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    George Eliot is the pen name of Mary Anne Evans. The author spent her childhood in Warwickshire, where her father was employed as an estate manager. In her twenties Evans began to associate with free-thinkers, and translated Strauss’s Life of Jesus (1846), a work which provoked controversy by denying that many of the miracles recounted in the New Testament ever happened. After her father’s death, she moved to London, where she edited the Westminster Review and mixed with radical thinkers. Evans scandalised literary London by living openly with the married journalist, George Henry Lewes, until Lewes’s death in 1878.


    With Lewes’s encouragement, Evans turned to writing fiction at the age of 37. Her first novel, Adam Bede (1859), became an immediate bestseller. This was followed by five novels that displayed her developing skill, which reached its apex in her masterpiece, Middlemarch (1871), considered by many critics to be one of the greatest English-language novels ever written, and a pinnacle of achievement in literary realism. Evans’s work is also celebrated for its insightful psychological portraits, and for its exploration into the motives that drive people.
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      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Eliot, G. (2008) Middlemarch. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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    George Eliot’s fifth novel, Middlemarch, is generally considered her masterpiece and is celebrated as one of the greatest works in English literature. The novel focuses on the emotional development of its protagonist, Dorothea Brooke, a wealthy, intelligent and beautiful young woman. The novel is therefore an example of a coming-of-age story, or to use the German critical term, Bildungsroman. The novel is set against the backdrop of the 1832 Reform Bill, which was passed 40 years before its publication, and therefore also falls into the genre of historical fiction. Middlemarch is a very long novel and for this reason it was published in eight instalments every second month, rather than the monthly instalments or three-book volumes that were conventional for the time. Eliot is celebrated as one of the greatest, if not the greatest, of the realist writers prominent in the 19th century, and Middlemarch does justice to this claim in its complex characterisation and focus on ordinary lives.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The protagonist of the novel, Dorothea Brooke, has a passionate and idealistic nature and dreams of doing some great good for humanity. Dorothea and her sister, Celia, are orphans and live with their uncle, Arthur Brooke, in Middlemarch, a fictional provincial town in the Midlands. The somewhat comically dull-witted Mr Brooke is a shoddy landlord but nevertheless has political aspirations as a Reform candidate. Dorothea takes on the project of upgrading the tenants’ cottages, but is thwarted by financial limitations. She turns her attention to the scholarly Reverend Edward Casaubon, whose seriousness and reserve she regards with awed respect. Although he is much older than Dorothea, Casaubon proposes and Dorothea accepts, convinced that she will find fulfilment as his assistant in the research and writing of his book The Key to All Mythologies. Dorothea’s hopes are soon dashed as she grows to understand Casaubon’s insecurities about himself and his work, as well as his consequent reluctance to involve her at any level higher than the most basic secretarial tasks.


    Whilst on honeymoon in Rome, Dorothea meets Will Ladislaw, Casaubon’s much younger, penniless cousin. Will’s grandmother made a marriage her family disapproved of and was disinherited, but Casaubon has undertaken to provide for him. Dorothea and Will become close, arousing Casaubon’s jealousy, which remains unvoiced until his death, when a codicil to his will states that Dorothea will lose her substantial inheritance if she marries Will. Although Will has recognised that he loves her, the codicil is embarrassing in its implications and shocks Dorothea, who had not previously given any romantic thought to Will. Mr Brooke has employed Will to assist him with his election campaign, but when this falls through Will decides to leave Middlemarch. Before his departure he visits Dorothea, and the two reveal their mutual love to each other. Dorothea renounces her claim on the inheritance and the two marry.


    Concomitant to Dorothea’s story runs the story of Tertius Lydgate, a young doctor who has recently settled in Middlemarch. Lydgate, like Dorothea, is ambitious and idealistic. He aims to devote himself to medical research and, even though he is not rich, to shun the money-making practices of medicine. Lydgate is, therefore, not in a position to marry. Nevertheless, he flirts openly with the beautiful but shallow Rosamond Vincy. The charming Rosamond is in every respect what Lydgate imagines he would want in a wife, were he able to afford such a luxury. The status-conscious Rosamond considers provincial Middlemarch society as beneath her and regards marriage to Lydgate as offering her the opportunity to rise to an elevated position in the town and to eventually escape it. When Lydgate discovers that his attention to Rosamond has been misinterpreted publicly and by Rosamond herself, he hastens to extract himself, but his resolve falters when he sees that he has hurt Rosamond. Lydgate’s marriage to Rosamond puts him under great financial pressure because Rosamond insists on irresponsible displays of wealth and resists all efforts to economise.


