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THIS is an essay about the waters in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss
(1860). This is not in a primary sense an essay about the concluding

flood, but because it is an essay about water, it can’t help discussing the
flood in one form or another. After all, the diluvial dénouement looms
so large over the plot that nearly everyone who writes about The Mill on
the Floss winds up writing about the flood at some point. Even
F. R. Leavis, who dismisses the novel as an underdeveloped work on
the novelist’s road to greatness, stops to remark that the flood washes
away the novel’s primary sentimental defect—its emphasis on Maggie
Tulliver’s “immaturity”—thereby drawing a “gloriously tragic curtain”
over the proceedings.1 I cite Leavis’s heavily discussed work to draw atten-
tion to the comparison of the flood to a curtain, a metaphor that is
unusually revealing. Analogizing the flood to the material object that sig-
nals the end of a stage play alienates the flood from its status as an envi-
ronmental phenomenon while at once lending a retroactive coherence
to the novel itself. My aim here is to reverse-engineer the novel’s ostensi-
ble formal coherence by showing how the hydrography of St. Ogg’s is
characterized by nonlinear dynamics of entangled flows, and how
those entanglements at the heart of the novel’s most prominent environ-
mental feature structure the novel’s formal presentation of the ecological
change forced upon the region by global capitalism. The flood will always
be there, looming at the novel’s end, but the waters of the novel are pres-
ent for hundreds of pages before they spill over the banks of the River
Floss. This essay is about how changing how we read water opens up
the formal ecology of the whole novel.

When I refer to ecology in this novel, I refer to the many intertwined
relations between the environments and communities of St. Ogg’s,
Dorlcote Mill, and the surrounding area. I discuss ecology as a system
of localized environmental-communal relations so as to show how the
specific layout and movements of the different waters idiosyncratically
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characteristic of the area—that is, its hydrography—provide the formal
scaffolding upon which the social world of the novel is constructed. In
other words, this essay practices what Nathan K. Hensley and Philip
Steer have recently termed “ecological formalism,” which they describe
as “an approach that reconsiders Victorian literary structures in light of
emergent and ongoing environmental catastrophe [and] coordinates
these ‘natural’ questions with social ones.”2 In my reading of The Mill
on the Floss, that ongoing catastrophe is not the flood, which occurs
once (though as we will see, Eliot suggests that floods of this type can hap-
pen cyclically). Rather, the catastrophe is the pervasive development pro-
jects advanced by corporations looking to take advantage of the North
Sea’s penetration of the Lincolnshire coast at the port of St. Ogg’s.
Those projects’ destructive transformations of communal relations in
the name of development are rooted in a relationship to land character-
istic of the rapacious capitalism of globalization.3 By attending to the
inland and maritime provenances and the types of flow of the
St. Ogg’s area’s hydrography, this essay appraises different kinds of waters
as integral to the novel’s formal structuring, showing how the meeting
point of those waters engenders the internationalization of provincial
economics, and thereby the coordinated transformation of St. Ogg’s
from a primarily agrarian community to an inland port town whose
value to global capital derives from the navigability of both its maritime
and inland waterways. From the perspective of the land’s interactions
with water—a perspective implied by the novel’s title as well as by the nar-
rator’s foundational hydrographic descriptions—The Mill on the Floss is
driven by mixture rather than by linear movement, contestations that
push what might seem a prototypically English provincial locale to a
place more closely resembling a developed rural port whose environ-
ment and society function as adjuncts to an incipient form of
globalization.

An ecological perspective that emphasizes the openness of entangle-
ment changes how we see the novel’s water—or, rather, its multiple
waters. Past readers of The Mill on the Floss have oddly overlooked that
the primary aquatic site of the novel is less a river than an estuary—
that is, an inlet where fresh water and salt water meet. The novel’s con-
ception of its hydrography is particularly estuarial because the meeting
of these waters takes place inland at a location where the meeting of cur-
rent and tide can be directly observed, and where the water level is prone
to fluctuation.4 I take this observation as a point of departure for my
argument, claiming here that the estuarial hydrography of St. Ogg’s is
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the primary ecological model for the novel’s form. Eliot’s estuarial form
structures the area’s ecological change in two entangled ways: first, its sta-
tus as a global mercantile gateway makes the terraforming of rural devel-
opment possible; and more broadly, the continual opposition of the
interflowing currents and tides portends the ecological catastrophe
spurred by this development’s catastrophic inexorability. Tom and
Maggie’s “embrace never to be parted” and their shared grave at the
story’s end have been seen as postdiluvial reminders of their ultimately
entwined fates.5 Here, I claim that the novel’s prediluvian depiction of
St. Ogg’s’ relations to the waters show how the community’s acquiescence
to outside capital’s transformation of their banksides and waterways
refashions their agrarian society into a mercantile one set continually
at odds with the estuarial hydrography that drew external economic inter-
ests to the area in the first place.

Estuarial form refers to a novelistic structure characterized by ecolog-
ical entanglement. For the purposes of this analysis, the difference
between an estuary and a bay, gulf, or fen is that the meeting of freshwa-
ter and saltwater in those other locations is broadly dispersed, whereas in
an estuary the site of aquatic entanglement is contained. In Eliot’s novel,
the inland meeting place of the current and tide characteristic of an estu-
ary allows the entanglements at the heart of the area’s hydrography to be
localized. Because the narrator can point to the area where the river and
sea meet from the novel’s opening pages and easily apprehend it—as we
will see, a description of this entanglement comprises most of the novel’s
first paragraph—the broader systemic forces that the waters bring to
St. Ogg’s can be traced back at some point to the estuary, and the
shape of their interactions tends to flow back and forth, like the waters
themselves. The interrelations of hydrographic, social, and economic
spheres comprise Eliot’s novelistic ecology, and in attempting to exploit
these open entanglements, global capitalist enterprises develop the area
to facilitate the import of fossil capital and biomass (the glittering coal,
“fresh-scented” lumber, and Russian linseed of the novel’s introductory
paragraph, respectively [9]) through the port set on the St. Ogg’s estuary.
These mercantile activities threaten what Ernst Haeckel (adopting a
phrase from Charles Darwin) would call the “conditions of existence”
in his original 1866 definition of the concept of ecology, destabilizing
the complex interrelations that make up the ecology of St. Ogg’s in an
attempt to transform the Lincolnshire coast.6 This view of the novel is
explicitly nonteleological. Acquiescing to the spectacular force of the
flood at the novel’s end apprehends The Mill on the Floss as a closed
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system, a diluvial experiment to be run over and over every time the novel
is read. I want to open the novel’s ecological form by centering critical
attention on the meeting of the River Floss and the North Sea rather
than on the concluding flood.7 By abjuring the tendency to explain
the flood’s final meaning, we resist closing the novel’s ecology off from
modernity and avoid the “organic wholism” that, as Devin Griffiths and
Deanna Kreisel explain in the introduction to this issue, lends a retroac-
tive coherence to the literary object. Instead, we apprehend the novel’s
ecology as open and therefore frequently disharmonious and subject
to the changeable whims of both characterological sentiment and inter-
national markets. This reading of Eliot’s novel apprehends its form as
“nonprogrammatic,” in Griffiths and Kreisel’s formulation: “emergent
rather than predefined or autotelic; their patterns and futures are unpre-
dictable, chancy.”8 It feels intuitively bizarre to call a novel capped by
such a famous deus ex machina “unpredictable,” as how could the
novel proceed toward anything but the final catastrophe? As I show,
the area’s specific hydrographic layout makes its maritime-to-inland nav-
igability a valuable resource in itself. The local development projects
demanded by international markets manipulate the landscape and
thereby set in motion an ongoing ecological catastrophe (to modify
Hensley and Steer’s phrase), of which the flood is merely a spectacular
instantiation.

