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Lecture Fourteen 

Eliot and the Multiplot Novel 

Scope: George Eliot is the pseudonym of Marian (or Mary Ann) Evans, a thinker and editor who began writing fiction at the age of 37. In this lecture, the first of two on Eliot, we will see why her career marks a turning point in the history of English fiction. Eliot’s Middlemarch is clearly indebted to the historical novels of Sir Walter Scott. Set in the period surrounding the first great Reform Bill, Middlemarch shows how individuals are affected by historical change. Middlemarch also perfects the form of the multiplot novel, combining the sweep of Dickens and Thackeray with the psychological acuity of Austen. Yet even as she works with familiar narrative forms, Eliot populates her world with new sorts of characters. Moved by deep spiritual yearnings, these characters want more than their immediate social worlds can provide. Through Eliot’s depiction of such figures as Dorothea Brooke, she brings an unprecedented intellectual and moral seriousness to the English novel. 

Outline 

I. George Eliot is the pseudonym of Marian (or Mary Ann) Evans (1819–1880). In this lecture, we will see how she consolidates the achievements of earlier novelists. 

A. We will see that she is a historical novelist, clearly indebted to Sir Walter Scott. 

B. We will also see that she is a multiplot novelist who draws on the lessons of Dickens and Thackeray. 

C. Finally, we will identify her as a psychological novelist, heir to the legacy of Jane Austen. 

II. We begin by reviewing the major events of Eliot’s life. 

A. Unlike Charles Dickens or William Makepeace Thackeray, Evans was born and grew up in the country, and her experiences of rural life were the basis of her later fiction. 

B. Intensely devout as a young woman, she later came to view the Gospels as “histories consisting of mingled truth and fiction” and decided that she could no longer accompany her father to church. 

C. After her father’s death, Evans used her inheritance to subsidize a career as a writer and editor, joining the staff of the Westminster Review, one of the leading journals of the day. 

D. Perhaps more important to her later fiction, however, was her experience as the translator of two works of biblical scholarship, both originally published in German. 

1. She translated the first, The Life of Jesus by David Friedrich Strauss, in 1846. The second, The Essence of Christianity by Ludwig Feuerbach, appeared in 1854. 

2. These two works were among the first in Western history to approach Christianity as a historical phenomenon. In them, Evans found a way to affirm the teachings of Jesus without accepting the notion of his divinity. 

E. Evans had a brilliant mind but did not know what kind of writing she wanted to do. Her decision to try her hand at fiction, which she reached at the age of 37, is a sign of the novel’s rising status. 

F. Evans’s first sketches were submitted anonymously; she began using her pseudonym in 1858, when the sketches were published as a book. 

1. One reason for her secrecy was the fact that she was living with a married man, George Lewes. She and Lewes thought of their own relationship as a marriage but knew that others would disagree. 

2. Although Evans later acknowledged authorship of her books, she continued to write and publish as George Eliot. Critics continue to use her pseudonym when writing about her work. 

III. Over the course of her literary career, Eliot enjoyed greater and greater success. 

A. She first gained fame as the author of Adam Bede (1859). The novel establishes Eliot’s great skill in developing women characters, as well as her continuing interest in religious feeling. 

B. Mill on the Floss (1860) ends with the death of its central character, Maggie Tulliver, and thus, stands out as one of the few tragic novels of the period. 

C. By the time Eliot finished Middlemarch (1871–1872), the novel widely regarded as her masterpiece, she stood alone among English novelists. 

1. The great novelists of the early Victorian period were dead, including Dickens, Thackeray, and both Charlotte and Emily Bronte. 

2. New writers, such as Thomas Hardy and Henry James, were entering the scene, but they had not yet emerged as major figures; thus, Eliot had the field all to herself, her only serious rival being Anthony Trollope. 

IV. Eliot’s triumph was not merely a matter of historical accident. In Middlemarch, her account of life in and around a small country town, she synthesized a number of earlier achievements in the novel form. 

A. Middlemarch is indebted to historical novels, such as Waverley (1814). In Eliot, as in the works of Sir Walter Scott, we see how individuals are affected by larger historical forces. 

B. Eliot places her fictional community on the brink of change, setting the novel in the period surrounding the Reform Bill of 1832. The characters not only debate the bill, which extended voting rights to some middle-class men, but also witness the extension of railway lines into their region. 

C. Thus, we know what the characters cannot: that their way of life is about to be transformed as their small town is absorbed into a larger social network. 

V. Eliot may also have perfected the form of the Victorian multiplot novel, combining the sweep of Dickens and Thackeray with the psychological depth of Jane Austen. 

