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THE FUNCTION OF THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL BACKGROUND
IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF “ROMOLA™

At the beginning of his discussion of the position that
George Eliot occupies in the history of English fiction, Walter
Allen observes that "her work marks a chance in the nature of the
Englisi novel, a change so significant as almost to amount to a
mutation in the f@rm“!. Indeed, though written by an author be-
longing, by the date of her birth, to the generation of the ear-
ly Victorians and actually sharing with her contemporaries, in
spite of some basi¢ philosophical differences, many of the ideas
and assumptions of the age, the novels of GCeorge Eliot, as com-
pared with those of Dickens, Thackeray, and Trollope, exhibit
certain features that make her writing akin to that of the great
French and Russian novelists of the period, such as Flaubert and
Tolstoy, rather than to that of the other great English writers
of her day.

The difference, according to Allen, lies in the basic change
of the writars’ attitudes towards the novel - to put the matter
concisely, the novel was recognized to be not only a source of
entertainment, but also, and primarily, a serlous form of art.
Consequently, seeing Gecrge Eliot’s moral and aesthetic serious-
ness as the dominant element of her work, Allen views her as a
reprasentative of the second phase of the development of Vic-
torian literature, to0 be considered alongside Meredith and Har-
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dy rather than Dickens, Thackeray, Mrs Gaskell, or the Bron-
tes?. .

Indeed, in the light of most of contemporary criticism of
Gaorge £liot it remains beyond doubt that the above-mentioned
moral seriousness is definitely the most important feature of her
novels. F. R. Leavis, porceiving that she was “peculiarly addict-
ed to moral pta@ceupati@n@”jm includes her, é@g&thar‘with Jane
Austen, Henry James, Joseph Conrad, and D, H. Lawrence, in “the
great tradition™ of the English novel, characterized by "a vital
capacity for exparience, a kind of reverent openness before life,
and a marked moral Lnt&ngity”ﬁ, Thus, in the centre of a George
Eliot novel there is always an important moral theme, usually
cloaely connected with a very detailed psychological analysis of
the main protagonists. As has heen noticed by Joan Bennett, this
"inner circle - a small group of characters involved in a moral
dilemma”> 18 in her novels "surrounded by an outer circle - the
social world within which the dilemma has to be r@sﬂlwad'ﬁ. In
this way, the social background turns out to be something more
than a mere illustration ~ it becomes an important element in the
,whole artistic pattern of the novel, Thus, the reader is allowed
Lo cbserve the life of a number of people, to participate in
their averyday duties, to listen to their speech, to share their
raligious beliefs and doubts, to see the relationships between
different social groups, to witness the current political life.
The functién- of these elements is not only to contribute to the
coumprehensive vision of life that George Eliot presents in her
fiction; sometimes thﬁ? grow into new themes, always, however,
connected with the central moral problems of the novels,

It is in this sense that one can speak about political themes
in the novels of George Eljot. She never bgcomes a political
writer in the full sense of the word; her novels, possibly with
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the exception of "Pelix Holt"™, never become political in the sense
that the novels of Disraeli are, Nevertheless, the political
themes do exist in George Eliot’s worke and their function in
the construction of tha novels seems to be an interesting field

-“of research, particularly 1in the light of the fact that the prob-
lem has so far received rélatively little attention from George
Eliot’s critics, most of whom have usually concentrated on the
moral and psychological aspects of her fiction.