From the vantage point of this full hydrographic picture of Eliot’s
fictionalized Lincolnshire, I claim that the entanglement of different
types of water structures the novel at the deepest level. Attention to over-
lapping types of mixture—between current and tide, land and water,
development and stasis, agrarian traditions and inflowing capital, and
province and world at once—provides a full picture of the novel’s
open ecology as characterized by the interpenetration of, on the one
hand, those anthropogenic institutions and their familiar structuring
powers (society, economics) with, on the other hand, the actual physical
geography and its description in novelistic narrative. Edward Said has
powerfully demonstrated that the exposure of rural English locales and
communities to the world through the mercantilism that rode on the
back of imperialism demands that we see the spaces of the nineteenth-
century novel as indicators of structure and ideology—which he calls
in his analysis of Mansfield Park “Austen’s moral geography,” where
“our reading of the novel begins to open up.”9 This openness admits
that novelistic form can be messy even as it is constructed: as we will
see, the long-tenured residents of St. Ogg’s have dealt with the
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development around the port in wildly different ways, making The Mill on
the Floss feel typified less by systematization (as in an ecosystem) than by
interaction, vacillation, and error. This open-ecological reading of Eliot’s
novel enriches the ecocritical discourse of those critics such as Jason
W. Moore, who has argued that anthropogenic manipulations of the nat-
ural world set the historical conditions for the globalization of capitalism.
In Moore’s account, the terms of ecology’s interpenetration with capital
depend on the entanglement of the local community, its specific geogra-
phy, and the international marketplace.10

By discussing hydrography as a key aspect of novelistic form, this
essay demonstrates how the ecological transformation central to the
structuring of the novel’s narrative entails figuring St. Ogg’s as a zone
of overlapping boundary conditions. Borrowing a term from field biolo-
gists, Rob Nixon calls this an “ecotone,” an area where the movement
across boundaries—saline to fresh, mill owner to businessman—creates
“edge effects,” the changes from one ecological condition to another
that, according to Griffiths and Kreisel, fluctuate rather than move in
one direction.11 Though I discuss ecological change and, eventually,
destruction, I eschew the temptation to suture a narrative of decline
onto the strong pull of the plot’s catastrophic telos in favor of an open
approach to the interactions between the natural, communal, and eco-
nomic spheres. John MacNeill Miller has recently suggested that ecocri-
ticism which fully inhabits and explores ecological decline can “reject the
linear apocalypticism of so much environmental storytelling” and “over-
come the closure of anthropocentric narrative.”12 My focus on the eco-
logical change centered around St. Ogg’s takes the novel’s initial
invocation of bodies of water, trade, and the port built at the mouth of
the estuary as a serious injunction to explore the interactions of those
forces—rather than the flood itself—as primary loci of formal meaning.
We know the flood will come crashing down in the last pages, but I show
how from the novel’s first pages, the narrator invites us to consider the
ways in which estuarial entanglement can provide a formal model for
understanding how global capitalism affects the local ecology of
St. Ogg’s, an invitation this essay accepts. Accordingly, I base my analysis
of the novel on close attention to bodies of water, their flows, and the
claims agrarian residents and businessmen stake to their use. I first
show how the key estuarial dynamic of entanglement causes instability
in social relations. Then, I explore how characters’ misunderstandings
of bodies of water, especially types of flow, expose them to exploitation
by representatives of global trade. Lastly, my analysis of Maggie and
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Tom’s disastrous courtship voyage demonstrates how inland waterways
reveal the boundary conditions whose trespass occasions types of natural
and social damage distinct from the final flood. From my aquatic read-
ings, I demonstrate that the progression of ecological change at the
St. Ogg’s estuary exerts a circumscribing pressure on the types of charac-
terological development possible. In this way, the novel’s exploration of
provincial development also conceptually charts the provincial futures
available to the St. Ogg’s community and its waters—waters that have
both made their way of life possible and put their corner of
Lincolnshire on the map.

UNSTABLE ENTANGLEMENTS AT THE PROVINCIAL PORT

In the opening paragraph, Eliot’s narrator describes the hydrographic
basis for the novel’s estuarial form, situating St. Ogg’s within sailing dis-
tance of the wider world, but well inland across the Lincolnshire fens
from the actual source of the tide:

A wide plain, where the broadening Floss hurries on between its green banks
to the sea, and the loving tide, rushing to meet it, checks its passage with an
impetuous embrace. On this mighty tide the black ships—laden with the
fresh-scented fir-planks, with rounded sacks of oil-bearing seed, or with
the dark glitter of coal—are borne along to the town of St. Ogg’s, which
shows its aged, fluted red roofs and the broad gables of its wharves between
the low wooded hill and the river brink, tinging the water with a soft purple
hue under the transient glance of this February sun. (9)

Of course, the “impetuous embrace” of the first sentence presages the
“embrace never to be parted” that Maggie and Tom Tulliver share in
their death at the novel’s end (542). But before we actually meet either
Maggie or Tom, we come to know the novel’s first embrace as one
between “the broadening Floss” and “the sea,” between “its [the
Floss’s] passage” and “the loving tide” of the sea. That is, not only is
the novel about an embrace between “Boy and Girl,” as the novel’s first
volume is titled, but also in a primary sense about the specific entangle-
ments of different aspects of the local environment—specifically, differ-
ent types of water and the forces that move those waters. The narrator
adds an economic aspect to ecological entanglement when, in the next
sentence, the port’s mercantile activities occasion the blurring together
of water and land. This process occurs in discrete stages. First, the mer-
chants’ ships “are borne along to the town of St. Ogg’s, which shows
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its aged, fluted red roofs and the broad gables of its wharves between the
low wooded hill and the river brink,” the narrator’s eye moving down
from the broad descriptive view from roof to gable and then from hill
to bank, each pairing associating the topographical (“red roofs” and
“low wooded hill”) with the maritime (“broad gables of its wharves”
and “river brink,” respectively). Subsequently, in the sentence’s last
clause, this blending occurs on the surface of the river itself. With the sur-
face made reflective by the “transient glance of this February sun,” the
red roofs and wooded hills “ting[e]” the blue water with a “soft purple
hue.” This mixing takes place on the surface of the water that is reflective
only seasonally—the “transient glance” attributed to the particular
month of winter light—suggesting that the types of land-water entangle-
ment in St. Ogg’s are subject to periodic change in the conditions of the
water itself. In this first moment of hydrographic description before the
advent of human presence in the novel, the narrator depicts the environ-
ment structurally central to the novel in the opening passage’s most
richly evocative language, prioritizing from the outset the hydrographic
grounding of the novel’s ecological vision over the mercantile function
it also serves.

In the midst of this scene is the raw material of rural development.
Brought to St. Ogg’s by the “mighty tide,” traders’ ships come “laden with
the fresh-scented fir-planks, with rounded sacks of oil-bearing seed, or
with the dark glitter of coal”: that is, lumber, flaxseed, and fuel, three
resources crucial to the operations of Guest & Co. and the construction
of Mr. Pivart’s irritation works upstream from Dorlcote Mill. Before intro-
ducing the resource-laden ships, though, the narrator describes the ori-
gins of those ships: the sea. In Eliot’s original manuscript, “the sea” was
instead “Northern Sea,” the body of water off the east coast of Britain
between the island and northern Europe (551n.9a). Later, the prove-
nance of the linseed is identified as Russian (126). As the narrator pre-
sents the area’s mercantile activities in visually arresting terms (that
“dark glitter of coal” especially), it becomes clear that the hydrographic
situation of St. Ogg’s will also be a primary staging area of the conflict
between global capitalism and rural ecology.

It is common for criticism of The Mill on the Floss to discuss this open-
ing especially in terms of its potential for foreshadowing. An exemplary
reading by Jules Law, for instance, connects the “impetuous embrace” of
the first sentence with the “seed” of the resource trio to cannily claim that
in the opening “[t]he proleptic overlapping of the novel’s sexual, social,
and economic narratives of destruction is accomplished through the
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dominant, ubiquitous figure of water.”13 Another reading discusses sev-
eral real-life rivers in the Midlands and the East of England, and suggests
that the Floss’s tidal nature mirrors the River Trent’s propensity to flood
twice a year.14 These compelling readings add substantially to our under-
standing of rural development and tidal cycles, respectively, and do much
to situate the ending and the flood in relevant contexts. While building
on the substantial research of approaches like these, I want to disentan-
gle the progression of our criticism from that of the novel’s plot. From
the perspective of its local ecology, the novel’s narrative embraces from
its first sentences the instability brought to St. Ogg’s by the developmen-
tal pressure of international markets. To that end, the spatial and tempo-
ral situating of St. Ogg’s begun in the novel’s opening paragraph
becomes the foundation for the novel’s estuarial form. If Griffiths and
Kreisel’s ascription of “radical openness to the world and the complex
vectors of its interactions” to Middlemarch’s “web of life” can be viewed
as the positive side of open ecology, my analysis of The Mill on the Floss
represents the darker side of that coin.15 This isn’t because the flood
kills Tom and Maggie at the novel’s end. Rather, it is because in Eliot’s
earlier novel the primary ecological space—the estuary—provides a
model of relationality in the natural world (interflowing saline and fresh-
water), but in its social instantiation this constant intermingling makes
both environmental and human interactions fundamentally unstable.
The poison pill is the global capital regimes whose three nautical emissar-
ies glide into the novel at its outset bearing commodities that prefigure
development projects which spur anthropogenic change.

