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Lecture Thirty-Seven 

Eliot—Fiction and Moral Reflection 

Scope: George Eliot’s Middlemarch took the novel beyond the achievement of Charles Dickens 30 years earlier. Unlike Dickens, Eliot did not see the need to “coerce” emotional responses from her readers or to tie together the loose ends of her characters’ lives; like life itself, Middlemarch is a vast canvas marked by ambiguities. Eliot was born Mary Ann Evans but wrote under a pseudonym to preclude association of her work with women’s romance fiction and to avoid causing embarrassment to her family. Largely self-educated, she became the leading woman intellectual of her time and moved to London to embark on a career in journalism. A freethinker but also a strict moralist, Eliot’s personal philosophy was strongly influenced by the thinking of Auguste Comte, the pioneer of sociology. Her great theme is reform, and her fiction asks: How can society and people be made better? She takes Realism to its fullest extent, demanding a lot of the reader in the process. 

Outline 

I. Virginia Woolf once said that George Eliot’s Middlemarch was the first novel in English for “grown-ups,” meaning for morally mature adults. 

A. In the 30 years between the publication of Oliver Twist and Middlemarch, the novel had come a long way. 

1. Dickens had called on melodrama and sentimentality to “coerce” the reader into certain kinds of emotional response. He also felt the need to tie all the threads of his story together, inevitably leading to certain improbabilities. 

2. George Eliot helped bring the novel beyond that neatness; with Eliot, fiction can be as messy, in many ways, as life is. 

B. Henry James was perhaps less flattering than Woolf when he lumped Middlemarch together with other fiction leviathans of the Victorian period as a “great baggy monster.” 

C. For modern readers, Middlemarch is both a great novel and a big novel, too big, perhaps, for our hurried lives. The narrative is not as tightly compressed as in the world of Dickens, and that looseness means that the story sometimes falls apart. Part of the reason for this lack of coherence is that Middlemarch began as two separate novels that were combined at a late stage of conception. 

II. Middlemarch: A Study of Provincial Life was published initially in eight bimonthly parts over the years 1871 to 1872 and, subsequently, as four massive volumes. The author listed on the title pages is George Eliot, but of course, that name is a pseudonym for Mary Ann Evans (1819–1880). 

A. Why did Mary Ann Evans, a female chauvinist if there ever was one, write behind the protection of a male mask? 

1. The author, whom we’ll call Eliot, did not want to be associated with the mass of “silly novels by lady novelists,” women’s romance, that is. She wanted to write fiction of ideas, the ideas that were making and reshaping Victorian society and culture. 

2. Eliot may also have been inspired in her choice of name by the great female French novelist George Sand and by Charlotte Bronte, who launched herself in the world of literature as Currer Bell. 

3. Given that she came from a rural, provincial, evangelical background, Eliot may also have wanted to avoid embarrassing family members, who may have had suspicions about fiction. 

B. Many readers of Middlemarch hear the voice of a man. If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the best of us walk about well wadded with stupidity. 

C. Eliot’s background was extraordinary and wholly un-Victorian. She was nonconformist to the core. Least of all did she conform to the historical age into which she was born and which, in Middlemarch, she examines with an intelligence that puts her in a class of her own. 

1. Eliot was a philosopher-novelist, a prophet of what she called the “religion of humanity,” a moral code that would fill the hole left by a lack of confidence in religious formulas. Such formulas were no longer adequate in the modern world. 

2. Eliot believed that novels could, like religion, make us better people, and for this reason, they were necessary. For Eliot, fiction has the power to dissolve egotism and make us more sympathetic to our fellow human beings. Novels make us realize that other people have what Eliot called “an equivalent centre of self.” 

3. In Middlemarch, Eliot uses a striking image to illustrate the egoism that conditions our view of the world: A mirror may have minute scratches that run in all directions, but placing a lighted candle on the mirror will make the scratches seem to arrange themselves in a series of circles. As Eliot says, “The scratches are events, and the candle is the egoism of any person now absent …” 

4. Fiction had a higher mission than mere entertainment for Eliot, nor was she averse to making her readers think—to engage in moral reflection. 

III. Eliot was born and brought up in the environs of Coventry, Warwickshire, the region described in Middlemarch. 

A. Eliot’s father was a steward, or estate manager. She idolized him but, ultimately, could not subscribe to his strict Christianity. She gives us an idealized portrait of her father as Caleb Garth in Middlemarch. 

B. As a girl, Eliot read avidly. Her father’s position gave her access to a good library, and there was an active, self-improving, intellectual life in the nonconformist communities of provincial towns like Coventry. The nonconformist low Anglicanism in which Eliot was born was less prejudiced than society at large against education for women. 

C. Eliot, who was largely self-taught, became the leading woman intellectual of her time. 

1. She taught herself foreign languages and entered the theological disputes of the time, notably what was called “higher criticism,” the theory that the Bible was metaphorically rather than literally true. 

2. She was introduced by friends to the writings of such contemporary sages as Herbert Spencer, Thomas Carlyle, Harriet Martineau, and Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

3. On her father’s death, Eliot embarked on her career. Her first major literary effort was the translation from the German of David Strauss’s Life of Jesus, a classic text of higher criticism. 

