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INTRODUCTION

I.

BEGIN to tell the plot of a story to an ordinary listener and the result is a predictable—a plea not to give away the ending. Begin to do the same to students or critics of literature and although they might not admit it, they'll probably regret losing the suspense that normally accompanies an unknown text. Go see a movie or read a book knowing that the love scenes are torrid, or that the heroine dies, or that the ending is surprising, and results are similarly predictable: anticipation of the love scenes, waiting for the heroine's death and guessing how it will happen, weighing the probable ending and deducing the nature of the surprise. To see the same movie or read the same book with full knowledge of the ending is to expect and look for signs and anticipations of the way in which things work out. Try to interrupt someone nearing the end of a novel or sporting event or television program, and, unless the person's interest in his activity is minimal, you'll get a request to wait just a moment until the reading or viewing is completed. All testify to the importance that most of us, whether devotees of popular or high culture, ordinary readers or literary critics, attribute to the ways in which stories end.

Identifying the attraction fictions exert on the human mind, E. M. Forster reaches a conclusion embarrassingly commonplace yet totally true that helps to explain our interest in endings: all narratives appeal to the fundamental impulse of curiosity.1 In any narrative, "what happens next" ceases to be a pertinent question only at the conclusion, and the word "end" in a novel consequently carries with it not just the notion of the turnable last page, but also that of the goal of reading, the finish-line toward which our bookmarks aim. In long works of fiction, endings are important for another commonplace but true reason: it's difficult to recall all of a work after a completed reading, but climactic moments, dramatic scenes, and beginnings and endings remain in the memory and decisively shape our sense of a novel as a whole.

In more elevated language, Henry James agrees with Forster about what makes a story interesting: "The prime effect of so sustained a system, so prepared a surface, is to lead on and on; while the fascination of following resides, by the same token, in the presumability somewhere of a convenient, of a visibly-appointed stopping-place."2 According to James, individuals interrupt the flow of their own lives for immersion in the life of fiction to achieve the satisfaction of an ending. Our sense that fictions will end in part nurtures our desire to read them.

The individual reader discussed by Forster and James, like Scheherazade's husband, wants most to know "what happens next." Endings, we know, both ravel and unravel the text, with interpretation a constant and constantly self-canceling act.3 Still, novels do have forms and meanings, and endings are crucial in achieving them.

Return for a moment to what James has to say about endings. After discussing the allure of an ending, he goes on to note that "stopping-places" in fictions are never entirely natural or easily found: "We have, as the case stands, to invent and establish them, to arrive at them by a difficult, dire process of selection and comparison, of surrender and sacrifice."4 James moves from the idea of endings as the reader's goal to the idea of endings as fundamentally artistic. A proper ending can be established only by a process of "selection and comparison," by artistic arrangement which makes the novel a unified and organic whole. Forster's thinking about fiction expands in similar fashion. For if human curiosity sustains the reading of novels, a completed novel, he insists, must contain "pattern and rhythm," internal connections which give it meaning and make it art.5

Achieving an ending through selection and comparison completes a work's pattern and rhythm and tests the very artfulness of a writer. As James sees it, skillful endings give readers a sense that the text fully captures life and leaves no relevant aspect of its subject unexplored. "Really, universally," he says, "relations stop nowhere, and the exquisite problem of the artist is eternally but to draw, by a geometry of his own, the circle within which they shall happily appear to do so."6 Endings enable an informed definition of a work's "geometry" and set into motion the process of retrospective rather than speculative thinking necessary to discern it, the process of retrospective patterning.7 Moreover, in completing the "circle" of a novel, endings create the illusion of life halted and poised for analysis.

Like completed segments of human lives and as representations of them, completed stories illuminate and invite examination of human experiences. In part, we value endings because the retrospective patterning used to make sense of texts corresponds to one process used to make sense of life: the process of looking back over events and interpreting them in light of how things turned out. Ordinary readers and literary critics share an interest in endings because appreciating endings is one way of evaluating and organizing personal experience.

II

James's "so sustained a system" and Forster's "pattern and rhythm," restate one of the oldest principles in literary criticism, Aristotle's definition of an artistic whole as "that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end."8 The formal relationship of ending to beginning and middle is what I call the shape of fictions. Interest in the shape of fictions, in the internal structures of a work, requires the study of novelistic closure, not just of novelistic endings. As I use the term, "closure" designates the process by which a novel reaches an adequate and appropriate conclusion or, at least, what the author hopes or believes is an adequate, appropriate conclusion. My use of the term closure corresponds to what Barbara Hernnstein Smith in Poetic Closure calls the integrity of a lyric and what David Richter in Fable's End calls "completeness" and the sense that "nothing necessary has been omitted from a work."9

Effective closure cannot be assured solely by the unity or consistency of beginning, middle, and end. Nor need effective closure definitively announce that the work has ended or resolve all the novel's aesthetic and thematic elements. My use of the term thus includes the now familiar tendencies, particularly in Modernist literature, usually called "open." My terminology should also be distinguished from Robert Adams' use of the term "closed" to refer to fully resolved meaning.10 Works that Smith and Adams would call anti-closural or open can, in my terms, still achieve effective closure. The test is the appropriateness of the ending's relationship to beginning and middle, not the degree of finality or resolution achieved. The word "ending" straightforwardly designates the last definable unit of work—section, scene, chapter, page, paragraph, sentence—whichever seems most appropriate for a given text.

To study closure and the shape of fictions, we begin with the ending, but evaluate it as part of an artistic whole, as the final element in a particular structure of words and meanings. The discussion of closure includes the discussion of aesthetic shape—verbal, metaphorical, gestural, and other formal patterns. It also includes the study of the themes and ideas in the text and of relevant extra-textual contexts that help form those themes and ideas, contexts including the author's life, his times, and his or his culture's beliefs about human experience. To approach fiction by way of closure is not, then, at all narrow. Endings, closures reveal the experience of novels with particular clarity; to study closure is to re-create fiction with unusual vividness.