By situating a port on estuarial waters, Eliot encodes hydrographic
instability into The Mill on the Floss from the novel’s very first sentences.
As mentioned, estuaries did not occupy as prominent a place in the cul-
tural imagination as other spaces where geography, the social, and glob-
alization and imperialism interact (such as cities or the sea). The
estuarial feature that caught the eye of Charles Lyell in his Principles of
Geology was the potential for rapid geologic change, especially among
estuaries on the English east coast. This is because “there is not a large
body of river-water” in the region, and, combined with powerful, volatile
winds from the North Sea (referred to as the “German Ocean” in Lyell),
the pace of erosion and, crucially, the potentials for flooding as well as
sea and riverbed change increase dramatically.16 Lyell’s broad evocations
of estuarial regions’ volatility stands in contrast to the less unpredictable
mode of Victorian natural histories—including G. H. Lewes’s own
Sea-Side Studies (published two years before Eliot’s novel), which does
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not discuss estuaries at significant length.17 Despite the low profile of
estuaries in Victorian thought, the ecology of The Mill on the Floss reflects
the instability Lyell ascribes to estuarial zones, only with a broader water
table, and which first manifests socially long before it does environmen-
tally. Eschewing the eroding sands of the Severn or Medway estuaries, as
in Lyell, Eliot shifts this instability onto the novel’s communal relations,
especially the tumult of Maggie’s courtship and the fragmentation of
the Tulliver family. The St. Ogg’s estuary is where the social world of
the novel gains the relational changeability of the aquatic entanglement
dynamics beneath the surface: nearly everyone in St. Ogg’s is drawn into
interrelation with everyone else, though communal ties shift as often as
the tide goes out. Under the pressure of global trade, the openness of
this system’s interlacing of the natural world with social affairs shoots
Eliot’s estuarial form through with communal upheaval. Rather than
rend the novel apart, these relational vicissitudes become naturalized
into the narrative language. We can see this in the novel’s very first sen-
tence, which is replete with the rhetoric of fast embraces and strong
affect: as “the broadening Floss hurries on [. . .] to the sea,” that same
sea “rush[es] to meet it,” the hurrying of the current “check[ed]” by
the “loving tide,” later the “mighty tide,” the “impetuous embrace” of cur-
rent and tide, of fresh and saline waters at one of the novelistic sites
where provincial ecology can most clearly be seen structuring novelistic
narrative.

The port at St. Ogg’s is provincial in how it feels at once distanced
from (but inexorably related to) the currents of the ocean that connect
it to global marketplaces while also seeming rooted in its own sense of
time and place. Josephine McDonagh’s recent work on the novelistic pro-
vincial in the mid-nineteenth century—which she defines as a sense of
being entrenched in a place that is always aware of its remove from
other places—resonates with Eliot’s novel, where spatial awareness
implies connection and detachment in equivalent measure.18 While nei-
ther McDonagh’s sense of distance nor John Plotz’s “semi-detach[ment]”
or “portab[ility]” concepts evoke temporal distance that would support a
more typical conception of provincial timelessness (an ideal hewed to by
Mr. Tulliver), they both deny that the spatial distancing inherent in pro-
vincial locales entails isolation from the wider world.19 In The Mill on the
Floss, this sense of spatiotemporal rootedness combined with the proxi-
mate distancing from the North Sea grounds the interweaving of the nat-
ural and the social that takes place at the St. Ogg’s estuary. The
internationalism of the area’s North Sea exposure may seem alien to
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such a remote, rural area, but as McDonagh claims, the novelistic provin-
cial is typified by its relation to global power centers, not urban ones.
“[T]he provincial in the mid-nineteenth century is not the subordinate
partner of a metropolitan/provincial binary,” she writes, “but rather is
a term that is rooted from its beginning in emerging global networks.”20

In Eliot’s novel, this implication in global networks is already well under-
way. The characters in the novel exacerbate the instability inherent in
estuarial entanglements due to their inability to apprehend the full geo-
graphic scale of attachments in which the novel’s waters implicate them.
As we will see subsequently, the misapprehension of the nature of water
in the novel becomes a consistent catalyst of ecological change.

“YOU CAN’T PICK IT UP WITH A PITCHFORK”

Though The Mill on the Floss is well remembered for the tragedy of Maggie
and Tom’s all-too-late reconciliation, Mr. Tulliver is an earlier victim of
the novel’s harsh logic, which punishes those who misunderstand the
extent of water’s role in the novel’s open ecology. The Tulliver patriarch
understands the river in terms of a classical conception of provincial
timelessness and spatial parochialism, and this misunderstanding of the
river as static—and thereby unaffected hydrographically or economically
by its oceanic exchanges—costs him his claim to its waters. His misunder-
standing, in its implication in the loss of Dorlcote Mill as well as in his
family’s fracturing and eventual destruction, provides a useful object les-
son in how estuarial form operates in the world of the novel.

Early in book 2 of Eliot’s novel, Mr. Tulliver discusses the extent of
his entitlements to the river with his extended family. Mr. Pivart, a new-
comer to the area, has purchased land upstream from Dorlcote Mill that
he plans to irrigate. The concern, as the narrator phrases it, is that
upstream irrigation “either were or would be or were bound to be (on
the principle that water was water) an infringement on Mr. Tulliver’s
legitimate share of water-power” (163). Mr. Tulliver had previously
enlisted his lawyer acquaintance Mr. Wakem to bully Dix, another
upstream neighbor, into abandoning less extensive irrigation plans.
“Law was a sort of cock-fight in which it was the business of injured hon-
esty to get a game bird with the best pluck and the strongest spurs,” the
narrator writes of Mr. Tulliver’s view of the arbitration process governing
water rights (164). “Dorlcote Mill’s been in our family a hundred year
and better, and nobody ever heard of a Pivart meddling with the
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river,” Mr. Tulliver himself says to Mrs. Moss, his sister. “But I’ll Pivart
him!” (163, emphasis in original).

The twisting of his neighbor’s own name into a hex resonates with
the narrator’s free-indirect uptake of Mr. Tulliver’s repeated tautology,
“water’s water.” Early in the novel, the narrator characterizes the dispute
as having been “a tangled business somehow, for all it seemed—look at it
one way—as plain as water’s water,” later repeated as “the principle that
water was water” as Mr. Tulliver holds forth to his family (18, 163). The
narrator repeats Tulliver’s tautology first preceded by that arch aside
(“—look at it one way—”) to cast aspersion on the idea’s “plainness”
and, a second time, in a parenthesis, as though the narrator is ascribing
the tautology to Tulliver’s earlier statement. Couching Tulliver’s fallacies
in this way creates distance between the broken idea and the narrator’s
sympathetic eye to Tulliver’s well-meaning but naïve stewardship of his
family’s claim to the Floss. According to Jordan Brower, these aquatic tau-
tologies refer to Mr. Tulliver’s “natural riparian rights,” and though his
ideas are logical fallacies, he nonetheless would likely have had the
legal upper hand had the law of the day been followed to the letter.21

Of course, these riparian rights aren’t followed to the letter. The “cock-
fight” of the law instead dispossesses Mr. Tulliver of his property, and the
water he seems to know so well eventually destroys the mill and his family.
The Tulliver patriarch understands water rights as a closed system:
because he owns a mill downstream, he by law dictates what upstream res-
idents can and cannot have. Rather, as a feature of St. Ogg’s’ ecology,
water is an open resource, a part of communal dealings just like neigh-
borly relations, courtship, and civic responsibility. Mr. Tulliver’s misun-
derstanding of his own area’s ecology sets neighbor against neighbor
and first makes him and his family vulnerable to losing the ancestral
mill he is trying to protect.