    Like his sister, Rosamond’s brother, Fred Vincy, is a spoilt spendthrift. His confidence that he will inherit his uncle Featherstone’s estate has led him to be idle, though his parents encourage him toward a clerical profession against his inclination. He loves the plain but sensible and morally admirable Mary Garth, but she will not marry him if he acts against his conscience and chooses the clergy. Mary has work caring for the ailing Mr Featherstone. On the night of his death, Featherstone orders Mary to make changes to his will. She refuses and insists that he wait for the lawyer to be fetched in the morning. Featherstone dies without changing the will in Fred’s favour, as had been his intention, and the estate is left to Featherstone’s illegitimate son. Fred has run up debts on the expectation of his inheritance. Mary’s father, Caleb, is fond of Fred and has stood surety on his loans. Payment of the debts swallows up Mary’s earnings and her mother’s savings. Nevertheless, the forgiving Caleb, takes Fred on as a trainee land agent. Under the guidance of the sagacious Caleb Garth, the repentant Fred begins to apply himself to work, and in time Mary chooses him over her other suiter, the more deserving Mr Farebrother, the kindly and intelligent local curate.


    Lydgate turns for financial assistance to the wealthy Middlemarch banker, Nicholas Bulstrode, whose religiosity is ameliorated by his philanthropy, in particular his funding of the hospital where Lydgate is employed. Bulstrode is in danger of having the dubious monetary dealings of his past exposed by the rogue, John Raffles, who has turned up unexpectedly. Raffles is very ill, and Bulstrode contrives to hasten his death, whilst summoning Lydgate under the pretence of concern. However, Raffles has already leaked accounts of Bulstrode’s early underhanded activities, and he is disgraced as a hypocrite in the eyes of the townspeople. Lydgate is unfairly implicated in Raffles’ death because of his attendance on Raffles in Bulstrode’s home and the very generous loan he has recently received from Bulstrode. Dorothea believes in Lydgate’s innocence, as does the curate, Mr Farebrother, but the general opinion is strongly against him. Both the Lydgates and the Bulstrodes feel compelled to leave Middlemarch.


    Lydgate's ambition of contributing to medical research is thwarted as he turns instead to profitable practices because of the pressure to satisfy Rosamond's desires for wealth and status. He dies young and she marries another, wealthier doctor. By contrast, Dorothea and Will have a happy marriage, although Dorothea never uses her intellect and drive to further any ambition of her own; instead, she is satisfied to support Will in his mediocre political career. Nevertheless, through her countless kindnesses, she touches the world in ways immeasurable.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    DOROTHEA BROOKE


    Dorothea is the main character. Although beautiful, she is free of any vanity and dresses plainly. Her marked intelligence is noted by all, as is her lack of common sense. Dorothea is deeply religious. She reads theology well into the night and is ascetic in her approach to life. Her ardent, theoretical nature makes her dissatisfied with the commonplace interactions and conversations of provincial Middlemarch society. Dorothea longs for a life that is elevated above the trivial and she dreams of doing something good and meaningful in the world, which translates into her initial ambition of renovating workers’ cottages. Her intense preoccupation with this project leads to a misunderstanding with Sir James, the well-meaning local squire who hopes to marry Dorothea.


    As a consequence of her tendency to overlook the obvious, Dorothea fails to see the evident flaws of her other suitor, Mr Casaubon, and is captivated by his seriousness and scholarly reputation. She believes that Mr Casaubon will guide her in her spiritual development and, most importantly, that she will assist him in completing his life's work, a book on mythology. In spite of a 27-year age difference, Dorothea accepts Mr Casaubon's proposal and is submissively grateful for his attention. She rapidly discovers, however, that Casaubon is cold-hearted and that he intends to exclude her from his researches, allowing her only mere secretarial duties. Simultaneously she meets Will Ladislaw, Casaubon's young and penniless cousin, and the two form a firm friendship.


