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MIDDLEMARCH

Mary Ann (Marian) Evans was born in 1819 in Warwickshire. She attended schools in Nuneaton and Coventry, coming under the influence of evangelical teachers and clergymen. In 1836 her mother died and Marian became her father’s housekeeper, educating herself in her spare time. In 1841 she moved to Coventry, and met Charles and Caroline Bray, local progressive intellectuals. Through them she was commissioned to translate Strauss’s Life of Jesus and met the radical publisher John Chapman, who, when he purchased the Westminster Review in 1851, made her his managing editor. Having lost her christian faith and thereby alienated her family, she moved to London and met Herbert Spencer (whom she nearly married, only he found her too ‘morbidly intellectual’) and the versatile man-of-letters George Henry Lewes. Lewes was separated from his wife, but with no possibility of 
divorce. In 1854 he and Marian decided to live together, and did so until Lewes’s death in 1878. It was he who encouraged her to turn from philosophy and journalism to fiction, and during those years, under the name of George Eliot, she wrote Scenes of Clerical Life, Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner, Romola, Felix Holt, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda, as well as numerous essays, articles and reviews. George Eliot died in 1880, only a few months after marrying J. W. Cross, an old friend and admirer, who became her first biographer. She was buried beside Lewes at Highgate. George Eliot combined a formidable intelligence with imaginative sympathy and acute powers of observation, and became one of the greatest and most influential of English novelists. Her choice of material widened the horizons of the novel and her psychological insights radically influenced the novelist’s approach to characterization. Middlemarch, considered by most to be her masterpiece, was said by Virginia Woolf to be ‘… one of the few English novels written for grown-up people.’

Rosemary Ashton is Professor of English Literature at University College London. She has written extensively on George Eliot, and is the author of acclaimed biographies of G. H. Lewes (1991), Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1996), George Eliot (1996, shortlisted for the Whitbread Biography Prize) and Thomas and Jane Carlyle (2002).





Introduction

(New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the detail of the plot explicit.)

By the time Middlemarch appeared in 1871–2 George Eliot was generally recognized as the greatest living English novelist, Thackeray and Dickens having died in 1863 and 1870 respectively. Middlemarch was her most ambitious novel to date, a work both detailed and expansive, as its subtitle, ‘A Study of Provincial Life’, suggests. Early in 1869 George Eliot began a story about a provincial town, Middlemarch, in the years immediately preceding the Reform Bill of 1832; the chief character was to be a young doctor. Work on this story progressed slowly, partly because of troubles in George Eliot’s domestic life at this time. In May 1869 Thornie, second of the three sons of her companion G. H. Lewes, came home from Natal with tuberculosis of the spine. She and Lewes, with whom she had been living as his wife since 1854 – Lewes being unable to divorce his legal wife – spent the next six months caring for Thornie until his death in November.


We know little about the novel’s subsequent progress except that, as she told her publisher John Blackwood in March 1870, it ‘crept on’. By November of that year she had abandoned the story and begun another, entitled ‘Miss Brooke’. This new work, by contrast, went on so well that after eight weeks or so she had already written a hundred pages. These pages became the first ten chapters of the Middlemarch we know, introducing us to Dorothea Brooke and her choice of an elderly husband, Mr Casaubon, under the influence of youthful illusion and idealism.

Some time early in 1871 George Eliot decided that she could merge her two fragments, bringing together the social milieu of Middlemarch, a rising manufacturing town, and the country gentry as represented by the circle surrounding Dorothea and her uncle, Mr Brooke. Several points of comparison between the two stories could be exploited and expanded: Lydgate, the doctor who arrives in Middlemarch with ideas for medical reform, has his counterpart in Dorothea, with her vaguer notions of doing good in changing social conditions; Lydgate and Casaubon are contrasting types of the scholar and researcher; both Lydgate and Dorothea make unhappy marriages; Dorothea and Rosamond Vincy, the unsuitable wife of Lydgate, are opposites in their expectations of marriage and their responses to marriage troubles.

Lewes, who acted as George Eliot’s agent, realizing how long the novel promised to be and dissatisfied with the usual three-volume format of the Victorian novel, devised a new method of publishing this one. Borrowing the idea from Victor Hugo’s method with Les Misérables, he suggested to Blackwood that Middlemarch be brought out in eight two-monthly parts at five shillings each, followed immediately by a complete edition in four volumes. Blackwood agreed, and the novel duly appeared between December 1871 and December 1872. It was a commercial and critical success.

George Eliot places her novel forty years back from the time of writing. She adopts the role of imaginative historian, even scientific investigator, one who is intent on ‘watching keenly the stealthy convergence of human lots’, as she describes her task (Chapter 11, p. 95), and who seeks to analyse recent political and social changes by means of the particular human stories she tells. Her method is to weave together several strands in such a way that an individual’s lot is seen to be affected by those historical changes as they happen.

Thus one finds references to Catholic emancipation (1829), the death of George IV (1830), the dissolution of Parliament and the general election of 1831, and the appearance of cholera in England in 1832, as well as the passing of the Reform Bill in June of that year. These events are naturally woven into Middlemarch affairs: Mr Brooke, Dorothea’s uncle and guardian, stands as a reforming candidate for Parliament; Lydgate arrives in Middlemarch with up-to-the-minute medical knowledge (he is an early user of the stethoscope); and the country gentry – as represented by the caustic Mrs Cadwallader and the Chettams – talk anxiously about the subject of reform and its probable effect on their lives. There is confusion among Middlemarchers of all classes about the advantages and disadvantages of the coming of the railway, and the rapid political changes have an effect on the financial affairs of Mr Vincy, manufacturer and mayor of Middlemarch, and his brother-in-law, the evangelical banker Mr Bulstrode.

All these external pressures are treated minutely, but not merely for the sake of historical example and verisimilitude. They are thoroughly integrated with plot and character. For example, in the uncertain political climate Mr Vincy’s business loses money; he is therefore unable to give a dowry to his daughter Rosamond when she marries Lydgate. Having been brought up in comfort and never having had to count the cost of anything, Rosamond brings lavish spending habits to the marriage. The problems of the couple subsequently turn chiefly on the lack of money, Lydgate’s debts and Rosamond’s insulted pride, and the inability of husband and wife to agree on a plan to get their finances straight.

Middlemarch is above all about change and the way individuals and groups adapt to, or resist, change. In their marriages, in their professions, in their family life and their social intercourse, the characters of the novel are shown responding in their various ways to events both public and private. George Eliot’s method of controlling the variety of her themes and characters is to have her large-minded narrator explore in a spirit of criticism, but also of understanding and sympathy, the consciousnesses of a remarkably wide range of individuals as they face changes in their lives. For though George Eliot is most interested in the heroes of her two original stories, the idealists Dorothea and Lydgate, who have to learn through suffering to accept the frustration of their early aspirations, she frequently turns the spotlight on other characters, each of whom possesses ‘an equivalent centre of self, whence the lights and shadows must always fall with a certain difference’ (Chapter 21, p. 211).