A. Like Dickens, she begins with several distinct groups of characters. 

1. One group, reminiscent of the gentry families in Austen, lives in or around Tipton Grange. At the center of this group is Dorothea Brooke, an ardent young woman who surprises us with her decision to marry a middle-aged scholar. 

2. Another group includes characters living in the town of Middlemarch, including the mayor, his son and daughter, and a young physician, Tertius Lydgate, who has recently arrived to work at a new hospital. 

3. In addition to these two character clusters, Eliot introduces a third major grouping, which includes childhood sweethearts Fred Vincy and Mary Garth. 

B. By the end, Eliot has connected all her characters, demonstrating what her narrator calls the “stealthy convergence of human lots.” 

1. The novel’s three major plots, sharply distinct at the outset of the story, have merged by the end. 

2. Behind this narrative design lies an important moral purpose. Eliot’s aim is to move her readers out of their habitual egoism. If we understand our connections to other people, she reasons, we may become less likely to take the world “as an udder to feed our supreme selves.” 

VI. Eliot’s psychological interests will be the subject of our next lecture. For now, it is enough to recognize her desire to populate the novel with new sorts of characters. 

A. In many ways, Eliot’s Dorothea resembles Austen’s Emma Woodhouse: Both characters enjoy the advantages of wealth, beauty, and intelligence. 

B. Emma, however, is happy to stay within the confines of her immediate social world, while Dorothea wants something more. 

1. In the opening pages of the novel, Eliot likens Dorothea to St. Theresa of Avila, noting that Theresa’s “passionate, ideal nature demanded an epic life.” 

2. Dorothea’s intellectual and spiritual yearnings make her something of a misfit—despite her beauty and wealth, she doesn’t quite fit in. 

3. Dorothea’s yearnings (and her lack of self-understanding) lead to her hasty marriage to Edward Casaubon, a middle-aged scholar and minister. She hopes that it will be like marrying Pascal or Milton, but she is bitterly disappointed. 

4. Fortunately, by the end of the novel, Dorothea has found something better. Freed from her first marriage by Mr. Casaubon’s death, she is now able to marry for love—and does so in spite of her friends’ disapproval. 

C. Characters like Dorothea had never before appeared in English fiction. By placing such characters at the center of her novels, Eliot takes the form in a new direction, investing it with an unprecedented sense of moral and intellectual seriousness. 

Essential Reading: 

Karen Chase, George Eliot: Middlemarch. 

George Eliot, Middlemarch. 

Supplementary Reading: 

Rosemarie Bodenheimer, The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George Eliot, Her Letters and Fiction. 

Peter Garrett, The Victorian Multiplot Novel: Studies in Dialogical Form, chapter 4. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Is any recent historical period comparable to the one in which Middlemarch is set? At what points in the 20th 

century were rural communities poised on the verge of great change? 

2. Are characters like Dorothea—characters with intellectual and spiritual yearnings—still uncommon? Do any 

characters from recent books or movies share Dorothea’s aspirations? 

Lecture Fifteen 

 Eliot and the Unfolding of Character 

 Scope: In this lecture, we will conclude our discussion of Middlemarch, exploring Eliot’s approach to characterization. Eliot learned much from Jane Austen, as we can see from her handling of Tertius Lydgate. Like Austen, Eliot shows how our personalities are shaped by accident and circumstance. For Eliot, however, personalities are never fixed or finished. In her world, character is a “process and an unfolding.” Eliot’s most original characters may be Edward Casaubon and Nicholas Bulstrode, middle-aged men who have known great disappointment. We cannot always approve of their actions, but we are made to understand their feelings—and to wonder what it would be like to be in their shoes. After considering Eliot’s portrayal of Casaubon and Bulstrode, we will see why Virginia Woolf described Middlemarch as “one of the few English novels written for grown-up people.”  

Outline 

I. We ended our first lecture on George Eliot by examining her portrayal of Dorothea Brooke. In this lecture, we will continue to explore Eliot’s understanding of character. 

A. Eliot shows how circumstances help to shape our personalities. 

B. For Eliot, however, personalities are never fixed or finished. As her narrator explains, character is a “process and an unfolding.” 

II. Eliot’s views on these matters are evident in her handling of all the characters. We’ll focus this lecture on three of her men: 

A. Dr. Tertius Lydgate, who at the beginning of the novel has only recently arrived in town. 

B. Edward Casaubon, a clergyman and scholar, the first husband to Eliot’s heroine, Dorothea Brooke. 

C. Nicholas Bulstrode, a banker and community leader. Through her portrayal of Bulstrode’s religious hypocrisy, Eliot raises a number of spiritual questions. 

