interpretations of the novel, others are stiff, 

inanimate, and heedless of the text‖ (George Eliot and the Visual Arts 159). He adds that 

Leighton‘s illustrations are more determined by his training as an academic than by his 

reading of the text (161). I agree with this assessment; however, I do not think this is a 

weakness. On the contrary, Leighton‘s training enabled him to work with the novel‘s 

progressive view of art and to illustrate it in a very allusive and knowledgeable way. 

Witemeyer fails to see the ―coherent interpretive vision‖ present in Leighton‘s 

illustrations: the historical, visual and moral movement embedded in the arts and culture 

of European civilization, from Greek antique sculpture to Raphael‘s idealized Madonna 

(170) that I analyze in this thesis. 
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George Eliot had read both Vasari and Reynolds and was well-versed in the history 

of art. Witemeyer has written an exhaustive study of the influence of the visual arts on 

her fiction; the letters she wrote during her European travels as well as her 

correspondence with Leighton during the serialization of 

Romola show her deep interest in and knowledge of the 

language of the arts. Witemeyer qualifies her artistic taste 

as ―conventional‖: she enjoyed High Renaissance art, as 

well as Titian, Rubens, Rembrandt and the Dutch realist 

school (21). Her favourite painting was Raphael‘s Sistine 

Madonna (1513-15) (fig. 5). Fraser suggests that this 

painting ―provided George Eliot with a perfect source of 

analogies for her most deserving heroines,‖ since to her it 

represented the ideal ―conflation of the human and the 

divine‖ (82). The Virgin Mary is traditionally the figure 

who intercedes with God with the plight of ordinary 

Christians. As the mother of Christ, she straddles the human world of flesh and mortality 

and the Kingdom of God. In the eyes of someone like George Eliot, who believed that the 

spiritual actually resided in humanity, the figure of the Madonna must have been deeply 

attractive.  

The genre of historical painting had an important enough influence on Eliot to 

deserve a chapter in Witemeyer‘s study; however, this chapter neglects much of Romola 

which, I believe, is highly informed by this genre. According to Witemeyer, Eliot did not 

believe that the idealized style of historical painting was antithetical to the real; in fact, 

Figure 5. Raphael. Sistine Madonna. 

1513-14. Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, 

Dresden. 



 

 

63 

she ―habitually idealized her characters by associating them with sacred and heroic 

history painting and with classical sculpture‖ (73). Using visual arts this way provided 

Eliot with a useful tool for characterization, as well as with another support to her realist 

project: as Leonée Ormond has suggested, the reference to Florentine artwork in Romola 

contributes to its realism, even though ―only the well-informed would be aware of 

George Eliot‘s mingling of real and imaginary paintings‖ (189).  

Eliot used visual metaphors throughout her writing career, not only for Romola but 

for all her novels. Byerly aptly remarks that ―the ordinary, rural world depicted in 

[Eliot‘s] novels contains more artwork than the British Museum‖ (106). I would add that 

the world of Romola, especially, is akin to a catalogue for a collection of Renaissance 

works of art in any major European museum. The text of Romola is filled with 

descriptions of works of art, whether architectural, sculptural or painted. As early as the 

Proem, there is a reference to architecture: ―But what architect can the Frati Minori have 

employed to build that spire for them? If it had been built in my day, Filippo Brunelleschi 

or Michelozzo would have devised something of another fashion‖ (10). One of Tito‘s 

first sights in Florence is ―Donatello‘s stone statue of Plenty, with a fountain near it‖ 

(14). In Romola, the hierarchy surrounding art is twofold: first, it shows the evolution of 

art starting from Ancient Greece and anticipating Raphael and Michelangelo; second, it 

also develops a moral hierarchy of subjects, from Ovidian poetry to the Bible, from 

Classical culture to Christianity. In the next chapter, I will illustrate that evolution and 

show how Leighton picked up on these features of Romola and integrated his own visual 

references to support Eliot‘s views of the link between the progress of art and the 

progress of morality in European culture. He integrated visual references to works of art 
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ranging from the Classical period to 18
th

 century genre painting in order to illustrate 

Romola‘s moral progression and Tito‘s moral regression. 

                                                 
1
 For a study of these experimentations, see Frederick Hartt, History of Italian Renaissance Art: Paiting, 

Sculpture, Architecture. 6
th
 ed (2006) and John T. Paoletti and Gary Radke, Art in Renaissance Italy, 3

rd
 ed. 

(2005). 

2
 Fourteenth-century Italy is a transitional period between the late medieval period and the early Renaissance, 

which starts in the fifteenth century. It produced painters such as Duccio and Giotto, and writers like Dante, 
Boccaccio and Petrarch. For more on the evolution of art in Renaissance Italy, see Frederick Hartt, History 
of Italian Renaissance Art: Paiting, Sculpture, Architecture. 6

th
 ed (2006) and John T. Paoletti and Gary 

Radke, Art in Renaissance Italy, 3
rd

 ed. (2005). 
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Chapter 3: The Moral and Artistic Development of Romola and 
Tito: Between Classicism and Renaissance Realism 

 

The progressive discourse of Victorian culture informed both Eliot‘s writing of 

Romola and the composition of Leighton‘s illustrations. Even given her doubts about the 

totalizing progressive discourse à la Macaulay, with the character of Romola Eliot 

provides a model of moral development that embodies the spiritual journey of European 

civilization from paganism to post-Christianity. While the progressive stance of the 

novel‘s verbal text is widely acknowledged, there is no such analysis for its illustrations. 

As I will show, however, Leighton‘s illustrations form a parallel to and an interpretation 

of this development by alluding to the progressive development of techniques and 

symbols of each period: ancient sculpture, medieval and Early Renaissance devotional 

art, and High Renaissance portraits. As I will illustrate, only Romola, the novel‘s epic 

central character, really progresses morally as well as visually; Tito actually regresses in 

both the verbal and visual texts. Tito is given pagan, sensual subjects taken from 

―immoral‖ (in the Victorian view, at least) texts such as Ovid, genre painting and even a 

reversal of traditional Christian symbolism.  

Before I discuss the illustrations in their moral and historical context, however, we 

first need to understand the mechanism of serial illustrated reading. There are two types 

of illustrations in Romola: the pictorial initials and the plate illustrations. Pictorial initials 

are used at the beginning of each instalment to serve, as we will see later, as an entry into 

a section of the text. This has been the traditional role of pictorial initials ever since 

medieval times. The pictorial initials for Romola are mainly street views of a Renaissance 

city, with typical Renaissance architecture. The figures are also dressed in Renaissance 
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fashions. On the other hand, the full-page plate illustrations are taken from scenes in 

Eliot‘s text. They depict main characters and important events from the novel. Despite 

their importance, the chapter initials were not the first thing readers saw when they turned 

the page to the instalment of Romola. While the chapter initials form an integral part of 

the text (the first letter of each instalment is drawn within the picture), the full-page plates 

reproducing Leighton‘s illustrations for the 

monthly part were kept separate: they were 

printed on a full page, opposite a page of text 

(fig.6). For the instalments with two 

illustrations, one was placed on the left side, 

facing the first page of the text; the other was 

in the same position but in the middle of the 

number. They were also not necessarily placed 

in the same order as the text. For example, in 

the first instalment, the first illustration on the 

left side of the first page is ―The Blind Scholar and his Daughter‖ (fig. 6). The text does 

not introduce the two characters until chapter 5, and the scene of second illustration, 

―Suppose you let me look at myself‖ (fig. 7), actually happens in chapter 3. Even before 

Romola and Bardo are introduced in the text, ―The Blind Scholar and his Daughter‖ 

makes their presence known before Tito‘s or Nello‘s. Not only is Romola, as the title 

character, more important than Tito, her position at the very beginning of the novel, even 

before the text starts, supports Eliot‘s use of her as a moral guide throughout the text. She 

is holding the light above the book, and she is even taller than Tito. Around her head the 

Figure 6. Frederic Leighton. “The Blind Scholar and His 

Daughter” and opposite page. The Cornhill, July 1862. 
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light from the window forms a kind of aura. Eliot objected to this illustration as it 

disregards her description of the same scene: ―[Her hair] 

was confined by a black fillet above her small ears, from 

which it rippled forward again, and made a natural veil for 

her neck above her square-cut gown of black rascia, or 

serge‖ (27). But even in omitting this detail, Leighton 

conveys Romola‘s grand, statuesque character.  