Two of Mr. Tulliver’s gravest misunderstandings reveal themselves
when he employs his aquatic tautology in an elaboration of his view of
St. Ogg’s’ ecology. Around the table with his extended family, he
exclaims to his sister and her husband:

“Gore’s no fool—you needn’t tell me that,” he observed presently, in a pug-
nacious tone, as if poor Gritty had been urging that lawyer’s capabilities,
“but, you see, he isn’t up to the law as Wakem is. And water’s a very particular
thing—you can’t pick it up with a pitchfork. That’s why it’s been nuts to Old
Harry [the Devil] and the lawyers. It’s plain enough what’s the rights and the
wrongs of water, if you look at it straight forrard; for a river’s a river, and if
you’ve got a mill, you must have water to turn it; and it’s no use telling me,
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Pivart’s erigation and nonsense won’t stop my wheel: I know what belongs to
water better than that. Talk to me o’ what th’ engineers say! I say it’s com-
mon sense, as Pivart’s dykes must do me an injury. But if that’s their engi-
neering, I’ll put Tom to it by and by, and he shall see if he can’t find a
bit more sense in th’ engineering business than what that comes to.” (164,
emphasis in original)

In an immediate sense, Mr. Tulliver is right about one thing: “Pivart’s eri-
gation and nonsense won’t stop my wheel.” The mill does keep turning
until the flood destroys it. But this statement more damningly reveals a
lack of knowledge of irrigation methods, or at least a refusal to open
up his understanding of the agricultural works next door, and speaks
therefore to his constrained ecological perspective. Paying attention
only to his corner of the Ripple, Mr. Tulliver fails to fully grasp the estu-
arial nature of his ancestral region. Further, Mr. Tulliver’s concern that
the mill might stop reveals a telling preconception about the functioning
of waterways. By linking the construction of irrigation canals—that is, the
anthropogenic creation of additional miles of usable water—to the reduc-
tion of the amount of available water for him and his neighbors—the
“injury” the irrigation canals threaten to do him—Mr. Tulliver appraises
water as a precious natural resource with a finite supply, subject to a
kind of scarcity generally attributed to resources extracted from the
earth, such as gold or silver. When he refers to Pivart’s irrigation canals
as “dykes,” Mr. Tulliver uses the original Old English sense of the word,
referring to a narrow ditch.22 These upstream projects, to Mr. Tulliver,
fundamentally misunderstand what water is in the St. Ogg’s area. By feed-
ing a farm that might grow wheat that you can “pick [. . .] up with a pitch-
fork,” irrigation’s removal of water from the river disqualifies that water
from being seen as water at all. Water, according to Mr. Tulliver, must fol-
low its own unidirectional current in order to register in his folk under-
standing of how this precious resource can be allotted.

Because he can only apprehend the importance of the Ripple to
Dorlcote Mill, Mr. Tulliver has a unidirectional conception of flow—
the Ripple’s current running into the Floss—and fails to understand
the open hydrography of St. Ogg’s and its environs. In his voicing of
his aquatic tautology, Tulliver characterizes his own viewpoint as “straight
forrard,” which resonates with his blinkered ecological understanding:
“It’s plain enough what’s the rights and the wrongs of water, if you
look at it straight forrard; for a river’s a river” (164). By naming the
body of water, Mr. Tulliver not only misidentifies the Ripple, calling it
a river instead of a tributary, but also doubles down on his view of
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water as static, like a kind of property protected by generational custom
rather than deed and title and law.23 But the inheritance of resource
rights is a closed, unidirectional system. Eliot’s estuarial form brings dif-
ferent social and natural forces into interrelation, and Mr. Tulliver’s resis-
tance to the openness of that ecological model marks him as outmoded.
His commitment to a unidirectional understanding of water blinds him
to the estuarial nature of the area’s hydrography that, long before the
flood, attracts those agents of change which wrest his family’s mill from
his grasp.

These concerns about water rights and one-way currents ignore the
other powerful aquatic force in the area: the tide. To the extent that Mr.
Tulliver’s understanding of water is fatally flawed, his failure—and even
his family’s generational failure—to recognize the area’s water as charac-
terized by estuarial flow and mixture is the most fatal of those flaws. In
addition to the fact that St. Ogg’s’ maritime exposure draws the capital
of ecological speculators like Pivart and the Guest family to the area,
the tension at the heart of Mr. Tulliver’s position is fundamentally caused
by the collision of two different kinds of water powered by two different
kinds of flow, both of which are described in the novel’s opening sen-
tences: river water “hurrie[d]” by “a lively current,” and seawater “rush-
ing” with “the loving tide” (9). The current’s and the tide’s rapid
interflowing is reproduced in the legal clash between Mr. Tulliver and
Mr. Pivart. The former’s outmoded understanding of the water blinds
him to the real ecological damage done by those who do understand
the economic potential of the long stretches of navigable waterways on
either side of the port. Throughout the novel, the estuarial wells up
from the novel’s formal ecology into its social world. From the Tulliver
and Guest families’ interchanges throughout the novel, including
Maggie and Stephen’s ill-fated courtship, to the provincial attachments
to outdated ways of life being set against the modernization represented
by global trade, the novel is replete with instances of entanglements
turned to social disasters by the fundamental misapprehension of the
scale of the geographic networks in which the estuary’s waters are
implicated.

Water wreaks destructive havoc on communal relations, from the
Tulliver family’s destruction during the flood to the tide’s crucial role
in the disastrous turn taken by Maggie and Stephen’s journey down an
inland waterway. Estuarial form’s persistent social manifestation is, I
think, what makes the novel’s plot so troublingly sententious: on a repeat
reading, nearly anything seems like a candidate to explain the meaning
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behind the flood. But reading water as an open structure instead of a plot
device allows us to see the novel’s estuarial hydrography as a collection of
ecological boundary conditions (the edge effects of intersecting flows)
running into a combined edge ecology, one implicated from the novel’s
first lines in the social and environmental upheavals occasioned by the
economic systems that drive trade and development through and around
St. Ogg’s. The ability to move goods inland through freshwater transpor-
tation and shipping lanes is as crucial to the port’s value to global trade
as its maritime exposure. But as I will discuss subsequently, as we journey
upriver from the port, we also move closer to the boundaries of ecolog-
ical form, where distance from town occasions the wholesale breakdown
of the social order. Recognizing these multiple valences of Eliot’s estuar-
ial form thereby leads us to an ecological suggestion for the flood’s cause
that takes Mr. Tulliver’s understanding of water as a scarce resource and
turns it on its head.

What if Mr. Tulliver is not downstream at all and is instead peritidal?
Whereas the more familiar term “intertidal” refers to a coastal area cov-
ered at high tide, “peritidal” indicates a wider hydrography encompass-
ing areas both permanently covered by the tide and also areas typically
above the high-water mark. The highest and furthest inland areas of peri-
tidal zones are situated “somewhat above [the] highest storm or spring
tides.”24 Taking into account that the flood at the novel’s end is meant
to be especially severe and, as I discuss below, is strictly speaking not
caused by a storm but rather by a biannual tidal pattern, Mr. Tulliver’s
position would indeed seem to be peritidal: within the tidal basin, but
on its edges. Though estuaries did not occupy a prominent place in
the Victorian imagination, the exception was the Thames Estuary (per-
haps most memorably depicted at the beginning of Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness). The nineteenth-century literary evocation of that estu-
ary and its adjacent coastline, according to Len Platt, followed a tradition
beginning in the seventeenth century of associating the Thames and its
flow to the sea with London and its metropolitan status as the center of
the British Empire.25 While also evoking international realms, Eliot’s pro-
vincial estuary does not point solely outward. Rather, the St. Ogg’s estu-
ary negotiates between the wider world and agrarian rootedness.