Although references to the problems of politics and o par-
ticular political events can be found in all of George Eliot’s
works, the political themes come to the foreqround for the first
time in "Romola®, the author’s only historical novel proper,
presenting an interesting picture of the late fifteonth century
Florence, the Florence of the French wars and of Girolamo Savo-
narola. Serialized in “Cornhill Magazine®” from July 1862 to Au-
gust 1863 and published in book form later in the same year,
“Romola®, unlike George Eliot's earlier novels, did not become
a success, either with the general public or in the opinion of
the critics - even the anonymous author of an article on “Romo-
la" published in “"The Westminster Review"”, a magazine for obvious
reasons traditionally favourable towards George Eliot, thouah
admitting that “we do not hesitate to say that it is its author’'s
great@athQrkUT; wrote that “the picture contains too much of
the substance of the author’s studiea, and is brightened rather
by the deep and profound general views which they suggested to
her tnan by those living characteristic touches which make a
departed age to live before the reade;“a. A similar view was
expressed in “The Saturday Review": "Great as is the power dis-
played in it, and varied as is the interest awakened in it, there
is Btill the general impression produced by it that the authoress
has been tempted into a field where, indeed, she is not less
than she has been, but where her merits are obscured, and their
effect 1mpair@dﬂgm
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The tenor of most of the contemporary criticism of “"Romola™
rasembles to a great extent, that of the early comments on the
novel. Thus, Joan Bennett says that "it is a novel which could
only have been the work of a gifted writer; it is the product
of knowledge and wisdom and strenuous meditation; but something
‘esgsential is missing; the interest flags and the illusion is
net suataimed"!@g "there are memorable scenes in the book, there
arez some convincing characters, there is the mercileas exposure
of moral cowardice hardening into crime; but the novel is neither
a successful reconstruction of fifteenth-century Florentine life
nor a work of art capable of effecting what she (George Eliot})
nerself thought necessary when she asserted that if art does
not enlarge men's sympathies, it does nothing m@r&lly“:', In
Walter Allen’s opinion, "while it is impoasible to read “Romo-
la® without respect, it is also impossible to read it with much
pleasure or more than @nca“ﬂg. R. T. Jones goes even as far as
leaving the book out of his discussion of George Eliot’s novels,
which is a consequence of his seeing the narrator’s comments
and analyses as made "in the mode of the essayist, not the nov-
&lis"mg.

In turn, the more favourable critics of "Romola", though
uysually admitting that the book lackes the immediate charm and
naturalness of the author’s "English™ works, tend, in general,
to stress the great precision and the artistic consciousness
with which George Eliot, working within the limits of her theme
and setting, organizes all the elements of the novel intc a
well-balanced and carefully structured whole. This view of the
bock is taken, for example, by Andrew Sanders, according to whom
" 4Pomola® has something of the feel of a great Victorian pub-
lic building; {...] it shares with them (the buildings) a ma-
iesty, a sobriety, a completeness and a scholarship, but it re-
mains somehow bloodless and unlovable, perhans, given the nature
¢f its form and function, necessarily unlovable. But the flaws
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of the novel, like those of the building, are of intention, not
of design or executi@n“t&m Opinions of this kind are also shared
by Barbara Hardy, who openly declares that "¢Romola®» 1 un-
doubtedly a book which it is more {nteresting to analyse than
simply to read“ﬂi. Whether this statement can be accepted or not
depands to a great extent on one’s individual taste; it remains,
however, beyond doubt that the above-mentioned general view may
well be gupported by a closer analysis of some of the aspacts of
the use that George Eliot makes of the historical and political
background of the novel,

The action of "Romola" is set, as has already been mentioned,
in Florence, at the end of the fifteenth century. More exactly,
the story begins a day after the death of ULorenzo do’ Medici,
on April 9th, 1492, and ends on the day of the exccution of Gi-
rolamo Savonarola, May © 23rd, 1498; the Eplloque is set cleven
years later, on May 22nd, 1509, Exact dates are, in fact, given
to the reader several times throughout the novel, particularly
whan thée narrator sets out to describe actual historical events
or great Flerentine religious and pepular festivals. This care-
fulness in  specifying the time of the action, togother with
the minuteness of the descriptions of the streets, squares, and
buildings of the town and of the many different aspects of the
averyday life of late fifteenth century Florentines, is important
not only as a factor providing a rich, picturesgue background
for the main moral conflict, but also as a condition sine qua non
of prescnting the paradocumentary picture of the polikiecal 1ife
of Florence in the dramatic years 1192-1498,

Indeed, one of the most characteristic features of “Romola”
is the great precision with which the novel reflects the public
life of the epoch it describes, both in the sphere of the do-
megtic conflicts within the Florentine Republic and in the wider
context of the political situation of Europe at the end of the
fifteenth century. The reader 1is allowed to cbaerve the strife
between different political parties, to see the collapse of the

" A. Sander s, The Victorian Histuriczl Novel 1B40-'880, The Mac-
millan Press, Londen-Basingstoke 19786, p. 196,
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olligarchy of the Medici, to listen to the sermons of Savonarola
and, later, to witness his fall; at the same time, he is made
aware of all the important foreign events of the period - the
Italian campaign of Charlea the Eighth, king of PFrance, tha
conflict with Rome, etc. Moreover, the novel provides interest-
ing accounts of such significant events in Plorentine soclial and
political life as the Burning of Vanilties or the riot against the
Piagnoni party.