She does this most notably with Mr Casaubon, whom she presents from the inside, inducing us to pity him even as we disapprove of his egotism and pettiness in his dealings with Dorothea. ‘But why always Dorothea?’ asks the narrator in Chapter 29, p. 278. ‘Was her point of view the only possible one with regard to this marriage?’ The reader is encouraged to adjust his or her response, to make room for sympathy as well as scorn. She also gives depth and density to the characterization of Mr Bulstrode of sinful past and respectable present. Letting us into the secret of his life before his arrival in Middlemarch, she refuses to allow us to pigeonhole him as a Pharisee and thus a human type to which we can feel distantly superior: ‘He was simply a man whose desires had been stronger than his theoretic beliefs … If this be hypocrisy, it is a process which shows itself occasionally in us all’ (Chapter 61, p. 619).

In a famous scientific metaphor at the opening of Chapter 27, p. 264, George Eliot describes the very method by which she engages our interest in her creations:



Your pier-glass or extensive surface of polished steel made to be rubbed by a housemaid, will be minutely and multitudinously scratched in all directions; but place now against it a lighted candle as a centre of illumination, and lo! the scratches will seem to arrange themselves in a fine series of concentric circles round that little sun. It is demonstrable that the scratches are going everywhere impartially, and it is only your candle which produces the flattering illusion of a concentric arrangement, its light falling with an exclusive optical selection.




This is by way of leading us into Rosamond Vincy’s interpretation of Lydgate’s gallantry, her consciousness, or egotism, being the candle, while external events are the scratches in which she sees an arrangement favourable to her inclination.



It is an imaginative method of great resourcefulness. Not only does George Eliot thereby call our attention to the ‘equivalent centres of self’ of characters so much less attractive than Dorothea and Lydgate, taking us behind the scenes to understand the inner complexion of Casaubon or Bulstrode, the members of the Vincy family, Sir James Chettam or the reluctant clergyman Mr Farebrother. She also includes the observer – in this case the narrator and reader together – so that by virtue of being reminded that we belong to the same species as her creations, we find ourselves imaginatively implicated in their egotism, selfishness, weakness and petty dishonesties. At the same time we are reminded of the impossibility, strictly speaking, of taking a comprehensive, impartial view. If Rosamond interprets events according to her partiality and self-interest, as do the other characters, the reader too, in collaboration with the narrator, must be aware of the difficulty of achieving certainty of interpretation.

The point could be urged in answer to those critics of George Eliot who have found her authorial voice too didactic, objecting to what they think of as narrative bullying. While it is true that George Eliot frequently appeals to the reader to judge of events and motivation in this way or that, it is demonstrable that even as she does so she undermines the possibility of certainty in the act of interpretation. Every arrangement of scratches is arbitrary or partial, but it illuminates something nevertheless. The perception that all acts of interpretation are doomed to imperfection does not mean that the attempt should be abandoned.

In an article in the Westminster Review in 1856, ‘The Natural History of German Life’, George Eliot had written that the great function of art, including novels, was to widen our sympathies, to ‘amplify experience and extend our contact with our fellow-men beyond the bounds of our personal lot’. She sought to do this in her own fiction by applying considerable wit and imagination – and assuming a witty and imaginative response in the reader – to her creations. We are reminded in a variety of ways, from the comic to the pathetic and the tragic, of our human fellowship with the characters in Middlemarch.

With George Eliot, more than with any other nineteenth-century novelist, we have the impression that all her characters possess what might be called ‘inner space’, hearts and minds which she could analyse minutely if she had room. This is true even of those characters – Henry James called them ‘ficelles’ or ‘fifth wheels to the coach’ – whose chief function is to further the plot and unite the themes, helping the author to make ‘fresh threads of connection’ (Chapter 11, p. 95) between different groups: men and women, Middlemarch bourgeoisie and country gentry, doctors and patients, political candidates and voters. Mr Brooke is such a figure. He acts as unwitting facilitator of both of Dorothea’s marriages. As a country gentleman, he consorts naturally with the well-born clergyman Casaubon; as the (spectacularly unsuccessful) radical candidate for Parliament in the 1831 elections, he chooses as his assistant the roving, rootless Will Ladislaw.

Mr Brooke also acts as a bridge to middle-class Middlemarch, sitting on the medical board of Bulstrode’s new fever hospital, to which Lydgate is appointed medical practitioner. Though Mr Brooke is thus a most useful plot mechanism, he is also represented with sufficient depth to contribute richly to the complete picture of provincial life in changing times. With his radical ideas but laissez-faire practices in relation to his tenants and neighbours, he is a comic example, set beside the pathetic examples of Casaubon and Bulstrode and the near-tragic ones of Dorothea and Lydgate, of human inconsistency.

Parallel cases such as these represent another method by which George Eliot integrates her varied characters and themes. Thus Lydgate and Dorothea are alike in having aspirations which remain unfulfilled, partly because of the disastrous marriages they make. Lydgate and Casaubon share a professional aim which remains elusive: in Casaubon’s case the finding and writing of the ‘Key to all Mythologies’, in Lydgate’s the search for the ‘primitive tissue’ in anatomy. Both men are put under the microscope and found lacking in their expectations of the wives they choose. Casaubon wants a secretary and adorer, Lydgate an ornament and adorer.

In another set of interconnected themes, Lydgate experiences money troubles; so does Fred Vincy, and so also does the likeable but unsaintly cleric Mr Farebrother. One of the many fine ironies of the novel’s structure relates to Lydgate’s and Farebrother’s fortunes, which follow an exactly opposite direction. Early on, the clergyman, living in pinched circumstances, is seen gambling in the hope of making money. Lydgate, not yet entangled in a marriage he cannot afford, views with distaste his friend’s ‘pitiable infirmity of will’ (Chapter 18, p. 187). Later, when Lydgate’s career has stopped advancing and he and Rosamond have run up large bills, he is to be found upstairs at the Green Dragon, betting on billiards. Mr Farebrother, meanwhile, has gained a new clerical appointment, and has dropped his gambling habit.

The story of Lydgate is one of the finest things in the novel. He is a man with a vocation, a secular rather than a religious one, appropriately enough, given George Eliot’s humanist beliefs. She had lost her faith as a young woman, and had found in the works of the French philosopher (and father of sociology) Auguste Comte, and, even more directly, in two works which she herself translated in the mid-1850s, a humanist philosophy that she could embrace. One was Spinoza’s Ethics, with its acceptance of self-interest as natural to humankind and its stress on the need for human beings to turn their selfishness to social account by means of sympathetic action towards others with whom they have, as members of the same species, a natural fellow feeling.