Eliot’s novel performs this negotiation by attending to the different
types of flow associated with the Floss and the North Sea, extensively
describing the hydrography in which these flows intermingle and delin-
eating the consequences of estuarial ecology for communal life in
St. Ogg’s. From the outset, Eliot delineates the inland current and
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tidal patterns of the area around St. Ogg’s and Dorlcote Mill, patterns
that are characteristic specifically of estuaries. According to coastal envi-
ronmental specialist Terry R. Healy, “Central to the concept [of an estu-
ary] is that estuaries are the tidal mouths of rivers.” Healy settles on “tidal
river” as a term to describe the freshwater half of an estuary and the
effects its sea exposure has on its flow and water level.26 This description
typifies the St. Ogg’s hydrography from the very beginning of Eliot’s
novel. Recall the novel’s first sentence: “A wide plain, where the broaden-
ing Floss hurries on between its green banks to the sea, and the loving
tide, rushing to meet it, checks its passage with an impetuous embrace.”
Here, at the tidal mouth of a river, the sea meets the current at the site of
an estuary, well within the rising and falling tide. The narrator subse-
quently broadens the perspective to move us to the edges of the tidal
zone: “Far away on each hand stretch the rich pastures and the patches
of dark earth, made ready for the seed of broad-leaved green crops, or
touched already with the tint of the tender-bladed autumn-sown corn”
(9). As the view of the area broadens, the seasonality of agriculture is
drawn closer to the movement of the estuary’s conjoined flows. Within
sight of but somewhat distanced from the site of aquatic entanglement,
the narrator introduces the Ripple and Dorlcote Mill, expanding the
water table and adding a nontidal freshwater element to the scene:
“Just by the red-roofed town the tributary Ripple flows with a lively cur-
rent into the Floss.” Significantly, this is the only time that “current” is
used in the novel to refer directly to the movement of freshwater until
the flood in the dénouement. (The novel intermediately uses “current”
to refer to strong emotion and at times metaphorically uses aquatic imag-
ery to convey the vicissitudes of sentiment.)27 After the narrator cuts into
the scene—“I remember those large dipping willows . . . I remember the
stone bridge”—the mill that is close to the Floss, but not strictly speaking
on the Floss, is named: “And this is Dorlcote Mill” (9). The narrator’s
movement outward from the port to the mill tracks a shift from estuarial
to riparian hydrodynamics. This shift adds an ecological valence to the
physical remove of Dorlcote Mill from the river Floss and the St. Ogg’s
estuary into which the Floss flows. Mr. Tulliver’s peritidal mill and the
Ripple, to which he lays his riparian claim, are directly adjacent to the
tide and the maritime exposure it provides, and yet he cannot see the oce-
anic waters flowing into town. His inability or unwillingness to see the town
as a port with significance to global trade, along with his lack of concern
with the development of Pivart’s irrigation works and the shipping and
development projects of Guest & Co, blind him to the ecological changes
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in and injection of outside capital into the region his family has called
home for generations. Because the area’s hydrography is estuarial rather
than unidirectional, the face of St. Ogg’s social world changes, and so do
the rules of the “cock-fight” of the law, causing him to lose his lawsuit and
the mill. In essence, he commits the most basic mistake about the ocean:
don’t turn your back on the tide.

This reading is not meant to unduly skewer Mr. Tulliver for not hav-
ing a coastal geologist’s understanding of tidal cycles commensurate with
his understanding of the cycles of the wheat harvest. Rather, Eliot analo-
gizes the seasonality of agriculture with the seasonality of the particular
flood pattern of the river on which she modeled the Floss. As Jayne
Elisabeth Archer, Richard Marggraf Turley, and Howard Thomas
claim, “The Mill on the Floss is as much a tidal novel as it is an arable
one,” adopting “[t]he Floss’s status as a tidal river” as the primary lens
through which they view their inquiry. While Archer, Turley, and
Thomas view the tidal-and-arable dynamic more thematically than for-
mally, they go to great lengths to demonstrate Eliot’s extensive research
into Lincolnshire’s tidal hydrography. According to the authors, Eliot
traveled to Gainsborough to observe a “tidal bore,” the biannual event
where the river rises by around one and a half meters.28 The historical
name for this is the “Aegir,” though Eliot uses the Old English spelling
“Eagre” in a morning reverie that references Tom and Maggie’s collec-
tive knowledge of the event:

[T]hey would only get bigger and not go to school, and it would always be
like the holidays; they would always live together and be fond of each
other, and the mill with its booming—the great chestnut-tree under which
they played at houses, their own little river, the Ripple, where the banks
seemed like home, and Tom was always seeing the water-rats, while
Maggie gathered the purple plumy tops of the reeds which she forgot and
dropped afterwards, above all, the great Floss along which they wandered
with a sense of travel, to see the rushing spring tide—the awful Eagre—
come up like a hungry monster, or to see the Great Ash, which had once
wailed and groaned like a man—these things would always be just the
same to them. (45)

The long sentence that constitutes this passage is characterized by an
uneasy combination of conditional speculation (“they would always live
together and be fond of each other”) and a subordinated, generalized
past tense (“Tom was always seeing the water-rats, while Maggie gathered
the purple plumy tops of the reeds”). Though sandwiched between two
em dashes, the periodic flood (“the awful Eagre”) is one of the only parts
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of the reverie not couched in an uncertain conditional tense. By naming
the Eagre, Eliot’s narrator presents local flooding as an integral part of
the folk knowledge of local residents.29

In this reverie, the narrator mixes Maggie’s and Tom’s conscious-
nesseses together, like two types of interflowing waters. Despite this inter-
mixing, the two characters retain their individual perspectives: Maggie
picks aesthetically pleasing reed tops while Tom casts his eyes downward
to the aquatic fauna. Thus, the two perspectives are subtly differentiated
while still intermixed, like the saline and the fresh waters of the estuary.
In the sentence following the reverie’s evocation of the Eagre—the only
such mention of this named flood in the novel—Tom’s and Maggie’s
conjoined thoughts link a sense of the global to the evocation of the estu-
arial. The reference to the Eagre is one of the only times before the end-
ing when the novel references variances in the water level, and even here,
only the surface level changes; no reference is made to the water itself as
having depth. In The Mill on the Floss, both the townspeople and external
interlopers interact primarily with the water’s surface, further revealing
how the ecology’s openness is closed off from many of the characters
in the novel, even those whose aquatic knowledge surpasses Mr.
Tulliver’s. Neither Tom nor Maggie, nor Pivart nor Stephen Guest,
appear to have any sense of water as an ecological element with depth,
or one that reconfigures social relations by changing the face of the com-
munity. Rather, both the long-tenured townspeople and the well-
moneyed businessmen only see the closure of extent and power when
they see the port’s waters. The depth of the water not only makes the
flood that much more powerful and lethal; it also enables the area’s nav-
igability by those resource-bearing ships at the beginning of the novel
that presage the presence and, furthermore, the endurance of Mr.
Pivart, Stephen Guest, and their cohort of contemporary businessmen
that thrive in “these days of rapid money-getting, when lavishness
comes close on the back of want” (130). Guest & Co. apprehend the ecol-
ogy incompletely, but not with the same degree of closure as Mr. Tulliver.
Unlike Maggie and Tom’s father, the corporation is able to see how the
entanglement of the saline and the fresh can enable St. Ogg’s to reach
global marketplaces through the combined oceanic and inland extent
of its shipping capacity. In order to fully apprehend how waterways
open the ecology of St. Ogg’s to catastrophic fragmentation, we must
trace where exactly the estuarial flows lead once the oceanic tide has
taken us inland.
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The economic forces behind ecological change in St. Ogg’s seek a
kind of stability that the port or even rivers might promise but that the
estuary cannot provide. Along with pointing to Eliot’s distaste for the
international capitalism that seeks to make the Tullivers’ way of life obso-
lete (Guest & Co. wishes to buy Dorlcote Mill and retrofit it to extract oil
from Russian linseed), this tension between ecological change effected
by external capital and the novel’s perpetually interflowing waters stages
a confrontation between the novel’s two narrative modes: in the former,
corporate-funded rural development drives the novel to its tragic ending;
and in the latter, the one emphasized here, the entanglement of estuar-
ial form promotes an antiteleological openness to periodic return, to the
states of collapse and chaos that inflect ecological life. In her powerful
analysis of water flow and energy systems in The Mill on the Floss,
Elizabeth Carolyn Miller claims that the characters’ inability to fully com-
prehend the energy systems drawn from their surroundings testifies to
the limits of individual consciousness of ecological time. “Humans are ill-
equipped to understand the longer temporal arcs of the energy systems
they use,” Miller writes, and after the flood at the novel’s end, when
“Eliot’s narrator is poised between the future and the past,” the novel
demands that an ideal reader also inhabit these multiple temporalities.30

While Miller is more focused on temporality than I am, her analysis pro-
vides a compelling account of the structural intersections that escape the
notice of its characters and, extending her point, further elude the uni-
directional mode of reading that derives meaning only from the fact of
the flood itself. The estuarial form of Eliot’s novel narratively encom-
passes both the friction between the time horizons of bodies of water
(long) and human action (short) as well as the flood’s potential for cycli-
cal return.