    Dorothea makes another idealistic decision when, after Casaubon’s death, she discovers her love for Will and relinquishes her wealth in order to marry him. This is a more well-informed and mature idealism and leads to happiness for Dorothea as a wife and mother, although, as the narrator points out, some people felt that her talents could have been more effectively used if concentrated.


    EDWARD CASAUBON


    The Reverend Casaubon is first attracted to Dorothea’s earnestness and seriousness when he dines at her home at the invitation of her uncle. The reader is initially introduced to this character through Dorothea’s consciousness. She finds him dignified and wonders that he can countenance the triviality of her uncle’s conversation. When he does speak, he expresses his concern for his failing eyesight and his wish for a reader, his fastidiousness with respect to readers, and the fact that he has spent most of his time in the company of ancient writers. Casaubon’s brief introduction to himself reveals that he is ageing and ailing. There are hints of the selfishness that later becomes evident in his relations to Dorothea. His insecurity and jealousy are most apparent after his death in the codicil to his will which states that if Dorothea marries his cousin, Will Ladislaw, she must give up her inheritance.


    WILL LADISLAW


    Will is a good-humoured young man with a delightful smile. Nevertheless, he can be temperamental and at times inconsistent. He is quick to assume the worst of Dorothea for marrying his cousin, Casaubon, but soon discovers his error. Will resists choosing a profession and instead dedicates himself to travelling in Europe in the pursuit of culture. He is sufficiently self-aware to see that he lacks the talent to be a great artist. Dorothea enjoys the friendship of this intelligent and affable man, who is so much closer in age to herself than her husband. Will, in turn, falls deeply in love with her. After Casaubon's death, Dorothea gives up her position and fortune to marry him. Will's idealism is eventually directed into reform and he becomes a politician, a career in which he is keenly supported by his loving wife.


    TERTIUS LYDGATE


    The clever Dr Lydgate is a young gentleman of limited means and of great aspiration. He intends to focus his career on cholera research and is aware that by turning his attention away from fashionable and profitable areas of medicine he must live frugally. In spite of resolving not to take a wife, he is unable to resist the charming but shallow Rosamond Vincy. His marriage to Rosamond and his own vanity lead him into debt and disgrace, and into abandoning his ideals of medical reform in favour of earning enough to maintain a stylish lifestyle.


    ROSAMOND VINCY


    Like Dorothea, Rosamond is extremely beautiful, but she contrasts with the main character in her attention to all the worldly details of fine dress and female accomplishment. Rosamond is aware of her attractions and her finishing school education has made her contemptuous of provincial Middlemarch society. As a refined newcomer to the town, Dr Lydgate draws her attention. However, her marriage to Lydgate proves insufficient to satisfy her vanity.


    FRED VINCY


    The good-looking, easy-going Fred Vincy is as spoilt as his sister, Rosamond, but of a kinder, less haughty disposition. His expectation of an inheritance from his uncle, Mr Featherstone, leads him into indolence at his studies and into gambling debts which, when his expectations fail, have dire consequences for the family of the woman he loves, Mary Garth. Fred is redeemed by his devotion to Mary and by his respect for her sensible and industrious father, Caleb Garth.


    MARY GARTH


    Mary Garth works for her bad-tempered and aged uncle, Mr Featherstone, caring for him in his ill-health, as an alternative to working as a governess. She is a plain woman and her family are poor; nevertheless, her upright character, honesty and fairness are valued by Fred Vincy. She dissuades Fred from becoming a clergyman – a path which would elevate his social standing and towards which his parents are urging him – because she understands that it would be hypocritical of him and that he would be unhappy as a cleric. Mary loves Fred but she is only prepared to accept him as a husband once he applies himself to suitable work.


    NICHOLAS BULSTRODE


    The banker, Mr Bulstrode, funds the new hospital at which Lydgate is employed. He is an avid church-goer but his self-righteousness and his judgemental, unsympathetic attitude towards others make him unpopular with some of Middlemarch’s residents. Bulstrode is a power-hungry man who justifies his means by
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