The other work was Ludwig Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity, which she translated from German in 1854. Feuerbach examines the psychology of Christian faith, concluding that the essence of Christianity is ‘the essence of human feeling’ projected on to an imagined God. The human imagination posits a perfect being, God, who then posits the imperfect being, man. Feuerbach’s religion of humanity, as it was known, helped George Eliot (or Marian Evans, as she then was) to define her own views. Her novels are shot through with the language used by Feuerbach to stress the social and moral aspects of human relations. For Feuerbach, and also for George Eliot, ‘bomo bomini deus est’ (‘man is a god to man’). In her novels she describes the sanctity of human relations, the ‘divine fellowship’ between individuals, rather than between man and God. Even her clergymen, men like Mr Farebrother and Dr Kenn in The Mill on the Floss, are shown fulfilling their priestly function by means of acts of sympathy and fellowship rather than exhortations to prayer or advice couched in scriptural terms.

For George Eliot, who hoped that her novels would help her readers to achieve ‘a clearer conception and a more active admiration of those vital elements which bind men together and give a higher worthiness to their existence’, as she declared in a letter of 1868, the profession of medicine was of special importance. The relation between doctor and patient is a clear vehicle for the activity of helping and healing, and George Eliot shows Lydgate beginning his career with the best intentions. She writes, no doubt with intense fellow-feeling, of the ‘intellectual passion’ which grips him while still a boy, when he opens the encyclopedia at Anatomy and reads of the valves of the heart (Chapter 15, p. 144). His love of research is united with his tenderness and desire to help his fellow human beings; hence his choice of ‘the grandest profession in the world’, as he describes it to the ominously sceptical Rosamond, for whom it is ‘not … a nice profession’ (Chapter 45, p. 458). It is his intention to contribute to medical research and make a successful career while staying aloof from the petty politics of Middlemarch. In an extraordinarily sustained piece of imaginative analysis, George Eliot shows him becoming compromised by a combination of external circumstances and personal weaknesses.

Lydgate scorns to exercise tact in his dealings with his rivals, the established doctors and apothecaries of Middlemarch. Some of the best choric scenes in the novel present the medical establishment making fresh alliances in order to repel the priggish interloper. Lydgate becomes associated with Bulstrode in setting up the fever hospital in opposition to the other medical men. It follows that when Bulstrode, already a figure of dislike, is disgraced, Lydgate, himself out of favour with his rivals, is dragged down with him. He has found himself enmeshed against his will, ‘feeling the hampering threadlike pressure of small social conditions, and their frustrating complexity’ (Chapter 18, p. 180).

It is Lydgate’s misfortune that he cannot compromise and flatter those with whom he has to live and work. This misfortune, which George Eliot shows to be a social failing arising from an entirely honourable desire to be honest in carrying out his profession, is compounded by the particular ‘spots of commonness’ with which George Eliot endows him in his personal life. For, as the narrator says in Chapter 15, ‘that distinction of mind which belonged to his intellectual ardour, did not penetrate his feeling and judgment about furniture, or women’ (p. 150). His idea of the perfect wife is that of a decorative figure who can sing and play the piano and provide a soft cushion for her husband to rest on after work. His first (and subsequently revised) opinion of his counterpart Dorothea is that she is too strenuous to make a comfortable wife: ‘The society of such women was about as relaxing as going from your work to teach the second form, instead of reclining in a paradise with sweet laughs for bird-notes, and blue eyes for a heaven’ (Chapter 11, p. 95). When he marries Rosamond, the woman in the novel who most contrasts with Dorothea, he finds that blue eyes may be accompanied by selfishness and obstinacy. Lydgate is checkmated, made to bow under the yoke, and so deteriorates from ardent researcher to fashionable doctor in London.

The process by which Lydgate dwindles is conveyed with astonishing detail and likelihood. Henry James rightly pointed to the painful domestic scenes between Lydgate and Rosamond as ‘more powerfully real’ and ‘more intelligent’ than any other scenes in English fiction. There is certainly no better author than George Eliot at writing dialogue that reveals the tensions between the interlocutors, and nowhere is she more expert than in her rendering of Lydgate and Rosamond continually ‘missing … each other’s mental track’ (Chapter 58, p. 587). Middlemarch is full of conversations, many of them comic, most of them ironic, some of them painful like those between that other mismatched couple, Dorothea and Casaubon. Indeed, command of dialogue is a hallmark of George Eliot’s genius; one thinks of other examples, such as the irate meeting between the brothers-in-law Vincy and Bulstrode in Chapter 13 (pp. 127–31), and the encounter in Chapter 67 (pp. 679–84) between Lydgate and Bulstrode, each man unhappy and self-absorbed and so unable to help the other.

The portrayal of Rosamond’s motivation is less sure than that of Lydgate’s. Some critics have thought that the author is too hard on her creation, too insistent on Rosamond’s vanity (she frequently looks in the mirror) and her obstinacy (it is her habit to turn her swanlike neck and quietly go on doing as she likes). Here, as in the more central case of Dorothea, George Eliot seems ambivalent about where her criticism should fall. Rosamond’s narrow view of a wife’s function is partly excused on the grounds of her limited education; she is ‘a sylph caught young and educated at Mrs Lemon’s’ (Chapter 16, p. 160), the usual product of the frivolous kind of schooling society tolerated – even demanded – for women. She is the perfect punishment for a man who is uncritical in such matters, ‘the irresistible woman for the doomed man of that date’ (Chapter 27, p. 268).

This is sharp, and there are in this novel many such startlingly frank expressions of opinion on marriage, men’s expectations of it, and women’s fitness or unfitness for the married state. Rosamond is a victim, sometimes pitied and sometimes not, who does not rise above her risible preparation for adult life. Dorothea, on the other hand, though also the product of a narrow education and also caught in an unsatisfactory marriage, learns to pity the man who has disappointed her absurdly high expectations. (Dorothea, of course, is given a second chance with the death of Casaubon, though it has to be said that readers have responded with less than enthusiasm to her second marriage to Will Ladislaw, tending to agree all too closely with the negative view of Ladislaw held by Mrs Cadwallader and Sir James Chettam. He is the least successfully imagined character in the novel, partly because he is obliged by the plot to be rootless and have mysterious origins, and to function as a handsome, youthful foil to his fading older cousin Casaubon.)

As wives both Rosamond and Dorothea are hampered, like Flaubert’s Emma Bovary or George Eliot’s own Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss, by having no specific tasks to perform. Even Lydgate eventually sees that his money problems are more painful for Rosamond than for himself, since he at least has ‘a life away from home, and constant appeals to his activity on behalf of others’ (Chapter 65, p. 667). Neither do children come to give these young wives a definite function. Though we are told in the Finale that Dorothea and Will Ladislaw eventually have children, as do Rosamond and Lydgate, George Eliot keeps both women from motherhood in the course of the novel proper. Dorothea has no children by Casaubon, and Rosamond miscarries with her first child after a thoughtless riding adventure undertaken against Lydgate’s wishes. By thus denying the young women in the novel the usual wifely function of bearing and rearing children, George Eliot raises in its starkest form the question of what women can do in modern society.