Leighton was an intelligent illustrator who not only 

understood what he read but also sought to do more than 

depict textual scenes literally. The pictorial initials are 

based on familiar notions of Florentine dress and 

architecture and they convey a general sense of space and 

geography before they represent anything specific from the 

text. In addition, I will show that for the full-plate 

illustrations, Leighton expanded on Eliot‘s already artistically attuned text to go beyond 

simple, literal illustrations. The affinity between the structure and characterisation of 

Romola and the academic style in which Leighton trained shows even more interpretative 

potential than previous critics have already discussed. I am particularly interested in the 

links between Eliot‘s use of the arts in the novel and Leighton‘s use of art in his 

illustrations. As I will show, Leighton‘s pictures work with both the Vasarian principles 

of progression in painting and Eliot‘s story of progression through the history of 

European morality. 

Figure 7. Frederic Leighton. "Suppose 

you let me look at myself". The Cornhill, 

July 1862 
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Leighton’s Chapter Initials and Romola’s Historical Setting 

As I have shown in the introduction, contemporary readers complained of the lack of 

warmth of Romola‘s historical setting. Given the amount of research Eliot poured into the 

writing of the novel, we cannot just dismiss it as a bland pastoral, as Shaw does. For 

Eliot, history was the guarantor of realism and truth. Maybe it is the extensiveness and 

erudition of Romola‘s contextual setting that came across as cold to Victorian readers. I 

argue that for Cornhill readers Leighton‘s chapter initials provide a visual entry into the 

text that attempts to emulate Eliot‘s own historical contextualization throughout the 

novel.  

The artistic culture of European civilization—both literary and visual—plays an 

important role in Romola‘s context. The novel‘s opening pages, an extended Dantean 

‗Proem‘, immediately call to attention the traditions from which Eliot will draw 

throughout the text. After specifying the year (1492), she uses the familiar epic image of 

the rising sun: ―we are sure that the star-quenching angel of the dawn, as he traveled with 

broad slow wing from the Levant to the Pillars of Hercules, and from the summits of the 

Caucasus across all the snowy Alpine ridges to the dark nakedness of the western isles...‖ 

(9) This opening immediately recalls the repeated motif of either ―young Dawn 

[showing] again with her rosy fingers‖ or of Helios the sun-god ―[rising] into the brazen 

sky‖ of Homer‘s Odyssey (39, 51). The narrator even mentions ―the early sheets of that 

fine Homer which was among the early glories of the Florentine press,‖ further 

strengthening the links between this story and the Greek epic poet‘s (11)
1
. The rest of the 

introductory sentence of Romola calls attention to the unchanging nature of the 

geographical features of Europe: ―the same great mountain shadows on the same valleys 

as he has seen to-day,‖ and the second sentence to the same features of human life: ―on 
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the rosy warmth of nestling children; on the haggard waking of sorrow and sickness; on 

the hasty uprising of the hard-handed labourer‖ (9). Eliot here attempts to illustrate a 

certain unity through time, not only through English history but through of all European 

civilization‘s. Eliot‘s Shade, a fifteenth-century Florentine wandering in nineteenth-

century Florence, does not think of the differences brought on by time but of things that 

remain the same: his eyes ―are drawn irresistibly to the unique tower springing ... from 

the square-turreted mass of the Old Palace in the very heart of the city—the tower that 

looks none the worse for the four centuries that have passed since he used to walk under 

it‖ (10).  

Not everything stays the same, however. The 

narrator warns the Shade not to go walk among 

Florentines, since ―the changes are great‖ in the 

Florence he knew, but simply to focus on what has 

stayed the same: ―the sunlight and the shadows on 

the grand walls,‖ ―the faces of the little children,‖ 

―the churches‖ (12). This warning to the Shade is 

a warning to the readers: like him, we will wander 

into a world which we might not recognize from our historical perspective, but by 

looking at the universal within the particular we will still feel a connection with its now 

unfamiliar world. Leighton‘s vignette for the Proem (fig. 8) is a perfect entrance into the 

novel‘s introduction. The tailpiece and the subsequent chapter initials build a visual 

context for the text by providing landscapes and anonymous figures to be viewed by the 

reader. Unlike the full-page plates, they are not interpretations of the text, but instead 

Figure 8. Frederic Leighton. Tailpiece to the Proem. 

The Cornhill, July 1862. 



 

 

70 

contribute to the text‘s historical realism. In the tailpiece, the Shade is standing outside 

the city, of which we can only see a general outline. The sun is rising behind it, and the 

other elements of the landscape are disposed so as not to detract from the figure wearing 

Florentine clothing and from the view of Florence. The illustration does not exactly 

render the text, as the Shade is supposed to view the city from the 

hill of San Miniato; but Eliot did not much care for this particular 

viewpoint and enjoyed the one finally published (Letters IV 39).  

This first illustration thus represents both the mostly 

unchanging features of a landscape, as well as the specificities of 

a ―certain historical spot‖ (Romola 9). The little-discussed 

pictorial initials for each subsequent instalment of the serial share 

these characteristics. Almost all of them show Renaissance 

Florentine architecture, usually accompanied by a figure or two 

in historical dress. Figures 9, 10 and 11 are three representative 

examples
2
. As we can see, some show the open sky and some are closed; a few of them 

are taken from outside the gates, while most show what is inside the walls. It is 

impossible to argue that they are real views of Renaissance 

Florence, since Leighton could only see it as it was in the 

nineteenth century. However, the architecture is characteristic 

enough that it provides a recreation of Florence as it might have 

been during Savonarola‘s time.  

In the context of serialization, the chapter initials serve as 

reminders of the historical moment in which the novel is set. 

Figure 10. Frederic 

Leighton. Pictorial initial. 

The Cornhill, August 1862. 

Figure 9. Frederic Leighton. 

Pictorial initial. The Cornhill, 

November 1862. 
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Month after month, they bring back the reader to the position of the Shade, walking 

through the streets of Florence and seeing the buildings as they 

were in the 1490s with a street-level, first-person perspective. 

The viewer could walk into the picture dressed as the Shade and 

witness a changed world. Sometimes, a figure is looking at the 

viewer as if it passed him or her in the street, as in figure 11; 

other times, it is as if the viewer is sneaking up unseen on 

places and people, as in figure 10. Some of them recall events in 

the novel, but only in general ways: figure 10, for example, is a 

market scene which can be applied to many moments in the 

text; the soldier in figure 9 reminds the reader that Florence was 

in a state of war at that time. The pictorial initials constitute the ―scholarly,‖ contextual 

part of the illustrations and are used in the same way as Eliot does the historical data she 

chose to include in the text. They provide a sense of the physical and historical context of 

fifteenth-century Florence and they contribute to the construction of a realistic, coherent 

world through their visual programme. Leighton‘s illustrations especially encourage a 

personal connection between the reader and the text, a ―walking into‖ Romola‘s Florence 

at the beginning of every instalment. 

The Full-Page Plate Illustrations 

While the chapter initials fulfill a general historical role in Romola, the full-page 

plate illustrations are much more complex. They also feature Florentine architecture, 

landscape and dress, but their main role is to depict important events of the novel. 

Furthermore, their relationship to the text is complicated by the fact that Leighton the 

Figure 11. Frederic Leighton. 