D. Eliot moved to London and became a leading journalist. In critical writings of this period, she formulated her personal philosophy, which was strongly influenced by the work of the pioneer of sociology, the French philosopher Auguste Comte. 

1. According to Comte, society progressed through stages from primitivism to a scientific organization of itself. 

2. The final stage would transcend religion, but it could be morally conditioned. Something would replace the religion that had been lost in earlier stages of evolution or development. 

E. Eliot was a freethinker but also, throughout her life, a stern moralist. Her thinking on such matters was strongly influenced by the man whom she chose to live with, George Henry Lewes. 

1. Like Eliot, Lewes was a leading light in London’s higher journalism. He was a popularizer of science, an editor, and a Comtean. 

2. He was also married but, true to his freethinking philosophy, allowed his wife to live with another man. Keep in mind that divorce in this period required an act of Parliament. 

3. Eliot was 35 years old when she and Lewes became partners. 

F. In 1857, at Lewes’s suggestion, Eliot began to write short stories. These were published in Blackwood’s Magazine under the title Scenes of Clerical Life and were well received. She went on to publish a long novel, Adam Bede, which came out in 1859 in three volumes. 

1. The novel is set at the turn of the 19th century during the Methodist revival, a period of evangelism that would vitalize and morally reform England during the next 100 years. 

2. Adam Bede is powerful in both the quality of its thinking and its story line. It concerns a country carpenter who is in love with a woman named Hetty Sorell. When Hetty is seduced by the squire of the manor, the hierarchy of Adam’s world is destroyed. He becomes susceptible to reforming influences, which come to him from another woman, Dinah, a Methodist preacher. 

G. Over the next few years, Eliot would go on to write other great novels: Middlemarch; Felix Holt, the Radical, a study of early trade unionism and proletarian revolt; Romola, a historical novel, set in the Florence of the time of the fierce moralist Savonorala; and Daniel Deronda, a complex study of marriage, morality, and Zionism. 

H. Eliot never married Lewes, who died in 1878. In later life, she married a disciple 20 years her junior. She wrote no fiction after Lewes’s death, devoting herself instead to putting his papers in order. She is buried in Highgate Cemetery in an area that is reserved for religious dissenters, next to Lewes, whom she loved. 

IV. Middlemarch is the name of an imaginary town, based on Coventry, in the period of the late 1820s to early 1830s. This was the time just before the first Reform Bill, and reform is Eliot’s great theme. 

A. Eliot asks: How can society be made better? And her answer is: not by passing bills to allow people to vote but by making people better. That, as the novel suggests, is tricky. How can people be made better? How can people be reformed? 

B. Middlemarch is a vast canvas, but it carries two main plotlines. One of these follows a young medical scientist called Lydgate. He’s brilliant and intends to revolutionize his discipline, but he fails when he fatally chooses an unworthy partner. 

C. The other plotline concerns Dorothea Brooke, a young idealist who dreams of being a helpmeet to genius. She wants to subordinate herself while doing something important in life. 

1. Disastrously, Dorothea identifies Edward Casaubon as the man of genius to whom she will dedicate her life. Casaubon is a desiccated scholar whose great project is as intellectually sterile as he is. 

2. Dorothea sees herself as a latter-day Saint Theresa, a woman who will change the world, but on her honeymoon in Rome, she realizes her terrible mistake. She has thrown her life away. 

3. The romance novels that Eliot despised typically end with a happy marriage. Middlemarch, in contrast, effectively begins with an unhappy marriage. When Dorothea realizes her mistake on her wedding trip, she experiences a feeling of desolation and detachment, almost as if she has been traumatized by rape. 

4. The destruction of Dorothea’s ardent idealism, however, is a necessary step to growth, rebirth, and eventually, after many trials and much suffering, to regeneration and fulfillment. 
5. At the end of her life, Dorothea, widowed and happily remarried to another man, realizes that she was never meant to be Saint Theresa. Indeed, the 19th century has no room for Saint Theresa; it is too crowded, bureaucratic, and complicated. 

D. As we said earlier, with Eliot, the novel had come a long way from Dickens, who would never have ended his novels on a less-than-happy note or with any loose ends. Eliot was too honest to take that easy route. 

1. Middlemarch ends with a description of Dorothea’s future that leaves the reader with mixed feelings: But the effect of her being on those around her was incalculably diffusive: for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs. 

2. This wonderful conclusion leaves us unsatisfied; we want Dorothea to live happily ever after. Eliot will not give us that ending because life doesn’t work that way. In this, she has taken realism, the innovation introduced by Jane Austen, to its farthest extent. 

Suggested Readings: 

Ashton, George Eliot: A Life. 

Eliot, Middlemarch. 

Haight, George Eliot. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Middlemarch is routinely praised for being the first “grown-up” novel in English literature. In what sense can it be thought to raise fiction to new levels of maturity? 

2. Eliot subtitled her novel A Study of Provincial Life. What is her verdict on the English provinces and the life that can be lived there?