“THE MARKS OF THE PAST RENDING”

Estuaries are interesting not only because they entangle but because they
lead to two different places. While Eliot is invested in the maritime expo-
sure of her provincial port, ultimately her novel is an inland novel.
Therefore, a discussion of the estuary necessitates following ship traffic
from the North Sea, through the port, and farther inland through ship-
ping lanes as the ships take goods to market. According to Kreisel, the
flood that wells up from these waterways “is an end to both the ‘eco-
nomic’ and ‘romantic’ plots,” and the novel’s voyages inland begin antic-
ipating the dénouement as they bring economics and romance closer
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together (however unfortunate these voyages turn out).31 As economists
tell us, economics is all about the allocation of scarce resources, and if
The Mill on the Floss has an idea of what a scarce resource is, it isn’t a pre-
cious metal, and neither is it linseed, coal, nor flax. Rather, the most pre-
cious resource in the novel is the inland navigability of the peritidal and
upstream waterways that connect the seaborne ships and their cargoes
with larger markets in Britain. When coal, linseed, and timber make
their way inland from the North Sea, the ability of ships to bear these
commodities farther into the Midlands depends on the depth, width,
and extent of inland waterways that can be repurposed into shipping
lanes. But voyages inland are also dangerous. As distance from the
St. Ogg’s estuary increases, social bonds loosen and the ability to rely
on the rules by which the St. Ogg’s community typically operates is atten-
uated. Though estuarial entanglement has its own perils, its enfolding of
characters into communal relations protects them from the boundary
conditions they encounter out in the wide inland world.

This is where Mr. Tulliver’s idea of “a river’s a river” comes back
around with an improbable insight into what, exactly, these businessmen
are doing in the mill owner’s corner of the English countryside. His con-
cern that Mr. Pivart’s irrigation system would lessen the amount of water
available for Dorlcote Mill misjudges the sheer amount of water in a
robust river system in the first place, as discussed above. Though Mr.
Tulliver appears to have a valid legal complaint with Mr. Pivart in
terms of his downstream water rights, he likely does not have a valid
hydrographic one. What actually does threaten the area’s ecology is the
vast extent of the system of inland shipping and recreation pathways
and canals used and maintained by businesses like Guest & Co. In
other words, the water rights Mr. Tulliver cares about are not the same
ones Guest & Co. cares about; while the former wants to maintain a cer-
tain level of downstream flow, the latter is interested in shipping and
transportation pathways to facilitate moving goods farther inland.
Because these waterways are deep enough to be navigable, the water
table in this area is high, and therefore the volume of tidal waters the
estuary must contend with—and is unable to—during the flood is so
heavy that the deluge becomes a catastrophe and washes the mill and
the plot away. Just as the Lincolnshire that Eliot toured showed her tidal
rivers she could adapt into the Floss, so did her native Warwickshire fea-
ture many of these shipping canals that she could adapt into the Guest
& Co. network.
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Images of these canals and the “glitter of coal” that could be carried
on them were instilled in Eliot from an early age. Eliot’s father, Robert
Evans, managed the properties of the aristocratic Newdigates, and in a
recent critical biography of the writer, Nancy Henry describes the canals
within the Newdigate estate itself that connected the property’s coal-
mining operations to a vast canal system throughout England:

Canals on the property were connected to a canal system that shipped coal
throughout the north of England, where industrial expansion in the urban
centers in turn enriched the landed aristocracy by creating new markets for
coal. The image of coal-laden ships floating into port that opens The Mill on
the Floss seems to be informed by a memory of coal barges on the canal from
Mary Ann’s childhood and transferred to her fictional River Floss, the “black
ships—laden with the fresh-scented fir-planks, with rounded sacks of oil-
bearing seed, or with the dark glitter of coal.” [. . .] Commerce and the trans-
portation networks that arose to serve it, including canals and eventually
trains, connected isolated rural villages with the rest of the world.32

Eliot’s interest in connecting the rural with the global emanates from the
primary ecological feature of The Mill on the Floss. The ships at the novel’s
opening represent, in Henry’s formulation, the “connect[ion] [. . .] with
the rest of the world” on the maritime side of the estuary. In order to
widen this network of provincial connections, Eliot establishes commer-
cial relationships to the rest of Britain along the novel’s inland shipping
lanes. It is not enough for Guest & Co. to simply receive the linseed from
Russia for extraction at their oil mills. The oil must then be moved via a
secondary connection to markets within Britain. According to Andreas
Malm, the English Midlands and coastal Scotland in the 1820s and ’30s
saw vast experimentation in the development of inland waterways to
increase water power for mill owners. Eliot’s novel looks back on this
very period and imagines how provincial ecology would change if,
instead of prioritizing the production capacity of mills, provincial devel-
opers had realized that water-powered mills would soon be superseded
by mills powered by steam engines—fired by that glittering coal—and
thus shipping and transportation capacity was inland water’s true value
and its danger.33 In this way, Guest & Co.’s plans to wrest Dorlcote Mill
from Mr. Tulliver and transform it into one of their oil mills is but one
instantiation of a much broader program of anthropogenic changes
forced on the Lincolnshire countryside by this and other agents of global
capital.

Shipping waterways surface at a crucial moment in the narrative:
during Maggie’s inland voyage with Stephen Guest, which turns into
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an abduction and a marriage proposal made to a woman under duress.
The narrator describes Stephen rowing the pair inland: “They glided rap-
idly along, to Stephen’s rowing, helped by the backward-flowing tide”
(484). Unlike the Floss flowing toward the estuary and the sea—or
even the small but enthusiastic Ripple contributing to it—the flow of
this inland waterway takes them farther away from St. Ogg’s and therefore
away from the ecological context of their meeting and initial courtship.
Though the chapter title is “Borne Along by the Tide,” the narrator spec-
ifies that Maggie and Stephen are borne along by a “backward-flowing
tide” (477, 484). By navigating along this third, unnatural tide, moving
unidirectionally away from St. Ogg’s, Stephen closes the pair off from
the openness of the St. Ogg’s ecology. Removed from her home com-
munity’s interpenetration with the natural world, Maggie is that much
more vulnerable, and as the day stretches into night and the vessel
moves farther inland, the voyage becomes more disastrous. Stephen
flags down a wind-powered Dutch shipping vessel that takes them to a
town uninvitingly named Mudport, from where they return to
St. Ogg’s. Stephen recalls that “the steamer to Mudport” had previously
passed them, suggesting that even though he is the scion of the area’s
most famous incarnation of global capitalism, the local coal-powered
aquatic industry sees him and Maggie as insignificant (488).

Before the rescue becomes necessary, Stephen professes that his
goal is to take the two of them to Torby and then to Scotland via York
to be married, presumably at Gretna Green (485). Stephen and
Maggie’s ability to travel north, away from the sea and against natural
tides, testifies to the shipping system’s extent and the effacement of con-
scious decision-making both from the scene of the voyage-turned-abduction
and from the flow of the water itself. According to Hensley, Stephen and
Maggie’s voyage “is the crisis point in the novel’s historical plot, where the
old language of force and of possession has come into irresolvable conflict
with the new voluntarist idiom of consent, of equal relations among sover-
eign agents.”34 Far from the novel’s predominant ecological situation
where the Floss and the North Sea meet, a one-way trip to an irresolvable
crisis becomes possible, a crisis only abated by returning to the openness
of the estuarial scene. The crisis of the flood, by contrast, passes when
the water level returns to normal (according to seasonal rather than tidal
cyclicality). Hensley’s comparison of “consent” and “equal relations” refers
to the contrast between Maggie’s strong protestations against Stephen’s
coercion and physical force—“‘Let me go!’ she said, in an agitated tone,
flashing an indignant look at him, and trying to get her hands free. ‘You
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have wanted to deprive me of any choice’” (486)—and Stephen’s suspect
insistence that they are not, in fact, conscious actors:

