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How to Read Middlemarch 

 
Course Description: 
While composing her sixth and most famous novel, George Eliot complained in a letter to her publisher, 
"I don't see how I can leave anything out." It does seem as though in the end she included everything: 
meditations on science, religion, and epistemology; political commentary on the poor, voting rights, 
and gender issues; medicine, law, journalism; piano playing, botany, carpets, bankruptcy, scandal, and 
(sort of) sex. In order to read Middlemarch, one must already have read everything else. In this 
course, we will set out to do just that: while we might not get to everything, we will certainly read 
much, all in the interest of contextualizing and enriching our understanding of (according to Virginia 
Woolf) "one of the few English novels written for grown-up people." 

The course will consist of a fairly leisurely (by Victorian-novel-class standards) close reading 
of Middlemarch alongside both contemporary Victorian materials and modern criticism. The course will 
be divided into five separate "contexts": science and medicine; law and politics; economics; gender; 
and aesthetics. Secondary readings will include letters, journals, and essays of George Eliot; 
contemporary scientific works by Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer, T. H. Huxley, George Henry Lewes, 
and others; Victorian art criticism by John Ruskin and others; contemporary periodical articles on 
political economy, law, and the "woman question"; and modern criticism by, among others, Dorothea 
Barrett, Gillian Beer, Catherine Gallagher, Neil Hertz, John Kucich, George Levine, Richard Menke, J. 
Hillis Miller, and Sally Shuttleworth. 

Course Requirements: 

 Seminar presentation on historical topic: 20% 
 Weekly reflection papers: 20% 
 Final take-home research paper: 40% 
 Class participation: 20% 

 

 