The impression of the historical accuracy of the presenta-
tion of the world descrlbed in "Romola"™ is strengthened by the
manner in which George Eliot introduces into the novel numerous
important historical figures of the period. The foremost place,
in this respect, belongs to Girolamo Savonarola, who is in the
novel not only a great religlous and political leader, but also
one of the main protagcenists of the central moral conflict., In
thie background, the reader sees, among others, the politicians
Lorenzo Tornabuoni and Francesco Valori, the poet Politian, the
painter Piero di Cosimo, . and, the most famcus of them all, the
future writer and politician Niccolo Macchiavellli. Interestingly,
the function of those characters in the book is not only that
of providing a mere illustration or adding to the general im=-
pression of the hictoricial adequacy of the novel; they ara liv-
ing people, important in the construction of the plot (Tornabuo-
ni}, providing significant points of view in moral and political
arguments (Macchiavelli}, contributing to the symbolic  struc-
ture of the novel {the paintings of Piero di Cosimo), and, final-
ly, functioning as chorus. The historical characters become, in
this way, part of the whole fictional world of "Romola™; ow-
ing to thelr presence, the narrator manages to create in the
book an atmosphere of complete authenticity and historical truth. *

The fact that the social and political background of  the
novel is presented with an outstanding, almost scilentific pre-
cision does not, however, change the status of ™Romola" as a
ncvel, a work of a creative writer, consciously arranging the
text as a self-contalined whole existing in its own right. Con-
seguently, it 13 possible to see in the organization of the po-
litical subplot cf the book an expression of the author’s own
view on the nature of political life in general,

The first reference to the public life of Florence comes as
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early as in the Proem, when the narrator, characterizing the way
of thinking of an average citizen of the Republic, says:

His pulitics had an arca as wide as his trade, which stretched from Sy-
ria to Britain, but they had also the passionate intensity, and the de=
tailed practical interest, which could belong only to a narrow scene of
corporate action; only to the members of a community shut in close hy
the hills and by walls of #ix miles' circuit, where men knew each oth-
er as they passed in the street, set their eyes every day on the memo-
rials of their commonwealth, and were conscious of having not simply
the right to vote, but the chance of being wvoted for. [...] He had

gained an insight into all sorts of affairs at home and abroad (p. 4b-
16
-47) .

Tnis idealized vision of Florentine democracy is, however, in=
stantly qualified:

And in this way he bad learned te distrust men without bitterness;
locking on life wmainly as a game of skill, but not dead to traditioms
of heroism and clean-handed honour {p. 47).

Though apparently insignificant and uttered in a scemingly light-
-hearted manner, the remark turns out, in the context of the
whole novel, to bear a great amount of bitter irony, and te be
the first comment on what is, undoubtedly, one of the main themes
of the book = the influence of politics on the morality of
mar .

In the story proper, the problems of politics are firat
mentioned as early as in the first chapter, in Ser Cioni’s ac-
count of the Florentine system of government under the rule of
tihe Medicli. The picture the notary draws is that of a state in
which the old rules of democracy do not actually exist; Lorenzo
de’ Madici is described as "a man who was trying te slip a noose
over every neck in the Republic that he might tighten it at
nis pleasure® (p. 61). The tyranny, .however, results not conly
from the powor of the governing - according to <Cioni, part of
the responsibility 1s to be taken by the governad, who are gpen-

i
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ly accused of passivity and submissiveness ("you need nothing
but a diet of hay to make cattle of you; [...] vyou like to have
the election of your magistrates turned iInto c¢loset-work, and
no man to use the rights of a citizen unleas he ia a Medicean"
ig-» G1)). The notary attacks also the greed of the Medicl, say-
ing that "you take no notice when the public treasury has got
a hole in the bottom for the gold to run into LorenZo's drains"
(p. 61). Thus, Cioni’'s speech is significant not only because
it provides the reader with a considerable amount of purely
historical information - more importantly, it particularizes
the abpove-mentioned theme of the relation between politics and
morality, introducing, for example, the motif of personal pro-
fit as a source of political activity. It seems also relevant
to obgerve that the manner in which the political subject 1is
nresented in the scene ih question im characteristic of the meth-
od Gecrge Eliot uses throughout the novel - in “Romola", politics
is never discussed in the abstract; it is always seen as part
of direct h:uman eXxperience, as one of the many aspects of human
life,