Dorothea is at the heart of the novel’s concern with woman’s lot in society. Those parts which concern her are a kind of female Bildungsroman, or story of the protagonist’s education for (and by) life. She is cherished but also viewed ironically by her author as she blindly gropes forward, making mistakes in her sometimes foolish, often egotistical, but also admirably idealistic attempts to find a role. The early chapters of the novel centre on two questions: will Dorothea marry? and will she marry Mr Casaubon? In the tenth chapter, in which the two original stories, of Lydgate and of Dorothea, come together, she is the chief topic of conversation. The occasion is a dinner party given by Mr Brooke to celebrate Dorothea’s coming marriage. Here Middlemarch worthies like the mayor Mr Vincy, Bulstrode, and the lawyers and doctors meet with the country gentry, the Brookes, Cadwalladers and Chettams. It is the first of many splendid occasions in the novel at which characters from different social classes interact as a consequence of the new political alliances being made across traditional class boundaries. At this ‘miscellaneous’ dinner party the women discuss ailments and the interesting arrival of Lydgate, while the men talk freely about the bride-to-be. Their condescension towards women is mercilessly laid bare.

Indeed, the novel returns again and again to the theme of woman’s role, both in discussions among the men about women and in the penetrating narrative comments by the female author on her male creations’ expectations of women. Even Mr Brooke, a lifelong bachelor, has his careless opinion on the subject. To Dorothea’s embarrassment he tells Casaubon that women are too light of mind not to find ‘classics, mathematics, that kind of thing’ too taxing (Chapter 7, p. 65). Then there is Sir James Chettam, easygoing and liberal, who feels ‘ready to endure a great deal of [female] predominance, which, after all, a man could always put down when he liked’ (Chapter 2, p. 21). The narrator goes on to say, ‘A man’s mind – what there is of it – has always the advantage of being masculine’ (my italics). It is a striking instance of George Eliot’s technique of weaving in and out of a character’s consciousness, shifting the point of view, often quite suddenly, so as to spring an intellectual surprise on the reader.

We have seen that Lydgate’s own ideal of womanhood is damagingly limited and egotistical. So too is Casaubon’s, as is shown by his pompous little speech to Dorothea on their engagement: ‘The great charm of your sex is its capability of an ardent self-sacrificing affection, and herein we see its fitness to round and complete the existence of our own’ (Chapter 5, p. 50). On this the narrator comments with humorous severity that ‘no speech could have been more thoroughly honest in its intention: the frigid rhetoric at the end was as sincere as the bark of a dog, or the cawing of an amorous rook.’

Yet there is some authorial ambivalence here. Just as, while criticizing Lydgate’s expectations of a wife, George Eliot seems also to blame Rosamond for not putting her husband’s views and needs before her own, so with Dorothea she moves between sharp satire of Mr Casaubon’s requirement of complete devotion in a wife and warm authorial endorsement of Dorothea’s desire to serve her husband selflessly. (Indeed, ‘ardent’ is not only Casaubon’s chosen word but also the one used by George Eliot – rather too often, perhaps – when she wants us most to admire Dorothea.) In the Finale she seems to suggest, though tentatively, that Dorothea is finally fulfilled and rewarded by being able to act as helpmate to Will Ladislaw, who, we are told, ‘became an ardent public man’, being returned to Parliament as a candidate for reform.

As if anticipating the reader’s dissatisfaction with this outcome for Dorothea, George Eliot writes in the very next sentence of the Finale: ‘Many who knew her, thought it a pity that so substantive and rare a creature should have been absorbed into the life of another, and be only known in a certain circle as a wife and mother.’ What is the author’s view? In the Prelude Dorothea is said to be ‘a Saint Theresa, foundress of nothing, whose loving heart-beats and sobs after an unattained goodness tremble off and are dispersed among hindrances’ (p. 4), these hindrances being an absence of the right social medium for heroic action. In the Finale, on the other hand, and indeed in the last sentence of the novel, Dorothea’s influence for good is described more positively:



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.




While the Saint Theresa parallel is found in both Prelude and Finale, the pessimistic word ‘dispersed’ in the former is replaced by the optimistic ‘diffusive’ in the latter. Here also to set against the melancholy, negative vocabulary – unhistoric, hidden, unvisited – is a positive group of words – incalculably diffusive, growing good, faithfully. And George Eliot has certainly shown the positive effects of Dorothea’s nature on others’ lives: her pity for Casaubon; her show of faith in Lydgate when all Middlemarch turns away from him; and her heroic effort, in spite of her own sexual jealousy, to help save Lydgate’s and Rosamond’s marriage.

How are we to understand this ambivalence? George Eliot’s feminism seems at odds with her view of female nature as ameliorative; her pessimism about women’s opportunities is in disagreement with the general philosophical optimism about progress, moral, political and social, that she shared with other liberal thinkers of her generation like John Stuart Mill and Herbert Spencer. Though in her own life she had freed herself from the usual constraints on women, she could not recommend such independence for women in general. She had decided not to have children because of her anomalous domestic situation with Lewes, but her belief was that women’s highest aim in general was to help husbands and rear children.

Like Auguste Comte, by whose ‘scientific’ study of modern society she was strongly influenced, and like Goethe, whose philosophical and artistic example she valued, she saw individual effort as essential to human progress and women as the special agents of the process. When Dorothea overcomes her self-obsessed jealousy about what appears to be a sexual relation between Rosamond and Ladislaw, the extraordinary chapter in which she sets out to tell Rosamond of her belief in Lydgate is headed by a quotation from the second part of Goethe’s Faust expressing the desirability of the individual’s rising by effort to ‘the highest existence’ (Chapter 81, p. 791). Dorothea’s achievement is a purely personal one: an act of human kindness to a couple in marital difficulties. There is nothing feminist or progressive about her action or the narrator’s presentation of it, in contrast to the more radical moments in the novel in which George Eliot airs a deeply felt anger at the limitation of possibilities for women.

Perhaps it is wrong to try to reconcile the opposing tendencies of Middlemarch, not only its passionate airing of the case for extending women’s opportunities and its putting them back in their wifely place again, but also its expression of a general belief in progress, ‘the growing good of the world’, simultaneously with its exhibiting of the individual failure of the two main characters to achieve their ideals. For George Eliot’s mind is expansive, inclusive, able to identify and accommodate conflicting opinions, aware of the limitations involved in seeing things from one point of view only. Hers is the most sceptical genius among novelists, questioning every intellectual position and leading us to question it too. Hence the flexibility and power of her narrative voice. Again and again it surprises us into self-scrutiny, not least by undermining positions it has itself tempted us to take up too uncritically. One of the best examples of this command of narrative irony, wit, and intellectual surprise comes very early in the novel. In the first chapter George Eliot, having introduced us to Dorothea, with her ignorance and noble nature, her obsessive idealism and odd notions, turns the tables on the unwary reader – presumed to be male – in the course of a fine paragraph:



And how should Dorothea not marry? – a girl so handsome and with such prospects? Nothing could hinder it but her love of extremes, and her insistence on regulating life according to notions which might cause a wary man to hesitate before he made her an offer, or even might lead her at last to refuse all offers. A young lady of some birth and fortune, who knelt suddenly down on a brick floor by the side of a sick labourer and prayed fervidly as if she thought herself living in the time of the Apostles – who had strange whims of fasting like a Papist, and of sitting up at night to read old theological books! Such a wife might awaken you some fine morning with a new scheme for the application of her income which would interfere with political economy and the keeping of saddle-horses: a man would naturally think twice before he risked himself in such fellowship. Women were expected to have weak opinions; but the great safeguard of society and of domestic life was, that opinions were not acted on. Sane people did what their neighbours did, so that if any lunatics were at large, one might know and avoid them. (p. 9)




It is characteristic of George Eliot to vary the point of view in this way; it is her chosen method of enlarging our sympathies while amply fulfilling our need for an interesting plot, believable characters, and a pleasing pattern and structure. Her extended metaphors help her achieve this too. There are the scientific analogies, so beloved of the author and so closely allied to her interest in Lydgate’s profession: the pier-glass, the microscope revealing the ‘tiniest hairlets’ of conditions and causes (Chapter 6, p. 60); the search, by medical researcher and imaginative historian alike, for ‘new connections and hitherto hidden facts of structure’ (Chapter 15, p. 148); the painfully ironic application of medical vocabulary to Lydgate’s marriage, a ‘mistake … at work in him like a recognized chronic disease’ (Chapter 58, p. 591). Medical metaphors are employed often by the narrator in this extensive, analytical way. They also occur at individual moments – often comic – in the course of dialogue, as when the formidable Mrs Cadwallader says of Mr Casaubon the bridegroom that he is ‘as bad as the wrong physic – nasty to take, and sure to disagree’ (Chapter 10, p. 91).

George Eliot also employs a set of metaphors which are themselves open to different interpretations, leading in sometimes opposing directions. They are, in short, agents of that tolerant scepticism which characterizes her writing. Dorothea in her girlish innocence thinks of Mr Casaubon’s mind and work as ‘attractively labyrinthine’ (Chapter 3, p. 24). She hopes to find ‘room for her energies’ in marriage to this learned older man (Chapter 5, p. 44). It is, of course, the property of a labyrinth to be extensive, promising, opening up possibilities. But labyrinths are also confining, enclosed, full of dead ends and confusing directions. So Dorothea finds that the ‘large vistas and wide fresh air which she had dreamed of finding in her husband’s mind were replaced by ante-rooms and winding passages which seemed to lead nowhither’ (Chapter 20, p. 195). We see that Dorothea’s expectations are excessive, but the possibility is raised that a learned husband might have offered a wife an extension of her opportunities, had he been more sympathetic and less selfish than Casaubon.

The metaphor most associated with Lydgate is that of the yoke or harness. Mr Farebrother warns him early on that he will have to cooperate with others whom he may dislike (in this case Bulstrode), to ‘wear the harness and draw a good deal where your yoke-fellows pull you’ (Chapter 17, p. 174). Lydgate pays no heed, intending to remain independent. But no one can do without others in a community, and the metaphorical yoke can, and should, hardly be avoided. In his marriage, too, which ought, in terms of the metaphor, to be a willing cooperation between two people consenting to pull together, Lydgate and his mate pull in different directions. He is ‘galled with his harness’ (Chapter 58, p. 591) and gets ‘his neck beneath this vile yoke’ of debt and marital discord (Chapter 64, p. 648).

The central metaphor of Middlemarch, the web, which George Eliot uses to describe her own function as historian, observer and analyst, is also subject to this two-way pull of meaning. The web is organic, connective, infinitely complex, and so a fine metaphor for society and the individual’s place in it. In a famous passage in Chapter 15 George Eliot describes her task as ‘unravelling certain human lots, and seeing how they were woven and interwoven’ (p. 141). The web is also, seen in an extension of some of its attributes, airy, light, imaginative, possibly delusive. Thus Rosamond, bored by Middlemarch society, having nothing to do, and falling in love with the first promising newcomer, begins to spin a web of romance, weaving ‘a little future’ with Lydgate at its centre (Chapter 12, p. 117). When Lydgate falls in love too, the narrator exclaims, ‘Young love-making – that gossamer web!’ and views with both wit and sympathy the lovers ‘spinning industriously at the mutual web’ of an ideal marriage without debt and disharmony (Chapter 36, p. 346).

Then again, a web is something one may get caught in, as Lydgate gets caught in the ‘hampering threadlike pressure’ of Middlemarch life.

In weaving her web of narrative in Middlemarch, George Eliot shows a command of social comedy often compared to that of Jane Austen; she is able, too, to render individual failure with the penetration of Balzac or Tolstoy; her analysis of the individual psyche was admired by Henry James – who himself became a master of such analysis – and, intriguingly, by Freud, who wrote that the novel ‘illuminated important aspects’ of his relationship with his wife. Her achievement was summed up, famously, by Virginia Woolf in her essay of 1919 celebrating the centenary of George Eliot’s birth, when she spoke of Middlemarch as ‘one of the few English novels written for grown-up people’. Or, as one of George Eliot’s most perceptive contemporary critics, Richard Holt Hutton, put it in his review of Book VI (‘The Widow and the Wife’) when it came out in October 1872, ‘Middlemarch bids more than fair to be one of the great books of the world.’ It is a judgment with which modern readers can heartily agree.



A Note on the Text

Middlemarch was first published in eight parts from December 1871 to December 1872. There followed immediately a four-volume edition in December 1872 and a cheaper edition, the ‘Guinea Edition’, also in four volumes, in March 1873. The present text is based on the second edition, published in one volume in May 1874, the last edition to be thoroughly corrected by George Eliot. Most of her corrections were minor, but she did revise the last two paragraphs of the novel in response to criticism that she seemed to blame society for Dorothea’s mistaken marriage to Casaubon, when she had shown society to be, in fact, against the match. See the note to page 838 for details of this interesting revision. Other textual variants are not noted here; a few obvious printer’s errors have been silently corrected.

For the Notes I am indebted to my predecessor as editor of the Penguin Classics Middlemarch, W. J. Harvey, whose edition was first published in 1965. I have, however, omitted or shortened several of his notes, and I have added a number of new ones. Another edition to which I am indebted for textual information is the Clarendon Edition of Middlemarch, edited by David Carroll (Oxford, 1986). This includes all textual variants and an exhaustive introduction on the history of the writing and publication of Middlemarch, as well as notes which have made my task easier than it might have been. I have also benefited from consulting the Norton Critical Edition of Middlemarch, edited by Bert G. Hornback (New York, 1977).

Jerome Beaty’s Middlemarch from Notebook to Novel (Urbana, Illinois, 1960) is a useful study of the notebooks in which George Eliot recorded information and quotations for Middlemarch; John Clark Pratt and Victor A. Neufeldt published a transcription of the notebooks with an introduction, George Eliot’s Middlemarch Notebooks (Berkeley, California, 1979).