Pictorial initial. The Cornhill, 

April 1863. 
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illustrator is also Leighton the reader. Thus, Leighton had to read and interpret the text 

before he could draw any scene from it. As I will show, this interpretation was heavily 

influenced by Vasarian theory. Not surprisingly, Leighton has ample textual references 

on which to base that interpretation. Early in Romola, Tito expresses an opinion about art 

that is strikingly similar to the Vasarian progressive discourse of the nineteenth century:  

I venture to tell you that your buildings smack too much of 

Christian barbarism for my taste. I have a shuddering sense 

of what there is inside—hideous smoked Madonnas; 

fleshless saints in mosaic, staring down idiotic 

astonishment and rebuke from the apse; skin-clad skeletons 

hanging on crosses, or stuck all over with arrows, or 

stretched on grid-irons; women and monks with heads aside 

in perpetual lamentation. I have seen enough of those wry-

necked favorites in Constantinople. But what is this bronze 

door rough with imagery? These women‘s figures seem 

moulded in a different spirit from those starved and staring 

saints I spoke of: these heads in high relief speak of a 

human mind within them, instead of looking like an index 

to perpetual spasms and colics. ... I have heard that your 

Tuscan sculptors and painters have been studying the 

antique a little. (21) 

Obviously, Tito does not like medieval and Byzantine devotional art; however he 

identifies the style of Ghiberti‘s doors to the Baptistery as something quite new. This 

passage also hints that the rediscovery of Roman and Greek sculpture did much to 

revitalize and ―modernize‖ both Renaissance painting and sculpture. In painting, 

especially, artists of this period started aiming at realism inspired by the classical 

statuesque. With this passage, Eliot introduces the idea that the Renaissance artists 

advanced their craft by looking back at ancient models, and produced great works of art 

when these new techniques were applied to Christian subjects. Because Tito, a pagan, is 

voicing the opinion, he praises the ―human mind‖ more than the Biblical subject matter 
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of the sculptures. And in no other character is the human mind more present, textually 

and visually, than in Romola. 

Romola’s Progress 

By virtue of her position at the very beginning of the novel, Leighton gives Romola a 

heroic, central stature that she will be identified with throughout the novel, in the 

illustrations as well as in the text. This section will show how Leighton used contrast and 

inter-pictorial references to identify her as a High Renaissance figure. Romola is visually 

and textually compared to heroic female figures of both Classical and Christian 

mythology. Bonaparte found in Eliot‘s letters that the name Romola is a reference to 

Romulus, the legendary founder of Rome (20). Just like Romola herself, Rome bridges 

the two European legacies, Classicism and Christianity. Even though the story is set in 

Florence (which Eliot preferred to Rome), Romola‘s name is intended to remind us of the 

real centre of cultural, religious and historical power of the European civilization. The 

novel‘s portrayal of Romola centers on her moral development from paganism (which 

has two sides, Roman and Greek) to Christianity, and finally radically gestures towards 

what McCaw has described as ―the establishment of an alternative social framework‖ 

based on Eliot‘s own altruism-based ―Religion of Humanity‖ (122). In the course of the 

novel, she receives two objects, a cross and a triptych, both symbolizing an era of this 

evolution; ―these two gifts, which are also the two major metaphors of the book, identify 

Romola as the traditional epic hero whose character and fate encompass the life of a 

people‖ (Bonaparte 20). 
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Eliot encapsulates the basic structure of Romola‘s moral journey into a single 

paragraph. Interestingly, however, this paragraph describes not Romola herself but a 

fictional sketch by a real Florentine painter, Piero di Cosimo:  

The sketch Nello pointed to represented three masks—one 

a drunken, laughing Satyr, another a sorrowing Magdalen, 

and the third, which lay between them, the rigid, cold face 

of a Stoic: the masks rested obliquely on the lap of a little 

child, whose cherub features rose above them with 

something of the supernatural promise in the gaze which 

painters had by that time learned to give to the Divine 

Infant (21-22) 

Over the course of the novel, not only will Romola pass through Stoic, Bacchic and 

Catholic periods represented by each mask to reach the ideal state represented by the 

child, but we will also see those states represented visually. Leighton did not reproduce 

the sketch in ―Suppose you let me look at myself‖, where it would logically belong. 

Instead, he has opted to introduce its features in the illustrations. The Stoic is already 

present in ―The Blind Scholar and his Daughter‖, since it is Bardo who holds that legacy. 

Stoicism in Romola implies honour and morality, but without Christian sympathy: ―My 

armor is the oes triplex of a clear conscience, and a mind nourished by the precepts of 

philosophy,‖ Bardo explains (32). But the world inside the Bardi family‘s reading room 

is one of joyless, barren scholarly work: ―[Romola] had inherited nothing but 

memories—memories of a dead mother, of a lost brother, of a blind father‘s happier 

time—memories of far-off light, love, and beauty, that lay imbedded in dark mines of 

books‖ (33). The illustration reflects the barrenness of the Bardi house, in which the only 

natural light comes out of the small window, and illuminates Romola. Bardo has the quiet 

dignity required by his description in the text, even though Eliot wished him a bit 

different (Letters IV 40). The lectern looms over Bardo, showing that the library 
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dominates him, instead of him having control over it. Romola, again, is central: she is 

shown to be above the concerns of scholarship, even though it constrains her for the 

moment. They live ―with the great dead,‖ ―sending the streams of thought backward 

along the already-traveled channels and hindering the course onward‖ (29, 30). Bardo 

lives with history that has already been written and interpreted, instead of reflecting on its 

implication for the future. Romola‘s statuesque grandeur implies a lot different from her 

father‘s; it foreshadows the very last illustration in 

which Romola becomes a self-denying Madonna. But 

before she becomes the visible incarnation of the 

Virgin, she must go through a moral and artistic 

journey that will take her back to the Greek origins of 

civilization, and forward again to Christian society and 

beyond. 

Let us return to the first illustration of the serial, 

―The Blind Scholar and His Daughter‖ (fig. 12). 

Romola is not the only statuesque figure in this 

illustration: her figure is a reminder of the ―beautiful 

female torso‖ at the bottom right (27). There is also a 

Greek vase at the bottom left. At the top right, in the 

background, we possibly find the ―headless statue, 

with an uplifted muscular arm wielding a bladeless sword,‖ (27) and a section of a 

Roman bust above Bardo‘s head, to the left. The two objects at the front are in the 

shadows, as if kept away from Romola‘s sight; she is towering above them in all her 

Figure 12. Frederic Leighton. "The Blind 

Scholar and His Daughter". The Cornhill, 

July 1862. 
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Raphaelesque beauty. The two other objects are cut off by the frame of the picture. With 

this illustration, Leighton shows Romola towering above these ancient artefacts almost as 

if she had visually developed from them. The Greek vase is a very ancient ancestor, and 

from Greek vase painting art developed into Greek sculpture, which was to be copied by 

the Romans a few centuries later. High Renaissance painters, in their turn, used these 

models to advance realism in their own medium. These objects also remind us of the 

origins of European art and of their relative importance in its development
3.

  

―The Blind Scholar and his Daughter‖ contains a 

single object that is not related to antiquities or 

scholarship: the small pot of lilies at the top left, on the 

window sill. These lilies appear throughout the 

illustrations as a symbol for Romola, who is nicknamed 

―the Florentine lily‖ by Nello
4
 (24). As for Bardo and 

Romola, Anna K. Bardo has made an interesting link 

between it and a Henry Fuseli painting titled Milton 

Dictating to His Daughter (1794) (fig. 13):  

... the subject of blind Milton dictating to 

his daughters enjoyed quite a vogue among 

painters, including Fuseli and even Delacroix. Indeed, 

Frederick Leighton‘s illustration of Romola reading to 

Bardo in his study may owe something to this popular 

theme for paintings. (347).  

While I agree that the girl at the lectern and the seated Milton might have inspired the 

positions for Romola and Bardo, the text itself also provides the description needed to 

invent this composition, and I have not found evidence that Eliot knew Fuseli, although 

Leighton might have. Even if the illustration has indeed been inspired by Milton 

Figure 13. Henry Fuseli. Milton Dictating to 

His Daughter. 1794. Art Institute of Chicago, 

Chicago. 



 

 

77 

Dictating to His Daughter, Leighton definitely imposed his own style and evacuated the 

dark, nightmarish feel of Fuseli‘s painting. 

He has returned (Victorian academicians 

might have said elevated) the subject to a 

High Renaissance style of composition, 

making yet another statement about the 

superiority of post-Renaissance academic art 

over the Romantic style.  