As the novel progresses, the references to the political life
of Florence become more and more numerous and significant, Thus,
discussing the social atmosphere of Florence in the spring and
sumrer of 1492, the narrator says:

Already the regrets for Lgrenzo were getting less predominant over the
murmured desire Ffor government on & broader basis, in which corruption
might be arrested, and there might be that free play for everybody’s jeal-
gusy and ambitiomn, which made the idcal libercy of the good o0ld quar-
relsome struggling times (p. 133).

The function of the sentence is again at least twofold. On the
one hand, it adds another touch to the purely historical back-
ground of the novel, providing an extremely important piece of
information about the political situation 4in the BRepublic (in
fact, the "deslre for government on a broader basis" 1s ocne of
tae basic causes of the whole of the soclal and political con-
flict described Ln the novel). ©On the other hand, analyzed from
the moral point of view, the sentence torns out to reveal the
fact that, paradoxically, as long as oneé considers the reasons
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for which the political activities of the two parties are un-
dertaken, there is not much difference between them - the domi-
nant force is, in both cases, that of egoistic, personal ambitions
and desires,

The two passages discussed above provide a good 1lllustra-
tion of the least complex of the methods George Eliot uses while
employing the elements of the social and political background
of "Romola" in her analysis of thu moral aspects of politics -
the method of direct exposition and description. 1In fragments
exemplifying the use of this technique, the moral evaluation of
human deeds and attitudes comes at the very moment of their pre-
sentation, suggested by the very fact of their being described in
words bearing strong moral connotations.

In a more complex way, the political background of "Romola"
turns out to provide important comments on the nature of opublic
life in general when analyzed from the point of view of the way
in which the narrator organizes the whole political subplot of
the novel. 1In this respect, the first significant hint comes
very early in the kook, in the two above-mentioned passages con-
carning the two main political parties of Florence. As has already
been mentioned, the Mediceans and the Piagnoni, though repre-=
senting completely different approaches towards the problems of
the government of the Republic, are morally egqually unworthy;
the real goal of almost every Florentine politician, regard-
less of the political line he supports, is not that of the real
welfare of the state, but that of satisfying his own ambitions
and carrying out his own personal plans. Characteristically,
among all the egoistic, areedy, jealous Florentine politicians,
George Eliot sgingles out, in each of the rival camps, one hon-
est man, faithfully believing in the rightness of the path he
has chosen to follow and uninfluenced by the omnipresent corrup-
tion and plotting. Among the Mediceans, this person is Bernardo
del Nero, who is known as a man "whom you would never persuade
to borrow another man’s shield" (p. 415-416) and who says o-
penly:

Pieroc de® Mediei has abundant intelligence; his faults are only the
faults of hoc blood. T love the lad - lad he will always be to me, as I

have always been *little father' o him. [...] If we could have a new
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order of things that was something elae than knocking down one coat of
arms to put up another, [.,.] I sliould be ready to say 'I belong to no
partyt I am 8 Florentine®. But ss long as parties are in question, I
am a Medicean, and will be a Medicean till I die (p. 121).

dernardo’s counterpart 4in the popular party is, of course, Sa-
vonarola, who believes deeply that "the cause of my party is
the cause of God’s kingdom® (p. 578), and whose political activ-
ity never leads him to transgressing the rules of law and moral-
ity ("Not a shadow of political crime had been proved against
him" (p. 661 ). And, again characteristically, both the men fi~
nally die, sentenced to death by the authorities of the very Flo-
rence they have always wanted to serve. Their deaths achleve,
in this way, an almost symbolical meaning - the cruelty to po-
litice destroys real patriotism, truth, and honesty, regardless
of the way people representing those virtues understand and solve
the ;.cblems they are faced with. Those who manage to sur-
vive and to gain power have to be like Dolfo Spini, "leader of
the Compagnacci, or Evil Companiona =~ that 1is to say, of all
the dissolute young men belonging to the old aristocratic party
anemies of the Mediceans, enemies of tha popular government,
but still more bitter enemies of Savonarola, [...] sworn cham-
pions of extravagant suppers and all the pleasant sins of the
flesh” (p. 469} - cynical plotters and murderers, ready to do
anything to cbtain their political goal,