Prelude

Who that cares much to know the history of man, and how the mysterious mixture behaves under the varying experiments of Time, has not dwelt, at least briefly, on the life of Saint Theresa,1 has not smiled with some gentleness at the thought of the little girl walking forth one morning hand-in-hand with her still smaller brother, to go and seek martyrdom in the country of the Moors? Out they toddled from rugged Avila, wide-eyed and helpless-looking as two fawns, but with human hearts, already beating to a national idea; until domestic reality met them in the shape of uncles, and turned them back from their great resolve. That child-pilgrimage was a fit beginning. Theresa’s passionate, ideal nature demanded an epic life: what were many-volumed romances of chivalry and the social conquests of a brilliant girl to her? Her flame quickly burned up that light fuel; and, fed from within, soared after some illimitable satisfaction, some object which would never justify weariness, which would reconcile self-despair with the rapturous consciousness of life beyond self. She found her epos in the reform of a religious order.

That Spanish woman who lived three hundred years ago was certainly not the last of her kind. Many Theresas have been born who found for themselves no epic life wherein there was a constant unfolding of far-resonant action; perhaps only a life of mistakes, the offspring of a certain spiritual grandeur ill-matched with the meanness of opportunity; perhaps a tragic failure which found no sacred poet and sank unwept into oblivion. With dim lights and tangled circumstance they tried to shape their thought and deed in noble agreement; but after all, to common eyes their struggles seemed mere inconsistency and formlessness; for these later-born Theresas were helped by no coherent social faith and order which could perform the function of knowledge for the ardently willing soul. Their ardour alternated between a vague ideal and the common yearning of womanhood; so that the one was disapproved as extravagance, and the other condemned as a lapse.

Some have felt that these blundering lives are due to the inconvenient indefiniteness with which the Supreme Power has fashioned the natures of women: if there were one level of feminine incompetence as strict as the ability to count three and no more, the social lot of women might be treated with scientific certitude. Meanwhile the indefiniteness remains, and the limits of variation are really much wider than any one would imagine from the sameness of women’s coiffure and the favourite love-stories in prose and verse. Here and there a cygnet is reared uneasily among the ducklings in the brown pond, and never finds the living stream in fellowship with its own oary-footed kind. Here and there is born a Saint Theresa, foundress of nothing, whose loving heart-beats and sobs after an unattained goodness tremble off and are dispersed among hindrances, instead of centring in some long-recognizable deed.
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   MISS BROOKE




Chapter 1


    Since I can do no good because a woman,
    Reach constantly at something that is near it.

The Maid’s Tragedy: BEAUMONT AND FLETCHER2



Miss Brooke had that kind of beauty which seems to be thrown into relief by poor dress. Her hand and wrist were so finely formed that she could wear sleeves not less bare of style than those in which the Blessed Virgin appeared to Italian painters; and her profile as well as her stature and bearing seemed to gain the more dignity from her plain garments, which by the side of provincial fashion gave her the impressiveness of a fine quotation from the Bible, – or from one of our elder poets, – in a paragraph of to-day’s newspaper. She was usually spoken of as being remarkably clever, but with the addition that her sister Celia had more common-sense. Nevertheless, Celia wore scarcely more trimmings; and it was only to close observers that her dress differed from her sister’s, and had a shade of coquetry in its arrangements; for Miss Brooke’s plain dressing was due to mixed conditions, in most of which her sister shared. The pride of being ladies had something to do with it: the Brooke connections, though not exactly aristocratic, were unquestionably ‘good’: if you inquired backward for a generation or two, you would not find any yard-measuring or parcel-tying forefathers – anything lower than an admiral or a clergyman; and there was even an ancestor discernible as a Puritan gentleman who served under Cromwell, but afterwards conformed, and managed to come out of all political troubles as the proprietor of a respectable family estate. Young women of such birth, living in a quiet country-house, and attending a village church hardly larger than a parlour, naturally regarded frippery as the ambition of a huckster’s daughter. Then there was well-bred economy, which in those days made show in dress the first item to be deducted from, when any margin was required for expenses more distinctive of rank. Such reasons would have been enough to account for plain dress, quite apart from religious feeling; but in Miss Brooke’s case, religion alone would have determined it; and Celia mildly acquiesced in all her sister’s sentiments, only infusing them with that common-sense which is able to accept momentous doctrines without any eccentric agitation. Dorothea knew many passages of Pascal’s Pensées and of Jeremy Taylor3 by heart; and to her the destinies of mankind, seen by the light of Christianity, made the solicitudes of feminine fashion appear an occupation for Bedlam. She could not reconcile the anxieties of a spiritual life involving eternal consequences, with a keen interest in guimp and artificial protrusions of drapery. Her mind was theoretic, and yearned by its nature after some lofty conception of the world which might frankly include the parish of Tipton and her own rule of conduct there; she was enamoured of intensity and greatness, and rash in embracing whatever seemed to her to have those aspects; likely to seek martyrdom, to make retractions, and then to incur martyrdom after all in a quarter where she had not sought it. Certainly such elements in the character of a marriageable girl tended to interfere with her lot, and hinder it from being decided according to custom, by good looks, vanity, and merely canine affection. With all this, she, the elder of the sisters, was not yet twenty, and they had both been educated, since they were about twelve years old and had lost their parents, on plans at once narrow and promiscuous, first in an English family and afterwards in a Swiss family at Lausanne, their bachelor uncle and guardian trying in this way to remedy the disadvantages of their orphaned condition.


It was hardly a year since they had come to live at Tipton Grange with their uncle, a man nearly sixty, of acquiescent temper, miscellaneous opinions, and uncertain vote. He had travelled in his younger years, and was held in this part of the county to have contracted a too rambling habit of mind. Mr Brooke’s conclusions were as difficult to predict as the weather: it was only safe to say that he would act with benevolent intentions, and that he would spend as little money as possible in carrying them out. For the most glutinously indefinite minds enclose some hard grains of habit; and a man has been seen lax about all his own interests except the retention of his snuff-box, concerning which he was watchful, suspicious, and greedy of clutch.

In Mr Brooke the hereditary strain of Puritan energy was clearly in abeyance; but in his niece Dorothea it glowed alike through faults and virtues, turning sometimes into impatience of her uncle’s talk or his way of ‘letting things be’ on his estate, and making her long all the more for the time when she would be of age and have some command of money for generous schemes. She was regarded as an heiress, for not only had the sisters seven hundred a-year each from their parents, but if Dorothea married and had a son, that son would inherit Mr Brooke’s estate, presumably worth about three thousand a-year – a rental which seemed wealth to provincial families, still discussing Mr Peel’s late conduct on the Catholic Question,4 innocent of future gold-fields, and of that gorgeous plutocracy which has so nobly exalted the necessities of genteel life.