The frontispiece for the next month‘s 

instalment brings attention back to the 

development of painting in Florence at the time of the novel‘s setting. ―The Dying 

Message‖ (fig. 15), given the same title as the first chapter of the October 1862 number, 

is placed as close to its referent text as possible given the format of The Cornhill. The 

second paragraph mentions ―a crucified form rising 

high and pale on the frescoed wall, and pale faces of 

sorrow looking out from it below‖ as Romola walks 

into her brother‘s cell (73). This description attracts 

the readers‘ attention to the background of the 

illustration, which shows the lower part of a 

crucifixion scene. We can see the bottom of the 

cross and the figures praying to them. Looked at 

closely, the fresco in the illustration recalls the flat 

style of much painting before Raphael‘s time
5
; a 

Figure 14. Frederic Leighton. "The Dying Message". 

The Cornhill, October 1862. 

Figure 15. Fra Angelico. Christ on the 

Cross Adored by St. Dominic. 1442. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 
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possible inspiration for Leighton may have been Fra Angelico‘s own frescoes for the 

cells of San Marco. He did paint a crucifixion scene for the cloister, Christ on the Cross 

Adored by St. Dominic (1442) (fig. 14). While the fresco behind Romola and Savonarola 

shows a crucifixion, the figures from the novel enact another popular religious subject, 

traditionally called either a ―deposition‖ or a ―Pietà.‖ Pietàs traditionally have Mary bent 

over or holding Christ‘s body, while disciples and usually the Virgin look on. This is 

similar to ―The Dying Message,‖ as Romola is kneeling over her brother‘s deathbed 

while Savonarola stands next to him. Fra 

Angelico also painted a pietà for the San 

Marco monastery (fig. 16). With this 

illustration, Leighton shows his debt to 

Early Renaissance art, but he also 

emphasizes the improvements of modern 

painting, especially in his rendition of light 

and drapery. As her brother dies, Romola 

falls to her knees, like the middle figure in the fresco; her hands form the same 

supplicating pose. To the left, Savonarola echoes the leftmost figure on the fresco. 

Romola is now completely prostrate, still inside a closed room with very little natural 

light. This emphasizes the similarity between Bardo‘s library and Dino‘s cell and the 

stark difference between ―those pale images of sorrow and death‖ and Tito, ―this bright 

youthfulness of a sun-god who knew nothing of night‖ (85). 

One illustration to the February 1863 instalment goes in a similar direction by 

alluding to exemplary images from the High Renaissance. This instalment presents a 

Figure 16. Fra Angelico. Lamentation Over the Dead 

Christ. 1434-41. Museo di San Marco, Florence. 
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crucial moment of the novel, when Romola meets Savonarola on the road outside 

Florence and he presses her to go back to her city and her husband: 

―your life is not as a grain of sand, to be blown by the winds; it is 

as flesh and blood, that dies if it be sundered‖ (161). This is a key 

moment in Romola‘s progress, as she is moved by Savonarola‘s 

message and realizes that her life could be fuller if she became a 

Christian instead of simply a wife. Converted to Christianity, then, 

Romola requests that Savonarola may guide her through her new 

life of dutiful obedience to the laws of the Christian faith. ―Father, 

I will be guided‖ (fig. 17) illustrates the moment when Romola 

―sank on her knees‖ and ―Savonarola stretched out his hands over 

her‖ (161). For this illustration, Leighton refers to Raphael, 

recalling one of his cartoons for tapestries that had been exhibited 

at Hampton Court since 1847 : Cartoon for St. Paul Preaching in Athens (1513-14) (fig. 

18). In his Discourses, Sir Joshua Reynolds upholds this work as among the best 

examples of historical art:  

How much the great stile exacts from its professors to 

conceive and represent their subjects in a poetical manner, 

not confined to mere matter of fact, may be seen in the 

cartoons of Raffaelle. In all the pictures in which the 

painter has represented the apostles, he has drawn them 

with great nobleness; he has given them as much dignity as 

the human figure is capable of receiving... (59-60) 

Figure 17. Frederic Leighton. 

"Father, I will be guided". The 

Cornhill, February 1863. 
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This image, which depicts the apostle Paul converting the Greeks to Christianity, contains 

exactly the same implications 

as Romola‘s conversion. 

Romola is, for all intents and 

purposes, a pagan, and 

Savonarola believes he can 

express the will of God and 

wants to reform first Florence, 

then all Christian Europe. She 

is converted from the Bacchic 

sensuality represented by Tito: 

―his words had come to her as if 

they were an interpretation of that revulsion from self-satisfied ease, and of that new 

fellowship with suffering which had already been awakened in her‖ (160). The formal 

similarities between the illustration and the cartoon are striking: Savonarola holds his 

hands up in benediction and Romola kneels in a way that reminds the viewer of the 

seated figures in the background with their heads down. Savonarola‘s draperies resemble 

those on St. Paul, and while Leighton is obliged to draw a monk‘s robes for realism‘s 

sake, he makes them look as classical as possible. The differences are also interesting: 

Savonarola holds his palms down, as if forcing or pushing Romola down, whereas St. 

Paul‘s hands are pointed upwards toward the sky. This may imply Romola‘s continued 

oppression: even though Romola is freed from the moral influence of her pagan husband, 

she still has to remain in Florence as his wife, oppressed by a marriage she regrets, by 

Figure 18. Raphael. Cartoon for St. Paul Preaching in Athens. 1513-

14. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
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duties to a dead father and by the strict rules of life as a piagnone (the name for the 

followers of Savonarola). Conversion under Savonarola is not the end of her moral 

journey; she has made one more step towards fulfilling her role as a humanist Madonna, 

but is still not quite there yet. From ―The Dying Message‖ to ―Father, I will be guided,‖ 

Leighton points to a Vasarian movement that develops from the earlier works of Fra 

Angelico to the perceived perfection of Raphael, but Romola has not yet gained the 

proper experience to gain her status as the Sistine Madonna (fig. 5), the ideal symbol of 

humanist morality for Eliot and the Positivists. In her first Christian illustration, ―The 

Dying Message,‖ Romola refused the Christian implications of Dino‘s dying message 

and was shown completely prostrate, holding a cross that will soon be locked up; in 

―Father, I will be guided,‖ she gains height and wears the cross visibly around her neck as 

she now accepts Savonarola‘s preaching. With ―Father, I will 

be guided,‖ she comes one step closer to becoming the High 

Renaissance Madonna as she transmutes from the flatness of 

an Early Renaissance fresco to the more fully corporeal 

aesthetics of a Raphael painting; however, as Leighton‘s visual 

allusions suggest, she has not yet fulfilled her destiny. 

After her meeting with Savonarola and becoming a 

piagnone, Romola becomes a respected public figure in 

Florence because she takes care of the poor and sick flocking 

to the city because of the famine. By the March 1863 

instalment, almost 2 years have passed; the time is now 

October 1496. ―The Visible Madonna‖ (fig. 19), frontispiece Figure 19. Frederic Leighton. "The 

Visible Madonna". The Cornhill, 

March 1863. 



 

 

82 

to the March 1863 number, shares its title with chapter 44. In this chapter, Romola‘s 

charity work contrasts with the previous chapter, titled ―The Unseen Madonna,‖ in which 

a devotional image of Mary is carried in procession to the Duomo. While the procession 

is organized in hopes that the Madonna will bring relief to the famine in Florence, 

Romola already helps as many people as she can. To the Florentine poor, she appears as 

an embodiment of the Virgin Mary, tending to the needy and the sick and giving as much 

as she can afford. The procession could have constituted an appropriate subject for 

Leighton, since he had already painted something similar in Cimabue’s Madonna and 

therefore could refer to the work that started his British career. However, he chose to 

draw Romola among children, marking the closer relationship between the character and 

the Biblical figure of Mary. In the illustration, there are no signs of luxury around 

Romola, and the setting is an unadorned court lighted by a single window. The children 

are dressed in rags and eating pieces of bread. The light is back on Romola and frames 

the upper part of her figure, just as it did in ―The Blind Scholar.‖ She now stands on her 

feet, higher than she did in ―Father, I will be guided,‖ signifying her moral elevation 

under Savonarola‘s influence. But she has not yet regained the full stature she had in 

―The Blind Scholar.‖ Her charity work does not come naturally to her yet: ―She had no 

innate taste for tending the sick and clothing the ragged ... Her early training had kept her 

aloof from such womanly labors‖ (169). The novel suggests that there is still more to 

come in Romola‘s moral life:  