Another interesting example of the manner in which George
Eliot organizes the pélitical subplot of "Romola" in order to
illustrate the prablem of the relationship betwoen politics and
morality is provided by her presentation of the character of Ber
Ceccone and his role in the conspiracies bringing about the final
fall of Tito Melema and, later on, of Savonarola. Significantly,
Ser Ceccone is described in a very brief, but, at the same time,
meaningful way ~ "Ser Francesco di Ser Barone, rore briefly
known to infamy as Ser Ceccone, was not learned, not handsome,
nct succesgful, and the reverse of generous, He was a traitor
without charm. It followed that he was not fond of Tito Melema®
{p. 488). The notary becomes, in this way, a persorification of
evil - and, characteristically, it is largely thraugh the in-
trigues of that very man that the political situation in the
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Republic finally takes its actual turn. Moreover, at the end of
the novel, Ser Ceccone cmerges as a close associate of the pow-
erful man of the day, Dolfo Spini, which mav be read as a me-
taphorical expression of the triumph of evil in the public life
of Florence in 14948,

Thus, the vision of the political life of FPlorence present-
ed in "Romola" is extremely pessimistic; apparently, in the Re-
public there is no political force whose real concern would be
the genuine good of the state. The dominant motive of almost all
public activity is personal ambition; what really counts is
reaching a high post in the hierarchy of the state and making
it a source of good financial pr@fit”TS In this way, the poli-
tical subplot of "Romola" turns out to serve not only the pur-
peose of providing a rich and convincing background of the novel;
it also carries an important political and moral message, ex-
pressing the author's basically distrustful, pessimistic atti-
tude towards political life in general.

All that has been sald so far refers to what might be call-
ed, according to Joan Bennett’s terminology, the "outer circla"
of "Romola" - the whole soclety in which the central moral con-
flict is sitoated. However, as has been noticed by Andrew San-
ders, " «Romola® is a study of character and environment, not
an embodied political or scciological th@ﬂis“waz consequently,
the primary function of the social and political backgrovnd of
the novel, as well as of the themes explored through the ana-
lysis of this background, is contributing to the main theme of
the novel - "the study of the deterioration of Tito’s character
and the gradual unfolding and perfection of R@mala”g"ig; In this
respact, the most interesting field of investigation is, un-

7 It seems interesting to mention here the fact that Carole Robinson

interprets this role of money in the life of Savonarcla’s Florence as  an
important piece of evidence for her highly disputable thesis that “the hi-
atorical apparatus over which %eorge Eliot laboured with so Victorian an ag-
giduity may probably be ignored for all but its Victoriam comnotations" {(C.
Robinson, "Romola": A Reading of the Nevel', [in:] Crities on George
Eliot, Readings in Literary Criticism, ed, W, Baker, George Allen and lowin,
London 1973, p. 98,

Sander s, The Victorian Historical Novel.... p. 174,
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doubtedly, George Eliot’s analvsis of the character of Tito Me-
lema and of the story of his moral degradation.

Tito's first contact with the people active in the politi-
cal life of Florence comes early in the novel, in the scene of
nis visit to Bartolommeo Scala, the secretary of the Republie.
The visit is a success =~ apparently, it becomes for Tito the
ficst step in his plan to find for himself a good position in the
Florentine society, in which at the beginning he is a complete
stranger. There is, however, a price to be paild - and Tito
readily pays it, praising Scala's worthless epigram in spite
of its obvious faults; later he begins just to "laugh a little
at his ease over the affalr of the culex” (p. 129). In this way,
Georye Eliot establishes the basic pattern of the parallalism
betwoen the progress of Tito's public career and his gradual
moral deterioration = Tito's flattering Scala means, in fack,
his sacrificing the ideals of scholarship, which have 8o far been
dn lmportant part of his system of values,