And how should Dorothea not marry? – a girl so handsome and with such prospects? Nothing could hinder it but her love of extremes, and her insistence on regulating life according to notions which might cause a wary man to hesitate before he made her an offer, or even might lead her at last to refuse all offers. A young lady of some birth and fortune, who knelt suddenly down on a brick floor by the side of a sick labourer and prayed fervidly as if she thought herself living in the time of the Apostles – who had strange whims of fasting like a Papist, and of sitting up at night to read old theological books! Such a wife might awaken you some fine morning with a new scheme for the application of her income which would interfere with political economy and the keeping of saddle-horses: a man would naturally think twice before he risked himself in such fellowship. Women were expected to have weak opinions; but the great safeguard of society and of domestic life was, that opinions were not acted on. Sane people did what their neighbours did, so that if any lunatics were at large, one might know and avoid them.

The rural opinion about the new young ladies, even among the cottagers, was generally in favour of Celia, as being so amiable and innocent-looking, while Miss Brooke’s large eyes seemed, like her religion, too unusual and striking. Poor Dorothea! compared with her, the innocent-looking Celia was knowing and worldly-wise; so much subtler is a human mind than the outside tissues which make a sort of blazonry or clock-face for it.

Yet those who approached Dorothea, though prejudiced against her by this alarming hearsay, found that she had a charm unaccountably reconcilable with it. Most men thought her bewitching when she was on horseback. She loved the fresh air and the various aspects of the country, and when her eyes and cheeks glowed with mingled pleasure she looked very little like a devotee. Riding was an indulgence which she allowed herself in spite of conscientious qualms; she felt that she enjoyed it in a pagan sensuous way, and always looked forward to renouncing it.

She was open, ardent, and not in the least self-admiring; indeed, it was pretty to see how her imagination adorned her sister Celia with attractions altogether superior to her own, and if any gentleman appeared to come to the Grange from some other motive than that of seeing Mr Brooke, she concluded that he must be in love with Celia: Sir James Chettam, for example, whom she constantly considered from Celia’s point of view, inwardly debating whether it would be good for Celia to accept him. That he should be regarded as a suitor to herself would have seemed to her a ridiculous irrelevance. Dorothea, with all her eagerness to know the truths of life, retained very childlike ideas about marriage. She felt sure that she would have accepted the judicious Hooker,5 if she had been born in time to save him from that wretched mistake he made in matrimony; or John Milton when his blindness had come on; or any of the other great men whose odd habits it would have been glorious piety to endure; but an amiable handsome baronet, who said ‘Exactly’ to her remarks even when she expressed uncertainty, – how could he affect her as a lover? The really delightful marriage must be that where your husband was a sort of father, and could teach you even Hebrew, if you wished it.

These peculiarities of Dorothea’s character caused Mr Brooke to be all the more blamed in neighbouring families for not securing some middle-aged lady as guide and companion to his nieces. But he himself dreaded so much the sort of superior woman likely to be available for such a position, that he allowed himself to be dissuaded by Dorothea’s objections, and was in this case brave enough to defy the world – that is to say, Mrs Cadwallader the Rector’s wife, and the small group of gentry with whom he visited in the north-east corner of Loamshire. So Miss Brooke presided in her uncle’s household, and did not at all dislike her new authority, with the homage that belonged to it.

Sir James Chettam was going to dine at the Grange to-day with another gentleman whom the girls had never seen, and about whom Dorothea felt some venerating expectation. This was the Reverend Edward Casaubon, noted in the country as a man of profound learning, understood for many years to be engaged on a great work concerning religious history; also as a man of wealth enough to give lustre to his piety, and having views of his own which were to be more clearly ascertained on the publication of his book. His very name carried an impressiveness hardly to be measured without a precise chronology of scholarship.

Early in the day Dorothea had returned from the infant school which she had set going in the village, and was taking her usual place in the pretty sitting-room which divided the bedrooms of the sisters, bent on finishing a plan for some buildings (a kind of work which she delighted in), when Celia, who had been watching her with a hesitating desire to propose something, said –

‘Dorothea dear, if you don’t mind – if you are not very busy – suppose we looked at mamma’s jewels to-day, and divided them? It is exactly six months to-day since uncle gave them to you, and you have not looked at them yet.’

Celia’s face had the shadow of a pouting expression in it, the full presence of the pout being kept back by an habitual awe of Dorothea and principle; two associated facts which might show a mysterious electricity if you touched them incautiously. To her relief, Dorothea’s eyes were full of laughter as she looked up.

‘What a wonderful little almanac you are, Celia! Is it six calendar or six lunar months?’

‘It is the last day of September now, and it was the first of April when uncle gave them to you. You know, he said that he had forgotten them till then. I believe you have never thought of them since you locked them up in the cabinet here.’

‘Well, dear, we should never wear them, you know.’ Dorothea spoke in a full cordial tone, half caressing, half explanatory. She had her pencil in her hand, and was making tiny side-plans on a margin.

Celia coloured, and looked very grave. ‘I think, dear, we are wanting in respect to mamma’s memory, to put them by and take no notice of them. And,’ she added, after hesitating a little, with a rising sob of mortification, ‘necklaces are quite usual now; and Madame Poinçon, who was stricter in some things even than you are, used to wear ornaments. And Christians generally – surely there are women in heaven now who wore jewels.’ Celia was conscious of some mental strength when she really applied herself to argument.

‘You would like to wear them?’ exclaimed Dorothea, an air of astonished discovery animating her whole person with a dramatic action which she had caught from that very Madame Poinçon who wore the ornaments. ‘Of course, then, let us have them out. Why did you not tell me before? But the keys, the keys!’ She pressed her hands against the sides of her head and seemed to despair of her memory.

‘They are here,’ said Celia, with whom this explanation had been long meditated and prearranged.

‘Pray open the large drawer of the cabinet and get out the jewel-box.’

The casket was soon open before them, and the various jewels spread out, making a bright parterre on the table. It was no great collection, but a few of the ornaments were really of remarkable beauty, the finest that was obvious at first being a necklace of purple amethysts set in exquisite gold-work, and a pearl cross with five brilliants in it. Dorothea immediately took up the necklace and fastened it round her sister’s neck, where it fitted almost as closely as a bracelet; but the circle suited the Henrietta-Maria style of Celia’s head and neck,6 and she could see that it did, in the pier-glass opposite.

‘There, Celia! you can wear that with your Indian muslin. But this cross you must wear with your dark dresses.’

Celia was trying not to smile with pleasure. ‘O Dodo, you must keep the cross yourself.’

‘No, no, dear, no,’ said Dorothea, putting up her hand with careless deprecation.

‘Yes, indeed you must; it would suit you – in your black dress, now,’ said Celia, insistingly. ‘You might wear that.’

‘Not for the world, not for the world. A cross is the last thing I would wear as a trinket.’ Dorothea shuddered slightly.

‘Then you will think it wicked in me to wear it,’ said Celia, uneasily.

‘No, dear, no,’ said Dorothea, stroking her sister’s cheek. ‘Souls have complexions too: what will suit one will not suit another.’