Fra Girolamo‘s voice had waked in her mind a reason for 

living, apart from personal enjoyment and personal 

affection; but it was a reason that seemed to need feeding 

with greater forces than she possessed within herself, and 

her submissive use of all offices of the Church was simply 
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a watching and waiting if by any means fresh strength 

might come. (171) 

The Madonna with Christ and St John the Baptist was a favourite subject of High 

Renaissance painters. Raphael painted a variety of them, all variations on the same 

popular devotional subject. They are, however, a bit different from the Sistine Madonna, 

as the example of La Belle Jardinière (c.1507) (fig. 20) 

shows. In the Sistine Madonna there is no naturalistic 

background, and only one child whom Mary is holding, the 

Christ child. La Belle Jardinière, by contrast, has a 

background and two children with whom Mary seems to be 

playing, but she does not hold the Christ child aloft, the two 

children simply play around her feet. In ―The Visible 

Madonna,‖ Romola is playing with a group of children in a 

similar way to the Raphael painting. By now, the novel has 

made it clear that Romola fulfills the role of Madonna for 

the sick and poor of Florence, and Leighton acknowledges 

this by drawing the viewer‘s attention to the clearest High 

Renaissance visual allusion yet. Romola‘s link to High 

Renaissance historical painting, and especially Raphael, is intensified as she takes on 

traditional characteristics from the well-known formula of Madonna and Child paintings.  

Tito’s Regression 

Before I discuss the last stage in Romola‘s moral development, I want to focus on  

Romola‘s moral and artistic opposite, her husband Tito. The illustrations featuring Tito 

are as full of symbolism as Romola‘s, however of a different kind. In a parallel but 

Figure 20. Raphael. La Belle Jardinière. 

1507?. Louvre, Paris. 
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opposite movement, Tito also starts as a figure taken out of Greek myth, but Eliot‘s text 

and Leighton‘s illustrations both identify Tito with pagan rituals and the Anti-Christ 

instead of Romola‘s more positive evolution towards a post-Christian resolution. We 

have also not yet seen illustrations putting Romola and Tito together; in this section, I 

will address how Leighton portrays the different stages of their marriage and how they 

affect both Romola‘s and Tito‘s moral developments.  

When we look at the first two serial illustrations side by side (figures 12 and 7), the 

serious world of Bardo‘s library is contrasted with the more pleasurable environment 

surrounding Tito. Piero‘s sketch presents the mask of a ―drunken, reveling Satyr,‖ a 

creature of sensuality and pleasure. Again, in the very first full-page illustration featuring 

Tito, Leighton draws on Eliot‘s early characterization to make a few important visual 

statements about his future development. In ―Suppose you let me look at myself,‖ the 

only important cultural object is the lute, just below Tito. We have already been told that 

Tito can play: ―you can make that lute discourse, I perceive‖ (21). In this illustration, 

Tito‘s only object of interest is himself: he is looking at his reflection in the mirror. Nello 

presents the mirror to him, which indicates his role as a guide to Tito during his first 

weeks in Florence. The architecture is less claustrophobic than in the previous 

illustration, and we can clearly see the sky through the open archway at the back. The 

natural world is more present than in the depiction of Romola and Bardo, even though it 

is still constrained by the arch and the lattice. I am fairly certain that the strange-looking 

creature between Tito and Nello is a gargoyle; in this case, it might be an indication of 

the demonic forces that will take over Tito later in the text. Tito‘s pose is classical, 

recalling Greek statues and their Renaissance equivalents through his posture that 
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intimates movement, the contrapposto, an ancient Greek technique of figural counterpart 

passed on to High Renaissance sculptors through Graeco-Roman works of art. 

Except for the lute, the illustration does not refer to art, but the text provides a few 

ideas as to what kind of art might be suitable for Tito. Piero first suggests that Tito pose 

as the traitor in ―a picture of Sinon deceiving old Priam‖ (25). This is a subject taken 

from the Illiad, a suitable text for historical painting. Nello, however, has other ideas: 

―Ask him rather to turn his eyes upward, and thou mayst make a Saint Sebastian out of 

him that will draw troops of devout women; or, if thou art in a classical vein, put myrtle 

about his curls and make him a young Bacchus, or say rather a Phoebus Apollo‖ (25). 

Saint Sebastian is a religious subject, but Nello infers that the painting might not be 

devout in spirit: it is meant to attract women by its sensual depiction of a beautiful youth. 

He further supports his conception of Tito as a sexualized icon by suggesting Bacchus or 

Apollo, who are mythical symbols of male sensuality and beauty. Interestingly, Saint 

Sebastian might have more in common with Bacchus than Nello knows, for in Ovid‘s 

Metamorphoses, the poem says that ―wherever Bacchus goes, the cries of women / Hail 

him‖ (82). In this passage, Eliot gives several possibilities for depicting Tito, all of them 

within the traditional features of historical painting; however, Piero‘s initial idea, which 

tells a hidden truth about Tito, is preferred above the others. The novel‘s mythological 

references repeatedly refer Tito to Bacchus and Apollo, but Nello here is more interested 

Tito‘s outward appearance than what it might suggest about his role in the life of Romola. 

Piero‘s description, however, provides a preview of Tito‘s future moral development. 

This passage does not support Byerly‘s argument that painting is static for Eliot (106-07): 

it actually foreshadows the many treasons Tito will commit over the course of the novel, 
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as well as the lure of his physical appearance. Notably, 

Piero actually never paints his Sinon and Priam: he uses 

Tito‘s portrait for his scared reveller, a painting I will 

discuss later. The different representations of Tito, 

whether textual or through the illustrations, dynamically 

reflect Tito‘s moral development. 

The second plate in the August 1862 instalment 

highlights Tito‘s sensual nature even more strongly. 

―Under the Plane Tree‖ (fig. 21) shows Tito sleeping on 

Tessa‘s lap after meeting her at the market and walking 

her out of the city, thereby missing his engagement with 

Bardo and Romola. The scene happens at the very end of the month‘s number, so readers 

would have seen the illustration long before they read the text depicting the scene. This 

has an interesting effect on the reader‘s 

understanding of Tito‘s moral character: even 

before we read his rationalization (―it is not a 

pleasant time of day to walk from here to the Via 

de‘ Bardi; I am more inclined to lie down and 

sleep in this shade‖ [53]), we know that he will 

succumb to pleasure instead of fulfilling a 

promise. He is sleeping outside the gates, 

surrounded by natural elements; the city only 

occupies a fraction of the background. In opposition to Bardo and Romola being almost 

Figure 22. Frederic Leighton. "Under 

the Plane Tree". The Cornhill, August 

1862. 

Figure 21. Titian. Shepherd and Nymph. 1570. 

Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 
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entombed by Bardo‘s scholarly pursuits, Tito in pictured here as a carefree pleasure-

seeker, not interested in any kind of connection to history. This picture reflects how the 

novel gives a lower value to paintings with a classical subject that contain no moral 

lesson. Tessa sees no deeper than Nello in this instance; she is only struck by Tito‘s looks 

and in her childish simplicity is unable to glimpse at his duplicitous character. With this 

illustration, Leighton recalls the tradition of classical tales of love in bucolic Arcadia. A 

characteristic example is Titian‘s Shepherd and Nymph (1570) (fig. 22). I find the 

similarity in the figures‘ poses striking; the shepherd especially expresses the same kind 

of self-indulgence as Tito in Leighton‘s illustration. Tessa also fulfills her role as a 

nymph: her innocence and her link to the natural world link her strongly to the young 

women pursued by shepherds in classical poems. In this 

illustration as in Titian‘s painting, she is surrounded by 

trees and symbolizes the power of nature, fertility and 

innocence. The couple‘s situation illustrates the nature of 

their relationship well: they are outside the city walls, thus 

outside social norms and focused on sensuality and self-

indulgence, which are completely absent from Romola‘s 

life.  

The very first illustration of the September 1862 

instalment starkly contrasts with ―Under the Plane Tree‖. 