See, Maggie, how everything has come without our seeking—in spite of all our
efforts. We never thought of being alone together again—it has all been done
by others. See how the tide is carrying us out—away from all those unnatural
bonds that we have been trying to make faster round us—and trying in vain. It
will carry us on to Torby, and we can land there, and get some carriage, and
hurry on to York, and then to Scotland—and never pause a moment till we
are bound to each other so that only death can part us. It is the only right
thing—dearest—it is the only way of escaping from this wretched entangle-
ment. Everything has concurred to point it out to us. We have contrived
nothing, we have thought of nothing ourselves. (485)

Maggie listens intently but is not fooled by any of this. Stephen’s account
of his actions and their situation is untrustworthy, to say the least—a frus-
trated attempt to hijack the language of entanglement for his nefarious
ends—though he does semi-accurately describe the currents underlying
the physical movements of their boats. “See how the tide is carrying us
out,” he says. “It will carry us on to Torby.” His description of the
“backward-flowing tide” as “carrying us out” implies that the tide will
carry them farther “out” into a larger body of water. This is not strictly
true (except in whatever dubious, metaphorical sense he may mean as
regards his imagined future with Maggie), as the waterway does not
promise to widen or empty into a lake, but it does promise to take
them farther inland, from Torby to York to Scotland. As the shipping
lane’s ability to escape the force of the Floss’s tide and provide access
to these northern destinations becomes apparent, Eliot begins to pepper
Stephen’s speech with the estuarial language of enmeshment: the
“wretched entanglement” of their situation and Stephen’s desire to
bind themselves to each other “so that only death can part us.” Like
many passages, this locution presages the final “embrace never to be
parted.” In this specific location, Stephen’s failed attempt to validate
the bad faith of his marriage proposal by invoking “entanglement” dem-
onstrates how the open-ecological rhetoric operative around the estuary
is nullified outside of the intertidal zone. There is, after all, no commu-
nity for either of them to be entangled with.

In other words, the openness of Eliot’s estuarial form has its limits.
Even as viewing St. Ogg’s from the perspective of the water opens up the
novel to a more capacious view of its ecology, it also circumscribes the
limits of where in the British countryside that ecological model functions.
Once Maggie returns to St. Ogg’s, the only way to reconcile her with her
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furious brother is to entangle them in death forever (the actual “embrace
never to be parted”). What matters to me about their death in the flood is
not the cause but rather Eliot’s depiction of their resting place. Maggie
and Tom are buried in a defunct mining operation known as the Red
Deeps, located among “the pleasant fields [. . .] bounded by the mur-
muring Ripple” on which Dorlcote Mill was situated and since overgrown
into a classic pastoral ruin: “an exhausted stone-quarry—so long
exhausted that both mounds and hollows were now clothed with bram-
bles and trees, and here and there by a stretch of grass which a few
sheep kept close-nibbled” (309–10). Earlier in the novel, Maggie makes
her rendezvous with Philip Wakem here against her family’s wishes—
even though she thinks of him fondly but not entirely romantically.
The classical pastoralism of the quarry and Maggie’s meeting a man
she holds dear strongly presages the novel’s ending—not the flood, but
the postdiluvian conclusion, in which “Nature repairs her ravages—but
not all” (543). Maggie and Tom are buried “among the trees of the
Red Deeps, where the buried joy seemed still to hover” (544). In this con-
clusion, trading operations have resumed, as the “wharves and ware-
houses on the Floss were busy again, with echoes of eager voices, with
hopeful lading and unlading,” suggesting that the port and inland ship-
ping network survive the flood or are rebuilt (543). The details of the
burial site and the shipping network’s continued operation are linked
for Eliot. The Coventry Canal, on which Eliot likely based the St. Ogg’s
waterways, had a branch that served the quarry at Griff Hollows, the
model for the Red Deeps. That branch is no longer operable, having
gone extinct like the Red Deeps itself.35

Burying an entangled brother and sister, “two bodies that were
found in close embrace,” in a single grave in a defunct quarry reverses
the process of extracting stone—or glittering coal—from the ground
(543). While the bodies from prior geologic ages have turned into
those rocks valued by international commerce, ones that might one
day find themselves on ships passing through one estuary or another,
the burial starts this process over. In so doing, Tom and Maggie have tra-
versed time scales across three levels of ecological cyclicality, from a diur-
nal cycle (the tide), to the biannual (the flood), to the geologic (their
interment). It would, however, be a misapprehension of the present
St. Ogg’s ecology to say that the siblings return to the Red Deeps only
to be extracted in a distant geologic age. At St. Ogg’s, no extraction actu-
ally takes place, just refinement at the mill and transit through the port.
By enabling the trade in fossil fuel but not actually participating in that
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trade, Eliot’s community straddles a line between engagement with
global trade and rural isolation. In standing by while the beginnings of
globalization and anthropogenic climate disaster take shape around
them—that is, by failing to fully commit to what McDonagh would define
as nineteenth-century provincialism: linking the rural with the global—
St. Ogg’s fails to adapt estuarial entanglement to grapple with the ongo-
ing catastrophe of the present. The forces of the market return just as the
waters go down—though most of the Tulliver family does not survive, the
“eager voices” and their “hopeful lading and unlading” do—and the eco-
logical scars endure for years.

If, according to McDonagh’s argument, the novelistic provincialism
of the mid-nineteenth century was characterized by an awareness of
“emerging global networks,” then The Mill on the Floss provides an inter-
esting test case. When the novel appears in 1860, as the midcentury is just
reaching its tail end, its setting looks back to around the late 1820s or
early 1830s, that not-quite-early-nineteenth-century, not-quite-Victorian
era when a sense of “global networks” was indeed still “emerging.” As
such critics of globalization as Tanya Agathocleous and Bruce Robbins
would point out, the internationalization of the marketplace, especially
in the early to mid-nineteenth century, stood in uneasy relation to dis-
courses of imperialism—with their destabilizing tendency toward
armed conflict—and of cosmopolitanism—with its potential pretensions
toward a unifying universalism giving cover to global capitalism.36 By fail-
ing to adapt to its globally situated status, St. Ogg’s is unprepared for the
modern condition of recurring ecological catastrophe. As Jed Esty
argues, developing a sense of one’s place on the world-historical stage
is the primary demarcation between “premodern St. Ogg’s” and the
region’s accession to nineteenth-century modernity.37 By setting estuarial
entanglement at the ecological heart of the novel, Eliot tests how far out-
ward the negotiations between different types of open relationality—
connection to the wider world but local isolation; modern for the era
of its setting but historical in the time of its composition—can go. In
their failure to attain a more open understanding, the characters of
The Mill on the Floss commit themselves to a premodern St. Ogg’s despite
their living in modern times. The friction between those time scales
speaks to global capital’s alienation of the local residents from their envi-
ronment and from one another, all but ensuring the recurrence of
future ecological catastrophes.

The outburst of violence at the novel’s end erases characters
(Maggie and Tom) and buildings (Dorlcote Mill) that do not further
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the “hopeful lading and unlading” of these waning decades of what Imre
Szeman would call “steam capitalism.”38 Nixon has famously called eco-
logical change that adversely affects the poor “slow violence,” but the vio-
lence of the flood obviously comes very quickly.39 The most damaging
violence in The Mill on the Floss is one that comes, if not slowly, then at
least both regularly and unpredictably: the recurrence of ecological catas-
trophe at an unspecified interval. Accordingly, Eliot describes the after-
math with a weary perspective that suggests the townspeople will see
this sight again: “Nature repairs her ravages—but not all. The uptorn
trees are not rooted again—the parted hills are left scarred: if there is
a new growth, the trees are not the same as the old, and the hills under-
neath their green vesture bear the marks of the past rending. To the eyes
that have dwelt on the past, there is no thorough repair” (543). The
uncertainty of whose eyes are dwelling on the past casts the communal
memory of the catastrophe as partial and therefore mutable. As a part
of the ecological form centered on the estuary, the St. Oggs’s community
is drawn into the chaos that results when linkages between natural and
social systems fray.

Reading the novel from the perspective of its water does more than
just raise the visibility of a peculiar aquatic feature in St. Ogg’s. Rather,
reading the novel hydrographically shows how the entanglement of dif-
ferent kinds of water flow and social life opens up the novel’s ecology
to those harsh boundary conditions that accompany rural development
and environmental catastrophe. In the Anthropocene, literary-critical
reading practices should cast a skeptical eye toward narratives that pre-
sent a single upheaval as its endpoint. How the ecology bears those
“marks of [. . .] past rending” and how those marks are remembered mat-
ter more than the event itself. If The Mill on the Floss has a tragic element,
it is the knowledge that the St. Ogg’s estuary will, some years from the
end of the novel, see its interflowing waters rise up over its banks again.

