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In an early essay, “Acting by One Who Does not Believe in It” (1889), George Bernard
Shaw would attack such facile disjunctions between acting and sincerity; Shaw asserts
grandly that though “acting, in the common sense of the word, is self-falsification,
forgery, and fraud . . . the true goal of the stage-player is self-realization, expression,
and exhibition.” But George Eliot had already brilliantly anticipated the Shavian

defense of the actor’s honesty in Daniel Deronda. (Imprisonment 256)
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Reverent Victorians shunned theatricality as the ultimate, deceitful mobility. It connotes
not only lies, but a fluidity of character that decomposes the uniform integrity of the self.
The idea that character might be inherently unstable —that Newman’s “phantom . . .
which gibbers instead of me” might also be the real man—is so unnerving that
Victorian literature conveys a covert fear that any activity is destructive of character

because all activity smacks of acting. (Theatricals 4)
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A strike is in progress; a desperate mob gathers around Mr. Thornton’s mill.
Identifying with the fury of the oppressed, Margaret taunts Thornton into confronting
his workers: “If you have any courage or noble quality in you, go out and speak to
them, man to man!” Goaded, he does so; the hands surround him murderously;
Margaret flings herself into the crowd, shielding him with her body. A worker throws a

stone, cutting her forehead. Before she faints, her wound disperses the mob: “They
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were watching, open-eyed, open-mouthed, the thread of dark-red blood which waked
them from their trance of passion”. Her rush into the public, violent streets, makes
Margaret, for one intense scene, not only a ruler of men but a charismatic spectacle

among them. (Private Theatricals 68)
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In literature women’s conversions were nullified by marriage or death. In life as
in the theater, their capacity to become multiple selves were aligned less with
metaphysical profundities than with disease. Margaret Hale’s crowd-captivating
wound in North and South is a token of the charismatic power of illness, mental or

physical in women. (Private Theatricals 80)
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Immediately after her walk through Regent’s Park, Milly performs two acts we have
seen associated with the novel’s worldly aesthetes. She begins to lie: first to Susan,
whom she successfully deceived in going off to Sir Luke with Kate, and whom she

more generally deceives by adopting Kate as her new companion and friend; then to
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Kate, to whom she repeats the words of Sir Luke but not her supervening knowledge
that his very solicitousness signifies to so “devilishly subtle” a patient that all is far

from well. (Freedman 219)
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Conversion contains the seeds of perversion. That noble Victorian enterprise of mighty
self-making always threatens to produce, not superior mutations, but monsters. The
potential chaos of conversion underlies the obsession, in popular literature, with such
hybrids as fairies, wolfmen, white rabbits with pocket watches, vampires, owls singing
to responsive pussycats, all manner of unclassifiable anomalies, lost somewhere
between the animal and human species. Tennyson’s exhortation to self-improvement in
In Memoriam — “Move upward, working out the beast”(118, 27) — modulates, in the
1880s and 1890s, into something like the cult of the beast. Those classics of
metamorphic reversion — Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
(1886), H. G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau(1896), and that great Gothic account of
bestial and dead selves restored to life, Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) — all feature
men who are inseparable from the animals they are supposed to have risen above.

(Private Theatricals 76)
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In evolutionary theory, as we have seen, the progressive-sounding “development”
dignifies a “transmutation” liable to produce a chaos of species. Similarly, the pattern
of conversion may generate, not Tennyson’s “nobler type,” but a jumble of creatures
whose mad metamorphoses subvert not only the primacy of humanity, but its existence.

(Private Theatricals 76-77)
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