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Seeing through the Mind’ s Eye:
Vision, Memory, and Imagination
in George Eliot’ s Three
“Recollections” and her Works
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Through her frequent travel experiences,
George Eliot wrote six “Recollections” that were
based both on her domestic and international
travels from 1854 to 1860. Although they were
not intended for publication, Eliot sorted
out episodes from her diary, organized and
modified them, and presented them to imaginary
readers. While few critics have viewed these
“Recollections” as a prototype of her novels, we
can read them as a genesis of her creative work.
In this paper, 1 clarify the association between
three of her “Recollections” and works.

By helping George Henry Lewes’ s study on
marine species in Ilfracombe, Eliot comes to
find out the importance of close observation
of objects, especially the natural landscape
and other phenomena. From “Recollections of
T1fracombe 1856” onward, which was written in
the course of her “decisive move to fiction”
(Harris and Johnstone 259)' , Eliot meticulously
describes what she senses from the natural world,
such as its changing aspects due to the effects
of light. She also mentions the psychological
effects of viewing the landscape, especially in
“Recollections of Ilfracombe,” with her animated
spirit overflowing. However, in “Recollections of
the Scilly Isles and Jersey 1857, her narration
becomes less vivid due to both physical and
mental problems, although her keen sense of
observation never wanes and she considers it “an
acquisition” to see Scilly’ s “unique scenery.”
In “Mr. Gilfil’ s Love Story” (1857), which she
completed while staying in Scilly, Eliot also

precisely portrays the landscape, which is



often associated with Caterina Sarti’ s dynamic

shifts of emotion. Caterina’ s mind sometimes
sympathetically connects with the vision of the
landscape and at other times distances from
it psychologically by the intervention of her
memory. “Recollections of Italy 1860,” in which
Eliot expresses new interests and ideas through
her travel to Italy, is vital for her career as
a successful novelist and deeply connects with
Komola (1862-63) and her later works. At the
beginning of “Recollections of Italy,” Eliot
mentions “the frequent double consciousness,”
which tells her that she is “not enjoying the
actual vision enough” and that she cannot fully
reproduce the details in “higher enjoyment”
through imagination. In Widd/emarch (1871-72),
Dorothea Brooke is overwhelmed by the ruins and
relics of Rome, which is an uninterpretable sight
for her, mingling with her own disappointment
in marriage and her confused state of mind.
Even after her return from Rome, the memories
begin to revisit Dorothea, engaging with
her “actual vision” towards the landscape.
Specifically in this paper, 1 explored three of
her “Recollections,” “Mr. Gilfil’ s Love Story,”
and Middlemarch to examine Eliot’ s depiction of
how the heroines’ mental and physical “visions”
are affected by memory and imagination and how
they change across her early short story and
later novel.

Y —— The Journals of George Fliot. FEds.
Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston. Cambridge:

Cambridge UP, 2000.
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