―The First Kiss‖ (fig. 23) defines Tito and Romola‘s 

relationship as much as ―Under the Plane Tree‖ does for 

Tito and Tessa. Malley has observed that Tito attempts to 

Figure 23. Frederic Leighton. "The 

First Kiss". The Cornhill, September 

1862. 
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control Romola‘s body by the way he holds her hand and wrist (265), and Turner has 

suggested that ―Under the Plane Tree‖ serves as a visual proof of Tito‘s infidelity which 

serves a constant reminder for the reader (176). Indeed, Tito has been seen with another 

woman before he kisses Romola; their engagement at the end of this instalment therefore 

becomes Tito‘s first duplicitous act against Romola. As opposed to Tito‘s natural 

tendency to seek pleasure (which causes his sleeping in Tessa‘s lap), this kiss is much 

more formal, ―all the more exquisite for being unperturbed by immediate sensation‖ (59). 

Tito does feel desire for Romola: ―When she was near him, and looked at him with her 

sincere hazel eyes, he was subdued by a delicious influence as strong and inevitable as 

those musical vibrations which take possession of us with a rhythmic empire that no 

sooner ceases than we desire it to begin again,‖ but it is a desire inspired by her grandeur 

and dignity, not, as with Tessa, by a pleasing reflection of himself through her elevated 

opinion of him (57-58). In fact, Tito is always afraid of 

Romola‘s scorn might she discover his treachery, and sees 

Tessa more and more as Romola increasingly ignores him. 

But as long as she idealizes Tito, she is herself less 

idealized: this illustration drops the statuesque posture of 

―The Blind Scholar‖ and makes her softer, dominated by 

Tito‘s figure. There is no light illuminating her face, and she 

remains within the confines of the barren library.  His 

figure, by contrast, is stiffer and much more primitive than 

in ―Under the Plane Tree‖; it recalls the grandeur and 

Figure 24. Polykleitos. 

Doryphoros (Spear-Bearer). 

c440-450 BCE. Roman copy 

of Greek original. Museo 

Archeologico, Naples. 



 

 

89 

presence of Greek sculpture rather than historical painting (fig. 24). 

  The September 1862 illustration gives us one view of Romola and Tito‘s 

relationship; in the October 1862 instalment, Eliot introduces a piece of art that will 

define it verbally instead of visually. In chapter 18, Tito goes to see Piero di Cosimo to 

commission a triptych painted on a wooden case:  

The young Bacchus must be seated in a ship, his head 

bound with clusters of grapes, and a spear entwined with 

vine-leaves in his hand: dark-berried ivy must wind about 

the masts and sails, the oars must be thyrsi, and flowers 

must wreathe themselves about the poop; leopards and 

tigers must be crouching before him, and dolphins must be 

sporting round. But I want to have the fair-haired Ariadne 

with him, made immortal with her golden crown... (87) 

Bonaparte has made a masterful analysis of the painting‘s mythical implications. She 

argues that from Tito‘s point of view, the painting is appropriate, as he sees himself as 

Romola‘s saviour (Bonaparte 92).  She also mentions that Tito champions the marriage 

scene between Bacchus and Ariadne at the expense of an alternate legend, the 

relationship between Ariadne and Theseus. In this version, she says, it is ―Ariadne who 

gave Theseus the thread that led him safely out of the Cretan labyrinth ... It is Ariadne 

who is the savior, a reversal of roles that lurks with prophetic irony behind Tito‘s 

instructions to Piero‖ (Bonaparte 93).  

While this analysis is fascinating, I would like to suggest that the triptych‘s portrayal 

of Romola should remind the reader of Leighton‘s ―The First Kiss,‖ the only time Tito 

and Romola have been depicted together. Tito now idealizes Romola as a Greek goddess, 

a fit counterpart for himself as Bacchus. ―The First Kiss‖ needs only to be changed in 

matters of dress and background; otherwise, it expresses the essence of Tito‘s concept 

rather well. As we learn later in the novel, Tito asserts his control over Romola by 
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locking the cross she received from Dino into the case with the triptych on it and 

imposing on her Ariadne‘s pagan identity; his holding her hand and wrist so tightly in 

―The First Kiss‖ brings the same kind of control in mind.  

Piero accepts the commission, but in the same chapter also provides two alternate 

paintings: Tito in ―a revel interrupted by a ghost‖ and Romola with her father as 

Antigone with Oedipus at Colonos (88). His mention of Antigone and Oedipus brings the 

reader back to the very first illustration, ―The Blind Scholar,‖ which might just be what 

Piero‘s painting would look like if you changed its background from Classical 

architecture to Bardo‘s library. Just by its title, ―The Blind Scholar and His Daughter‖ 

hints quite clearly at the legend of Antigone and Oedipus; Piero is textually referring 

back to a visual element from the very beginning of the novel. Visual and textual 

prolepsies and analepsies become even more complex with 

the illustrations of the next instalment. 

Piero‘s painting of the scared reveller, which he 

mentions during his conversation with Tito, provides in its 

turn a preview of the first illustration of the November 

1862 instalment. Eighteen months of time have passed in 

the text between the October and November numbers, and 

while Tito might have forgotten Piero‘s half-finished 

painting, readers are reminded of it before the text even 

starts. Baldassare, Tito‘s adoptive father, interrupts the 

revelling around the arrival of the French in Florence and 

grabs Tito‘s arm as he escapes the French soldiers holding 

Figure 25. Frederic Leighton. "The 

Escaped Prisoner". The Cornhill, 

November 1862. 
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him. Piero, the only one to see Tito‘s face at that moment, exclaims: ―Ha, ha! I know 

what a ghost should be now‖ (101). It is easy to imagine Piero‘s painting now that we 

have seen ―The Escaped Prisoner‖ (fig. 25); we might even be impressed by Piero‘s eerie 

foreshadowing of this event. Piero‘s painting thus acts as a prophecy, as Tito‘s 

pleasurable life is now undeniably tainted by the return of Baldassare. There are trampled 

lilies on the stage on which Tito is standing, signifying the end of his harmonious 

relationship with Romola. From that point on, fear enters Tito‘s life and spoils his ideal 

marriage to the fair Ariadne.  

Romola also experiences Tito‘s fear as Piero and the readers see it in the next 

instalment. ―The Painted Record‖ (fig. 26), the first 

illustration of the December 1862 number, shows Romola 

viewing Piero‘s painting of the interrupted revel. Given the 

position of the illustration, readers know Romola will see 

something important, but they are not told what it is until 

later in the text. This illustration is fascinating for its 

allusions not only to textual elements but to previous 

illustrations within the book‘s programme of images as well. 

As Romola sees Tito, she recalls his wearing body armour 

―and was penetrated by this strange coincidence of things 

which associated Tito with the idea of fear‖ (115). Readers 

have already made the link, however, as they have seen the 

illustration in the previous instalment. In ―The Painted Record,‖ Romola looks at Piero‘s 

interpretation of the event depicted by Leighton in ―The Escaped Prisoner.‖ For Romola, 

Figure 26. Frederic Leighton. "The 

Painted Record". The Cornhill, 

December 1862. 
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this painting becomes the confirmation that something is wrong with Tito, and the title of 

both the chapter and the illustration expresses it well: in Romola‘s eyes, the painting 

becomes a ―record,‖ a factual representation of a real event.  

The second part of this chapter recalls the first illustration again, as Romola evaluates 

―a copy of the only portrait existing of her father in the days of his blindness,‖ the 

Antigone and Oedipus at Colonos Piero mentioned to Tito in their conversation (115). 

For the reader, as opposed to Romola, another portrait exists: it was made by Leighton in 

the first instalment. Readers will be taken back once again to Romola and Bardo in their 

library, and will understand that it is meant to illustrate their characters as well as their 

Sophoclean counterparts. The illustrations provide us with a visual rendition of the two 

most important images in the novel, but they show the readers a ―record‖ of the textual 

data rather than Piero‘s interpretation of it. Moreover, ―The Painted Record‖ as an 

illustration is a record of Romola becoming aware of the true nature of Tito‘s fear and of 

her role as Antigone to her Oedipal father. Piero‘s historical 

art thus becomes a crucial interpretative element of the novel 

itself, as Leighton highlights the presence of the real (―The 

Blind Scholar and his Daughter‖ and ―The Escaped 

Prisoner‖) behind the painted (Oedipus and Antigone at 

Colonos and the interrupted revels).  