‘But you might like to keep it for mamma’s sake.’

‘No, I have other things of mamma’s – her sandal-wood box, which I am so fond of – plenty of things. In fact, they are all yours, dear. We need discuss them no longer. There – take away your property.’

Celia felt a little hurt. There was a strong assumption of superiority in this Puritanic toleration, hardly less trying to the blond flesh of an unenthusiastic sister than a Puritanic persecution.

‘But how can I wear ornaments if you, who are the elder sister, will never wear them?’

‘Nay, Celia, that is too much to ask, that I should wear trinkets to keep you in countenance. If I were to put on such a necklace as that, I should feel as if I had been pirouetting. The world would go round with me, and I should not know how to walk.’

Celia had unclasped the necklace and drawn it off. ‘It would be a little tight for your neck; something to lie down and hang would suit you better,’ she said, with some satisfaction. The complete unfitness of the necklace from all points of view for Dorothea, made Celia happier in taking it. She was opening some ring-boxes, which disclosed a fine emerald with diamonds, and just then the sun passing beyond a cloud sent a bright gleam over the table.

‘How very beautiful these gems are!’ said Dorothea, under a new current of feeling, as sudden as the gleam. ‘It is strange how deeply colours seem to penetrate one, like scent. I suppose that is the reason why gems are used as spiritual emblems in the Revelation of St John. They look like fragments of heaven. I think that emerald is more beautiful than any of them.’

‘And there is a bracelet to match it,’ said Celia. ‘We did not notice this at first.’

‘They are lovely,’ said Dorothea, slipping the ring and bracelet on her finely-turned finger and wrist, and holding them towards the window on a level with her eyes. All the while her thought was trying to justify her delight in the colours by merging them in her mystic religious joy.

‘You would like those, Dorothea,’ said Celia, rather falteringly, beginning to think with wonder that her sister showed some weakness, and also that emeralds would suit her own complexion even better than purple amethysts. ‘You must keep that ring and bracelet – if nothing else. But see, these agates are very pretty – and quiet.’

‘Yes! I will keep these – this ring and bracelet,’ said Dorothea. Then, letting her hand fall on the table, she said in another tone – ‘Yet what miserable men find such things, and work at them, and sell them!’ She paused again, and Celia thought that her sister was going to renounce the ornaments, as in consistency she ought to do.

‘Yes, dear, I will keep these,’ said Dorothea, decidedly. ‘But take all the rest away, and the casket’

She took up her pencil without removing the jewels, and still looking at them. She thought of often having them by her, to feed her eye at these little fountains of pure colour.

‘Shall you wear them in company?’ said Celia, who was watching her with real curiosity as to what she would do.

Dorothea glanced quickly at her sister. Across all her imaginative adornment of those whom she loved, there darted now and then a keen discernment, which was not without a scorching quality. If Miss Brooke ever attained perfect meekness, it would not be for lack of inward fire.

‘Perhaps,’ she said, rather haughtily. ‘I cannot tell to what level I may sink.’

Celia blushed, and was unhappy; she saw that she had offended her sister, and dared not say even anything pretty about the gift of the ornaments which she put back into the box and carried away. Dorothea too was unhappy, as she went on with her plan-drawing, questioning the purity of her own feeling and speech in the scene which had ended with that little explosion.

Celia’s consciousness told her that she had not been at all in the wrong: it was quite natural and justifiable that she should have asked that question, and she repeated to herself that Dorothea was inconsistent: either she should have taken her full share of the jewels, or, after what she had said, she should have renounced them altogether.

‘I am sure – at least, I trust,’ thought Celia, ‘that the wearing of a necklace will not interfere with my prayers. And I do not see that I should be bound by Dorothea’s opinions now we are going into society, though of course she herself ought to be bound by them. But Dorothea is not always consistent.’

Thus Celia, mutely bending over her tapestry, until she heard her sister calling her.

‘Here, Kitty, come and look at my plan; I shall think I am a great architect, if I have not got incompatible stairs and fireplaces.’

As Celia bent over the paper, Dorothea put her cheek against her sister’s arm caressingly. Celia understood the action. Dorothea saw that she had been in the wrong, and Celia pardoned her. Since they could remember, there had been a mixture of criticism and awe in the attitude of Celia’s mind towards her elder sister. The younger had always worn a yoke; but is there any yoked creature without its private opinions?




Chapter 2


‘Dime; no ves aquel caballero que bácia nostros viene sobre un caballo rucio rodado que trae puesto en la cabeza un yelmo de oro?’ ‘Lo que veo y columbro,’ respondió Sancho, ‘no es sino un hombre sobre un asno pardo como el mío, que trae sobre la cabeza una cosa que relumbra.’ ‘Pues ése es el yelmo de Mambrino,’ dijo Don Quijote.


CERVANTES7


‘Seest thou not yon cavalier who cometh toward us on a dapple-grey steed, and weareth a golden helmet?’ ‘What I see,’ answered Sancho, ‘is nothing but a man on a grey ass like my own, who carries something shiny on his head.’ ‘Just so,’ answered Don Quixote: ‘and that resplendent object is the helmet of Mambrino.’



‘Sir Humphry Davy?’ said Mr Brooke, over the soup, in his easy smiling way, taking up Sir James Chettam’s remark that he was studying Davy’s Agricultural Chemistry8 ‘Well, now, Sir Humphry Davy: I dined with him years ago at Cartwright’s, and Wordsworth was there too – the poet Wordsworth, you know. Now there was something singular. I was at Cambridge when Wordsworth was there, and I never met him – and I dined with him twenty years afterwards at Cartwright’s. There’s an oddity in things, now. But Davy was there: he was a poet too. Or, as I may say, Wordsworth was poet one, and Davy was poet two. That was true in every sense, you know.’

  
Dorothea felt a little more uneasy than usual. In the beginning of dinner, the party being small and the room still, these motes from the mass of a magistrate’s mind fell too noticeably. She wondered how a man like Mr Casaubon would support such triviality. His manners, she thought, were very dignified; the set of his iron-grey hair and his deep eye-sockets made him resemble the portrait of Locke. He had the spare form and the pale complexion which became a student; as different as possible from the blooming Englishman of the red-whiskered type represented by Sir James Chettam.

‘I am reading the Agricultural Chemistry,’ said this excellent baronet, ‘because I am going to take one of the farms into my own hands, and see if something cannot be done in setting a good pattern of farming among my tenants. Do you approve of that, Miss Brooke?’

‘A great mistake, Chettam,’ interposed Mr Brooke, ‘going into electrifying your land and that kind of thing, and making a parlour of your cow-house. It won’t do. I went into science a great deal myself at one time; but I saw it would not do. It leads to everything; you can let nothing alone. No, no – see that your tenants don’t sell their straw, and that kind of thing; and give them draining-tiles, you know. But your fancy-farming will not do – the most expensive sort of whistle you can buy; you may as well keep a pack of hounds.’

‘Surely,’ said Dorothea, ‘it is better to spend money in
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