By the time of Romola's betrothal to him, Tito’s position
in Florence has becoms quite prominent - he was “supported in
& Greek chair™ {p. 146), he was “especilally growina in favour
with tne young Cardinal Giovanni de’ Medici, who has even spok-
en of Titc's forming part of his learned retinue on an approa-
ching journey to Rome; and tha bright young Greek who had a
tongue that was always ready without ever heing quarrelsome, wasg
more and more wished for at gay suppers in the Via Larga, and
at Florentine games 4in which he had no praetension to excel, and
could admire the incomparable skill of Piero de’ Medici in the
most graceful manner in the world” {(p. 248). At the same time,
Tito makes some of the most important decisions in his private
life; afrer "his first real colloquy with himself™ (p. 149), he
ikakes up his mind not to go  in search of his father, even
thougn he receives, from Fra Luca, information about him; dur-
ing the festival o¢n the Eve of the Nativity of the Virgin, he
arranges ais “"marriage” with Tessa. All that 1s a consequence
of the most rsignificant trait of Tito’s character - his egoism,
evident in his wish "to make life easy to himself" (p. 288)
ard in nis inability ¢to think of the good of others. In this
way, the mcral theme of the novel becomes closely connected with
the psychological investigation of the personality of the pro-
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tagonist, which may serve as a good example of the narrator’s
unity of vision, 8o characteristic of George Eliot’s approach to
character.

Interestingly, the changes in Tito’s personality, caused,
amang other factors, by the negative influence of his success-
ful public career, are reflected not only in his actions, but
also in his outward appearance, which, in this way, becomes a
synbolical expression of the gradual corruption of his charac-
tar:

Tito Melema had become conspicuously serviceable in the intercourse with
the French guests, from his familiarity with Southern ltaly, and his rea
diness in the French tongue, which he had spoken in his early youth; and
he had paid more than one visit to the Fremch camp st Signa. The lustre
of good fortune was upon him; he was smiling, listening, and eaplaining,
with his wsual graceful unpretentious ease, and only a very keen eye
bent on studying him could have marked a certain amount of change in
him which was not to be accounted for by the lapse of eipghteen months.
Lt was that change which comes from the final departure of moral youth-
fulness = from the distinet self-conscious adoption of a part in life.
The lines of the face were asz soft as ever, the eyes as pellucid; but
someChing was gone ~ something as indefinable as rthe changes in che
morning twilight (p. 278-279),

As the story develops, Tito becomess more and more involved
in the political lifs of the Republie, trying to find in it both
a compensatlon for the unsuccessful private life ("he found it
tihe less difficult to wait patiently for the return of his home
happiness, because his life out of doors was more and more in-
teresting to him" (p. 382)) and a fulfilment of his personal
ambitions ("since that moment in the Pilazza del Duomo, when
Tito, mounted on the bales, had tasted a keen pleasure in the
consciousness of his ability to tickle the ears of men with any
phrases that pleased them, his imagination had glanced conti-
nually towards a sort of political activity which the troubled
public life of Florence was likely enoucgh to find occasion for"
(p- 383)). He begins to treat not only politics, but also life
as "a gawe in which there was an agreeable minaling of skill
and chance" (p. 383); he becomes a cool and calculating man,
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trying to shape his future according only to his own egoistic
plang. :

This development of Tito’s character is, parallelly, re-
flected outside his public activity. Thus, he decides %o sell the
dardi library, which is against his father-in-law’s will and
which brings abour a serious conflict with Romeola; he continues
to deceive Tessa; he determines to declare Eh@t Baldassarre is
an imbecile, At the same time, the feeling of fear, which has
accojpanied nim since the wvery day of his arrival in Florence
“"something like a painful thrill appeared to dart through the
frame of the listensr, and arrest the careless stretching of
his arms and chest" (p. 54)), becomes stronger and stronger; it
finds 1its symbol in the coat of mail that Tito buys from Nicco-
la Caparra.

The corrupting influence of political intrigue and plotting
on Tito’s persconality comes out most clearly in the scene at the
Ruocellal Gardens, when Tito, without any apprehensions, accepts
the role of a spy:

Tito seldom spoke so confidently of his own powers, but he was in a
state of exaltatlion at rthe sudden opening of a new path before him,where
furtune secmed to have hung higher prizes than any he had thought of
hitherto, Hitherto he had seen success only in the form of favour; it
now flashed on him in the shape of power - of such power as ia possible
to talent without traditional ties, and without beliefs. Each narty that
thought of him as a tool hdght become dependent on him. His position
as an alien, his indifference to the ideas or prejudices of the men a-
mongst whom he moved, were suddenly transformed into advantages; he be-
came newly conscious of his own adreitness in the presence of a pgame
that he was called on to play., And all the motives which might have
made Tito shrink from the triple deceit that came before him as a
tempting game, had been slowly strangled in him by the successive fal-
sities of his life (p. 419-420).