Of course, depicting Romola as Antigone and Tito as a 

scared reveller highlight the different moral status they 

respectively occupy. Malley, Witemeyer and Turner have all 

noticed how Leighton emphasizes this strong sense of 

Figure 27. Frederic Leighton. 

"Coming Home". The Cornhill, 

December 1862. 
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difference in ―Coming Home‖ (fig. 

27). Tito appears on a lower step, 

bent over, while Romola is standing 

up at her full height, dominating her 

husband. However, anyone with 

knowledge of the hierarchy of the 

styles of paintings would already 

have gleaned the significance of 

Tito‘s lower moral position. In order 

to emphasize this lower status, 

Leighton turned to those painting styles that were considered ―lower‖ than his own 

academic tradition. In the last decades of the 1700s, Joseph Wright developed a genre of 

painting that applied Caravaggio‘s innovations in 

the painting of dramatic light and shadow, 

known as chiaroscuro, to contemporary, realist 

subjects. Witemeyer has criticised ―Niccolo at 

Work‖ (fig. 28) because Eliot describes the scene 

along the lines of a Dutch interior painting 

(George Eliot and the Visual Arts 161-162). To 

Witemeyer, Leighton‘s illustration does not 

match the text and therefore is not acceptable; to 

me, ―Niccolo at Work‖ is an interpretation of the 

scene based on Tito‘s moral status instead of 

Figure 28. Frederic Leighton. "Niccolo At Work". The Cornhill, 

November 1862. 

Figure 29. Joseph Wright. A Blacksmith's 

Shop. 1771. Yale Center for British Art, 

New Haven. 
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Eliot‘s description. Leighton drew on Joseph Wright‘s A Blacksmith’s Shop (1771) (fig. 

29) to represent Tito‘s now inevitable descent down the moral ladder. Wright‘s works are 

an early form of narrative painting, which usually depict common (as in non-historical), 

or ―low‖ subjects. He is mostly known for his portraits but also his portrayal of the 

Industrial Revolution through works presenting scientific and industrial subjects. In 

―Niccolo at Work,‖ Tito is shown bent over, next to the rather imposing Niccolo. The 

play of light and dark on the Florentine blacksmith recalls Wright‘s own British one. By 

alluding to Wright‘s visual techniques and subjects, Leighton shows that Tito is morally 

unsuitable for more traditional, heroic subjects, as opposed to Romola who has already 

been seen in religious settings. Instead, he is relegated to the role of a supplicant in a 

genre painting in which the blacksmith actually dominates, turning Tito into a secondary 

figure in the illustration.  With ―Coming Home‖ in the next instalment, Tito‘s lower 

moral status is confirmed as the same time as it reminds readers of the reason why he 

bends over so, because they have seen it 

already in ―Niccolo at Work.‖  

For all his connections to Bacchic rites, 

Tito also has connections to Christian 

artistic representations; however, these are 

twisted and reversed. Bonaparte has noted 

that chapter 39, ―A Supper in the Rucellai 

Gardens,‖ presents a perversion of the 

Biblical Last Supper, with Tito as an Anti-

Christ (168). I personally think of Tito as Judas, since the text justifies such an 

Figure 30. Frederic Leighton. "A Supper in the Rucellai 

Gardens". The Cornhill, February 1863. 
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interpretation: for example, when Baldassare makes himself known, he declares that 

―there is a traitor among you,‖ echoing Christ‘s own words:  ―I tell you the truth, one of 

you will betray me—one who is eating with me‖ (Romola 155; Mark 14:18). Moreover, 

Baldassare adds that ―when I came again he denied me,‖ and Tito denies him a second 

time by answering ―I believe this man is mad‖ (Eliot, Romola 155). Again this passage 

reminds us of Jesus‘ words to Peter during the Last Supper: ―Today—yes, tonight—

before the rooster crows twice you yourself will disown me three times‖ (Mark 17:30). 

The two denials are not the same as Peter‘s, but the link between the supper in the 

Rucellai Gardens and the Biblical Last Supper is strong enough to warrant Leighton to 

compose ―A Supper in the 

Rucellai Gardens‖ (fig. 30) the 

way he did. I hesitate to compare 

it to any specific rendition of the 

Last Supper, but the composition 

of the illustration reminds one of 

traditional Quattrocento Last 

Supper scenes. Given its 

popularity, Leonardo da Vinci‘s 

psychologically driven interpretation of the Last Supper comes to mind first, but I would 

like to suggest a comparison from a Florentine painter: Domenico Ghirlandaio‘s fresco 

(fig. 31). In the illustration, Tito is the second figure from the left under the peacock, 

putting him in about the same position as Jesus in the fresco. Baldassare, like Judas, is 

standing in front of the table and looks intently at Tito, helping us to identify him.  

Figure 31. Domenico Ghirlandaio. The Last Supper. 1480. Ognissanti, 

Florence. 
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Leighton has ironically reversed the terms of the relationship: instead of Jesus 

identifying Judas as a traitor, it is now Baldassare, in Judas‘ position, who identifies Tito 

as one. The reversal of the symbols is also striking: the peacock to the extreme right of 

Ghirlandaio‘s fresco, linked to immortality and the Resurrection in Christian symbolism, 

is now cooked and served to the guests as a luxurious plate. None of them actually eat 

any, the bird being a tough and tasteless meat: ―In fact, very little peacock was eaten; but 

there was the satisfaction of sitting at a table where peacock was served up in a 

remarkable manner, and of knowing that such caprices were not within reach of any but 

those who supped with the very wealthiest men‖ (152). This chapter and Leighton‘s 

accompanying illustration thus confirm Tito‘s position as an Anti-Christ figure
6
. The 

comparison between the illustration and Ghirlandaio‘s fresco only strengthens 

Bonaparte‘s argument, as it perverts traditional Christian symbolism. It succeeds where 

Baldassare fails: it identifies Tito as a traitor not only to his familial duties, but to 

Christian ones as well. When Tito is represented as part of a pictorial formula used in 

traditional Renaissance religious painting, the painting is perverted and loses all its heroic 

and moral meaning. Instead, it becomes the site of sensual luxury and of treason, turning 

the traditional interpretation of the Last Supper on its head to meet the new need of the 

historical, literary narrative. This inversion confirms how unsuitable Tito is, in Leighton‘s 

view, as a subject for traditional historical painting subjects.  

Apotheosis 

The last moment of significance in the text-image relations analyzed here occurs in 

the last instalment, in August 1863. In the last chapters of the novel as well as in its last 

illustration, we see Romola fulfill her role as a Positivist Madonna. ―At the Well‖ (fig. 



 

 

97 

32) is the last illustration of the novel. It shows Romola holding the orphaned Jewish 

baby whose cries woke her up as she washed up on the shore near a village crippled by 

the plague. She has now regained 

her full height, as in ―The Blind 

Scholar.‖ But she is no longer 

Antigone, daughter to a blind 

man imprisoned by the past; she 

has become a full-fledged 

Madonna, ―with so energetic an 

impulse to share the life around 

her, to answer the call of need, and 

do the work which cried aloud to be 

done, that the reasons for living, enduring, laboring, never took the form of argument‖ 

(241). Importantly, her desire to help is no longer motivated simply by religious 

observance; she has become a humanist, motivated by the active human sympathy that 

Eliot hope to cultivate in her readers. Romola in ―At the Well‖ (fig. 32) compares very 

well with the Sistine Madonna. Turner has also linked this illustration with Raphael‘s 

painting, but he has analyzed it from the perspective of gender criticism, arguing that 

Romola‘s idealization as Madonna highlights her role ―as devoted, self-sacrificing 

mother of all children‖ (187). He notes both her statuesque posture and the surprised 

onlooker, of whom the text says that he was ―accustomed to swing the censer in the 

presence of a Madonna less fair and marvelous than this‖ (239). Not only does this 

illustration show the culmination of Romola‘s moral journey and domestic role, but it 

Figure 32. Frederic Leighton. "At the Well". The Cornhill, August 

1863. 
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also highlights the highest point, from a Vasarian perspective, of the development of 

painting, as well as the highest point of post-Renaissance painting from a Victorian 

perspective. Romola‘s ideal morality is inscribed in her representation as the ideal 

Renaissance painting, conflating both moral and artistic development in a single visual 

image. Romola has reached the end of her epic journey as well as the end of her artistic 

one; she has attained perfection in both.  