NOTES

I would like to thank the editors of this issue and of this journal for their
engaged reading and criticism. Further thanks are owed to Mark
DiGiacomo, David Kurnick, John Kucich, and audience members at
the North American Victorian Studies Association conference in
Florence, Italy (May 2017), for their feedback on earlier versions of
this essay.
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1. Leavis, The Great Tradition, 42, 46. The Mill on the Floss has often been
labeled tragic, and tragedy is an important idea in the novel for Eliot
herself. In Eliot’s use, “tragedy” tends to describe individual charac-
ters’ ascriptions of grave importance to their struggles or aspirations,
as when Maggie competes with Lucy for Tom’s attention (“There
were passions at war in Maggie at that moment to have made a trag-
edy” [108]), or when the narrator imagines Mr. Tulliver’s legal
defeat as a “conspicuous, far-echoing tragedy which sweeps the
stage in regal robes” (207), or when Philip Wakem describes the ill-
fated attraction between Maggie and Stephen Guest as issuing from
“that partial, divided action of our nature which makes half the trag-
edy of the human lot” (522). See further Hardy, The Novels of George
Eliot, 14–77, esp. 55–57; Guth, “Philip,” 356–63; Mason, “George
Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss,” 159–80.

2. Hensley and Steer, “Ecological Formalism,” 5.
3. The kind of development promoted by Guest & Co. differs from the

development typically associated with a novel frequently called a bil-
dungsroman, if an odd or hybrid species of one. The body of work
appraising Eliot’s novel as a novel of development is too vast to char-
acterize in its totality here. What does broadly typify this body of crit-
icism since at least the 1970s is how readers of The Mill on the Floss
identify some kind of rupture or defect in the developmental plot
caused by invidious social pressure, and how those readings are
sutured to the ostensible narrative closure of the flood. Elizabeth
Ermarth, for instance, comprehensively demonstrates that “the
norms [of St. Ogg’s that] Maggie struggles with are sexist” by reading
her social expectations against the prospects of the various boys and
men in the novel, characterizing her fate as a “long suicide,” in Philip
Wakem’s phrase, given a “physical corroboration” in the flood.
Reading George Levine’s claim that Maggie owes her incomplete
development to the lack of sophistication of her rural society, John
Hagan argues that we should shift our attention to how the flood
arrests Maggie’s development by severing her relationship with
Tom. While Barbara Waxman and Sarah E. Maier characterize the
novel as a “female bildungsroman” focused on Maggie, Jerome
H. Buckley and Charlotte Goodman call it a “double” bildungsro-
man, emphasizing the ruptures between Maggie’s and Tom’s uneven
developments. Recently, Jed Esty has claimed that the novel holds up
“elements of classic German Bildung” for “a critique that is not only
squarely feminist, but incipiently late Victorian in its attunement to
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the problem of national-historical time”—in particular, the pressures
put on Englishness in the late industrial period. Susan Fraiman’s own
authoritative reading of these and other interpretations suggests,
referring to the flood, “Eliot’s controversial ending provides a final
image of the relation between Tom’s conventional narrative of for-
mation and Maggie’s counternarrative.” The ecological reading I
advance is more concerned with the ecology of form than with the
ending—and, therefore, the flood’s reflection on character forma-
tion is de-prioritized in favor of the ecological influence on social
relations. Ermarth, “Maggie Tulliver’s Long Suicide,” 587, 601, and
passim; Levine, “Intelligence as Deception,” 405–7; Hagan, “A
Reinterpretation,” 56–57; Waxman, “Heart, Mind, Body, and Soul”;
Maier, “Portraits of the Girl-Child”; Buckley, “George Eliot’s
Double Life”; Goodman, “The Lost Brother, the Twin”; Esty,
Unseasonable Youth, 53; Fraiman, “The Mill on the Floss,” 147.

4. The inland localization of these aquatic entanglements is a key
aspect of both current and contemporaneous conceptions of the
estuarial. Thirty years before Eliot’s novel appeared, Charles Lyell
defined “Estuaries” as “a term which I confine to inlets entered
both by rivers and tides of the sea,” where the water table is subject
to fluctuations depending on coastal erosion. The OED cites part of
Lyell’s discussion of estuaries in its definition of “estuary.” Lyell,
Principles of Geology, 302 (emphasis in original); “Estuary, n.”

5. Eliot, The Mill on the Floss, 542. All subsequent references to this edi-
tion are noted parenthetically in the text.

6. Stauffer, “Haeckel, Darwin, and Ecology,” 140; see Darwin, On the
Origin of Species, 187–88.

7. Of course, the flood is not actually the “Conclusion” of the novel.
I discuss Eliot’s conclusion in what follows.

8. Griffiths and Kreisel, “Introduction” (emphasis in original).
9. Said, Culture and Imperialism, 93–94; see also 80–98 passim.
10. Moore argues, “Capitalism takes shape through the co-production of

nature, the pursuit of power, and the accumulation of capital” and
goes on to claim that “these three moments interpenetrate each
other in the making of historical capitalism.” Moore, Capitalism in
the Web of Life, 46.

11. Nixon, Slow Violence, 30; Griffiths and Kreisel, “Introduction.”
12. J. Miller, “Composing Decomposition,” 395.
13. Law, The Social Life of Fluids, 75.
14. Archer, Turley, and Thomas, “Moving Accidents,” 714.
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15. Griffiths and Kreisel, “Introduction.”
16. Lyell, Principles of Geology, 307–8, 690; see also 270–71, 337–39, 750.
17. See Lewes, Sea-Side Studies.
18. McDonagh, “Rethinking Provincialism,” 419.
19. See Plotz, “The Semi-Detached Provincial Novel”; Plotz, Portable

Property.
20. McDonagh, “Rethinking Provincialism,” 401.
21. Brower, “The Mill on the Floss,” 220–21.
22. “Dike | Dyke, n.1.”
23. Geologists widely distinguish tributaries (or branches) from rivers by

their lower flow levels and classify them as a type of stream. Bates and
Jackson, Dictionary of Geological Terms, 537; Neuendorf, Mehl, and
Jackson, Glossary of Geology, 82; Allaby, A Dictionary of Earth Sciences,
592.

24. Neuendorf, Mehl, and Jackson, Glossary of Geology, 483, 344, 377.
25. Platt, Writing London, 11–12.
26. Healy’s italics here indicate that this definition is his synthesis of a

great many geological sources. Healy, “Estuaries,” 436, emphasis in
original.

27. For instance, after Tom hurts himself with a sword, the narrator
reports that Philip’s sympathy takes the form of “a common current
of suffering and sad privation” (191); the narrator later describes
Lucy’s tendency to always think of Stephen while she is going
about her usual daily routine as “that instantaneous alternation
which makes two currents of feeling or imagination seem simultane-
ous” (384); and at the bazaar, Maggie wishes she could cast off her
romantic troubles by letting “her mind [. . .] flow into that easy, bab-
bling current” of the crowd (452–53).

28. Archer, Turley, and Thomas, “Moving Accidents,” 702, 714.
29. “Eagre, n.”
30. E. Miller, “Fixed Capital and the Flow,” 93–94.
31. Kreisel, Economic Woman, 114.
32. Henry, The Life of George Eliot, 26.
33. Malm, Fossil Capital, 96–120. Though there is no estate with internal

canals in Eliot’s novel as there was in her childhood, there is a canal
system in the novel—a “transportation networ[k] that arose to serve”
commerce in the area, as Henry would describe it—that connects
St. Ogg’s specifically with western and northern marketplaces.

34. Hensley, Forms of Empire, 74.
35. Burton, “George Eliot Country.”
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36. Agathocleous, Urban Realism, 23–25; Robbins, Feeling Global, 66–67.
37. Esty, Unseasonable Youth, 55.
38. Szeman’s essay proposes that the history of capital be marked by the

transition between dominant forms of energy, and he further sug-
gests that the transition away from oil today would be a disaster so
total that it would completely reconfigure economics and social
life. Szeman, “System Failure,” 55, 64–65.

39. See Nixon, Slow Violence, esp. 128–49.
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