III. Eliot’s approach to character first becomes evident in her portrayal of Dr. Lydgate. 

A. Lydgate is another orphan, and like Dorothea, he comes from a distinguished family. Indeed, his aristocratic connections set him apart from others in his profession. 

1. Here, we might note that the medical profession was not then what it is now. Though medicine had advanced beyond the days of barber-surgeons, the medical profession was still largely unregulated. 

2. Eliot was especially interested in the conflict between physicians whose medical practices were based on tradition and younger doctors (such as Lydgate) who took a more scientific approach. 

B. Eliot shows how chance events have shaped Lydgate’s personality, explaining that his vocation is the result of an accident—his childhood discovery of an encyclopedia article on human anatomy. 

C. In Eliot’s handling of such details, we see her debt to Austen. 

1. In the opening paragraphs of Emma, Austen shows how a number of factors unite in the formation of Emma’s personality. 

2. These factors include her beauty, intelligence, social position, and wealth. Had any of these things been different, Austen suggests, Emma’s personality would have been different as well. 

D. In addition to noting the impact of accidents and circumstances, Eliot traces the gradual unfolding of Lydgate’s personality. 

1. Eliot’s narrator tells us that while studying medicine in Paris, Lydgate became involved with a French actress, proposing marriage, only to discover that she may have murdered her first husband. 

2. Despite his determination to take a “strictly scientific view of women,” Lydgate jumps into marriage with Rosamond Vincy, daughter of the mayor, and this marriage proves to be a terrible mistake for both of them. 

3. At the end of the novel, we’re told that although Lydgate later enjoyed worldly success as a physician in London, he “always regarded himself as a failure” and “died prematurely of diphtheria.” 

4. In Lydgate’s case, we are dealing not with a single set of circumstances but with a chain of events: The affair with the actress leads to the resolution to avoid entanglements with women, which in turn, leads to the impulsive engagement and the unhappy marriage.

IV. Despite her success with Lydgate, Eliot offers something even more original in Casaubon and Bulstrode. 

A. Both of these figures are middle-aged and, thus, strikingly different from the youthful protagonists of most English novels. What’s more, they are conflicted and tormented men, capable of hurting others as well as themselves. 

B. Casaubon hurts Dorothea, largely through suspicion and mistrust. 

1. Though he appears pretentious and vain, Casaubon is deeply insecure, afraid of being exposed as a failure. Though he has for years been working on a massive scholarly project, he has refused to consult the leading authorities on his subject. 

2. Through his adult life, he has managed to hide his insecurities from others, but after his marriage, further concealment becomes impossible. 

C. As Casaubon takes out his frustrations on Dorothea, we are torn. Though we do not approve of his behavior, we can see that his situation is desperate. It would be terrible to be in Dorothea’s situation, we feel, but perhaps even worse to be in Casaubon’s. 

V. After resolving Casaubon’s story with his death, Eliot moves on to the more difficult case of Bulstrode. 

A. Now a pillar of his church, Bulstrode is hiding dark secrets. 

1. As a young man, Bulstrode inherited a fortune from his first wife, after concealing information about her estranged daughter. 

2. The past is now catching up with Bulstrode, and as he confronts the threat of exposure, he is tormented. He knows that he has cheated his stepdaughter and that it is too late for him to set things right. 

3. Moreover, he is not sure that he really wants to set things right. He has enjoyed many advantages because of the inheritance from his first wife, and he is not ready to give them up. 

B. As Bulstrode’s world collapses and he is forced to leave Middlemarch, we cannot help but feel that he is getting what he deserves. As with Casaubon, we also share his pain and wonder what it would be like to be in his situation. 

1. What would it be like to spend your life with a terrible secret? How would you cope with the knowledge that you’d wronged another person? How might you justify your actions to yourself? 

2. These are the questions that Eliot raises through her portrayal of Bulstrode. As we consider them, we can see why Virginia Woolf described Middlemarch as “one of the few English novels written for grown-up people.” 

Essential Reading: 

Karen Chase, Eros and Psyche: The Representation of Personality in Charlotte Bronte, Charles Dickens, and 

George Eliot, chapters 7–8. 

George Eliot, Middlemarch. 

Supplementary Reading: 

Franco Moretti, The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European Culture, chapter 4. 

Virginia Woolf, “George Eliot,” in The Common Reader: First Series. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Does sympathy preclude or complicate moral judgment? Once we understand a person’s motives, are we incapable of assessing his or her actions? 

2. What makes a book seem “grown-up”? Woolf suggests that it has something to do with the acknowledgment of pain and failure. Do you agree? 