Combining the text and the illustrations of Romola gives access to new layers of 

historical thinking within the novel. Not only is the novel historical in its setting and in its 

interest, but it also tackles the stages of the development of European morality in relation 

to the history of art. These two topics are inextricably linked, as the visual and textual 

development of Romola combine a progression through pagan, Christian and post-

Christian morality as well as a progression through ancient, Early Renaissance and High 

Renaissance art. Without the illustrations, most of the artistic discourse of the novel is 

lost in the difficulty of the verbal text. While the text itself is intensely visual and refers 

to art constantly, the illustrations make it much easier for the reader to understand the 

development of Romola in artistic terms. Romola was the only novel by George Eliot to 

have been illustrated during its serial publication, and I do believe that it is the most 

suited for illustration, since its historical progressive discourse encapsulates not only 

morality, but art as well. We have only begun to understand the value of Leighton‘s 

illustrations for Romola, and they should be reinstated as an integral part of the text not 

only because of their role in the Victorian reading experience but also because their 

absence amputates the novel from a major layer of its historicity. 

                                                 
1
 This same edition of Homer will play an important part in the plot, as we will see in the scene of the supper 

at the Rucellai gardens. 
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2
 The initials for June 1862 and March 1863 (fig. 33, 34) are anomalous, since they are scenes taken directly 

from the text. The first shows Bratti finding Tito under Dante‘s loggia on the morning of April 9
th
, 1492 

(Eliot, Romola 12). The second one represents a ship in a storm, arguably the French boats ―from 
Marseilles, freighted with soldiery and corn‖ (Eliot, Romola 162-63). It also recalls the shipwreck that 
brought Tito to Florence (thus reminding us of the first chapter initial with him and Bratti), as well as the 
one that forced Baldassare into slavery. These two pictures are the only chapter initials which we can relate 
directly to the text; the others are all extradiegetic, linked to the novel only by their common historical 
setting.  

3
 Rosemary Barrow and Robyn Asleson have both written essays about the influence of Greek sculpture and 

vase painting on Leighton‘s art; see Frederic Leighton: Antiquity, Renaissance, Modernity (Yale University 
Press, 1999). 

4
 Florence is traditionally known as ―the Lily of the Arno‖ (Bonaparte 211). For more about Romola as the 

Florentine Lily, see Bonaparte, p. 100-101. 

5
 This is not to say that Renaissance artists did not experiment with three-dimensionality: see Paul Hills, Light 

of Early Italian Paintings (1987) and Marcia B. Hall, Color and Meaning: practice and theory in 
Renaissance painting (1992).  

6
 I agree with Felicia Bonaparte that Tito is more than an ironic Christ figure, but literally the Anti-Christ; 

moreover, his characterization as Bacchus, also called the horned god and often portrayed as a bull, 
strengthens his link to Satan. In the first chapter of the novel, Tito‘s arrival coincides with a Florentine 
woman seeing ―a big bull with fiery horns coming down on the church to crush it‖ (Eliot, Romola 15), a 
composite of Bacchus as a bull and of fiery-horned Satan. 

 

Figure 34. Frederic 

Leighton. Pictorial initial. 

The Cornhill, July 1862. 

Figure 33. Frederic Leighton. 

Pictorial initial. The Cornhill, 

March 1863. 
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Conclusion 

 

In ―The Plot Thickens: Toward a Narratological Analysis of Illustrated Serial Fiction 

in the 1860s,‖ Mary Elizabeth Leighton and Lisa Surridge argue that ―accepting 

illustrations as constitutive of plot (rather than supplemental to it) means no less than a 

reassessment of the narratological structures of Victorian fiction‖ (97). The present study 

confirms this view. Leighton‘s illustrations expand the progressive structure of Romola 

beyond its words: they visually confirm Romola‘s progress and Tito‘s descent by using 

composition, inter-pictorial elements from paintings outside of the novel and visual 

allusions to other illustrations and other visual elements within the novel itself. While 

Romola‘s historical and moral progress has been the subject of countless studies, no one 

before me had yet considered that the progress of morality and the development of art 

were so closely related. The text discusses art extensively enough to alert us to this 

element, but Leighton‘s illustrations emphasize it further by introducing paintings that 

illustrate the moral status of a character in relation to the progress of European 

civilization and artistic movements. Hence we see Romola in relation to Greek statuary, 

early Renaissance devotional paintings, and finally Raphael‘s Madonnas. Readers thus 

gain a visual confirmation that Romola actually becomes the Madonna and that Tito 

descends to the level of the Anti-Christ. Leighton‘s illustrations also help us to 

understand why Eliot (hitherto a novelist of rural England) chose to set Romola in 

Renaissance Florence. The unique blend of Christian and pagan values of this place and 

time made it the perfect space for Eliot to explore the development of European morality, 

since all its major strains were present. This double influence of Christianity and 
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paganism also influenced the visual arts, and some of the improvements in painting and 

sculpture during the Renaissance were directly due to the influx and rediscovery of 

artworks from Greek and Roman antiquity. This particular historical context made 

possible the conflation of the development of morality and the development of art. 

In this light, we can see that the illustrations support and enrich Eliot‘s key motif of 

the moral progress of an individual as representing that of his/her civilization—that is to 

say, Leighton‘s images give us a visual representation of Romola‘s specifically epic 

progression from pagan morality to Christian ethics towards a post-Christian humanism. . 

Felicia Bonaparte tells us that ―more than any other of her books, Romola is the product 

of everything Eliot thought and knew, which, as everyone has long acknowledged, was 

nothing less than formidable‖ (11). Leighton‘s similarly formidable command of art 

history combines with Eliot‘s depth of knowledge to produce a verbal and visual progress 

of European civilization itself at the key moment of the Italian Renaissance and in the 

key location of Florence.  

Today, historians eschew a view of historical progress in favour of one of fragmented 

and unreliable historical evidence, in which progress is seen as a liberal illusion.  Art 

historians similarly have rejected a progressive view of their field. As the inheritors of 

these world views, we may therefore view Romola as a problem: our twentieth- and 

twenty-first century tools are unable to properly address its important progressive stance. 

By going back to Victorian historical writing, to the English tradition of historical novels 

and to the academic, Vasarian interpretation of the development of art, I have attempted 

to place Romola, text and illustrations, back in its progressive narrative in order to 

evaluate it in historically located terms.  
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While previous research has stressed a disjunction between Eliot and Leighton,  my 

research has uncovered another side to this collaboration. Most of Eliot‘s correspondence 

to Leighton highlights how satisfied she was with his work; while there is no mention of 

the moral elements of the plot, I have shown that they both agreed on the Vasarian 

interpretation of the progress of art and that this progress was inextricably linked to 

Romola‘s own moral progress. This brings new possibilities when studying other 

author/illustrator collaborations in the Victorian period. Scholars should look at which 

discourses both artists subscribed to, and how these discourses influenced the programme 

of illustrations in relation to the text‘s plot and themes.  

Finally, my work focused on something that is often forgotten in text-image studies: 

that beyond the disjunctions between text and image, it is possible for novel and 

illustrations to meet each other at a thematic level. The elements of history and progress 

in Victorian culture had never been studied in relation to Romola‘s illustrations; these 

wider influences are often forgotten in ―close-lookings‖ of the pictures. I have shown that 

looking beyond the textual and pictorial levels can help uncover new text-image 

relations; while looking at the material object helped uncover the possibility for text-

image studies in the first place, we must not forget that these objects existed in a rich 

cultural and intellectual context that influenced their production as well. In the case of 

Eliot and Leighton, attention to their their views of history, morality, art, and civilization 

reveals Romola as an epic of a very specifically Victorian progress, one representing that 

which Elio and L envisaged for the Victorians themselves as they sought the highest 

point in  human and moral development.   
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