Characteristically, the last sentence once again stresses the
close interconnection between Tito's public and private life,
thus providing another instance of the precision and unity with
which the character of Tito is represented.

The final comgpent on the theme of the role of politics in
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the gradual moral dagradation of Tito Melema comes close to the
end of the novel, in the scene describing Tito’s escape, from
Florence and his subsequent death, The construction of the =scene
is evidently metaphorical = Tito is actually killaed by Baldas-
sarre, but his death is, at the same time, alsc a conscguence
of the disclosure of his conspiracies and the resulting hatred
of Dolfo Spini; thus, ne is punished both for his wickedness in
iils private life and for his treachercus political activity.
Significantly, however, this act of justice, if the phrase can
be applied here at all, is performed by people whose motives
are, from the moral point of view, as condemnable as Tito's -
all that Baldassarre and Dolfeo Spini really want is taking thelr
revenge on the young Greek. Conseguently, Tito's death brings
about no feeling of purification; on the contrary, the fact
that the more cynical and the less human of the avengers, Spind,
becomes, at the end of the novel, "cna of the Eight" ;p. €670)
is, as has already been mentioned, an ironical, pessimistic com-
ment on the nature of political life in general.

In contrast to the important role played by the elements of
tne social and political background in the analysis of the mner-
sonality of Tito Melema, the function of this background in the
characterization and the psychological analysis of Romola, the
other main protagonist of the novel, is very limited indeed.
Romola is not involved in the pelitical struggle; she lives in
an isolated world in which politica exists only in so far as it
affects the few people with whom she r@ma%ms in contact - »ri-
marily, Tito Melema and Girclamoc Savonarcla. Ewven then, howev-
or, what matters to her is the moral and human consequences of
particular political choices rather than the choices themselves
- thus, Bavonarcla is for her always a religious and moral
authority, never a palitical leader and it is largely, though by
no means exclusively, owing to his spiritual support that }she
manages to find the sense of life in the acceptance of the-es-
sential rules of humanity, identified with Christianity, but
Christianity freed of the limitations of denominational  ortho=-
dmxyzag In this way religion, in the sense defined above, turns
out to play in Romola’s life a role parallel, to a considerable

i Cf. Sander s, The Victorian Historical Xovel...
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extent, to the role of politics in the life of Tito - both are
for the protagonists means ,of self-realizatjon, fundamental in-
fluence, bringing about the basic developments in their char-
acters. Conseguently, it seems posaible to read "Romola™ as a
novel about religion and politics, a novel whose historical
costume enables George Eliot to analyze the ways in which those
significant aspects of the life of the human g@@i@ty influence the
morality and psyche of man,
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FUNKCJA TLA SPOLECZNO-POLITYCZNEGD W KONSTRUKCJI "ROMOLI"™

"Romola” to jedyna wéréd utwordw Georga Eliot powiedé, ktérej akcja jest
osadzona z dala od Apglii i w odleglej epoce historycznej. Jednoczednie jest
ona pierws¢ym chronologicznie dzietem tej autorki, w ktérym istotng role od-
grywa prezentacja sferoko zarysowanego tla u@péieﬂzna-palityczmeg@, w bezpo-
Sredni sposdb oddzialywajgcego na losy gidwnych bohaterdw, uwiklianych nie eyl
ko w osobiste dylemary woralne, ale 1 w skomplikowane problemy #ycia publicz~
nego., Przedgtawiajgc funkcjonowanie mechanizmw zycia politycznego oraz ich
wplyw na ksztaltowanie sig osobowodci czlowieka, George Eliot dokonuje moral=
me] oceny postepowauia ludzi raangazowanych w proces sprawowanis wiadzy prze-
ciwstawiajgc mniszczgcemu moralnie wplywowl dwiata wielkiej polityki ideal zy-
cia opartegu na przyjeciu wyplywajgcych z szeroko rozumisnego chrzedcijafi~
stwa zasad humanizmu,