Recognizing the importance of endings, other critics have explored the subject. Frank Kermode's classic The Sense of an Ending was probably more responsible than any other single work for initiating critical interest in narrative endings.11 Kermode's work on endings reflects a general and theoretical interest in the pattern-seeking tendencies of the human mind. He persuasively demonstrates that literary plots and the endings they postulate resemble other fictions men use to make sense of the world (in religion, philosophy, the sciences, etc.), and change as men's ideas about the world do. He nicely documents tension, in all human fictions, between the desire to mime contingency and disorder and the opposing need to create coherence and system.

The Sense of an Ending uses Jean-Paul Sartre's novel La Nausée as a point of departure. In that novel, the narrator, Roquentin, expresses an idea also known to Herodotus and to the writers of Greek tragedy: the idea that endings confirm the patterns of both lives and texts, but are always unknown for lives in progress.12 Roquentin insists that "Quand on vit, il n'arrive rien. … Mais quand on raconte la vie, tout change" ("Nothing happens while you live….But everything changes when you tell about life.")13 What seem petty details assume significance in narratives because endings confer coherent structure on the flux of experience. An ending transforms everything, "les instants ont cessé de s'empiler au petit bonheur les uns sur les autres, ils sont hâppés par la fin de l'histoire" (instants have stopped piling themselves in a lighthearted way one on top of the other, they are snapped up by the ending of the story.)14 Kermode agrees with Roquentin about how a "piece of information" assumes significance in a novel: "the beginning implies the end" and "all that seems fortuitous and contingent in what follows is in fact reserved for a later benefaction of significance in some concordant structure."15

Kermode's study was indisputably major. But it was relatively distant from actual texts except, perhaps, from La Nausée, hardly a representative novel. As an article by Roy Pascal has shown, Kermode remains fundamentally ambiguous about whether or not reality is purely contingent or contains inherent principles of order.16 He sometimes loses sight of how endings correspond to very ordinary aspects of experience—to, for example, speculations about our futures in terms of anticipated endings (like marriage, graduation, recovery from or descent into illness), to retrospective analyses of history or of our pasts in light of how things turned out, and to observations of the lives of others and the endings we project for them.

In his seeming acceptance of Sartre's emphasis on the differences between living and reading, Kermode ignores other pertinent analogies between the two. The process of reading without knowing endings is, for example, rather like the process of day-to-day living: we make tentative guesses at direction and meaning by applying our experience of what the data we encounter usually lead to and mean.17 Since first readings involve the continuous making and revision of guesses, first readings are like the process of living from moment to moment in the present. Second or subsequent readings—when the question of "what happens next" no longer pertains with urgency—differ fundamentally from first readings and resemble the ways in which we experience the past. Upon rereading, pattern and rhythm—connections between beginning, middle, and end—may be more easily discerned and more fully understood by the reader. Appreciating such connections through retrospective patterning provides the primary pleasure of re-readings, just as reliving the facts or perceiving the patterns in our lives forms the basis on which we regard our pasts.

III

Rene Girard's classic Deceit, Desire, and the Novel discusses in detail only selected novels by Stendhal, Dostoevsky, and Proust, but proposes to summarize the nature of all novelistic conclusions. According to Girard, novels end with conversions in which the hero recognizes the deceitfulness and mediated quality of his desires and thereby comes to share the author's viewpoint and be "capable of writing the novel."18 Despite his wonderful and supple idea of "mediated desire"—an idea I love—any text that does not conform to this paradigm is, for Girard, "romantique" (romance-like) rather than "romanesque" (novelistic). But by converting the word "novelistic" from a description of literary type to an evaluation of literary merit by the standards of nineteenth-century fiction, Girard forces us to omit too many novels (especially non-realistic and Modernist ones) from the ranks of "novelistic" works. More significantly, illuminating though it is for many texts, Girard's thesis obscures the differences that count as much as the similarities in novelistic closure.

Another study of how novels end, Alan Friedman's The Turn of the Novel, reverses Girard's standards. For Friedman, the "truer ending" is one that endorses "either an ever-widening disorder or a finally open 'order' that embraces all the opposed directions on whatever ethical compass it has brought along for the trip."19 Thus, endings in which characters and readers finish with an "open stream of conscience"—with an expanding, unresolved moral consciousness—are, for Friedman, good endings. Since such endings are more characteristic of Modernist than of nineteenth-century novels, we must devalue a significant number of nineteenth-century texts if we accept Friedman's criteria. Indeed, the Modernist bias of critics like Friedman has virtually destroyed the usefulness of the terms open and closed to describe endings, by making "open" a term of approbation, and "closed" a term linked with unadventurous and narrow didacticism. In the conclusion, I'll want to return to the assumption that newer endings are better endings, since my approach to closure will allow us to see continuities, as well as discontinuities, in strategies of closure—and, what is more important, how novelists can and do surprise us.

I have chosen to discuss closure in depth for eleven representative novels: Middemarch, Bleak House, War and Peace, The Scarlet Letter, Vanity Fair, L'Education sentimentale, The Portrait of a Lady, The Ambassadors, The Golden Bowl, Light in August, and The Waves. Individual chapters sometimes include brief discussions of a number of other texts. The chapter on War and Peace, for example, touches on Tolstoy's other novels; that on James's sense of an ending concentrates on The Portrait of a Lady and The Ambassadors, but briefly surveys endings in many of James's early works. The novels were chosen for their inherent interest and their importance. They were also chosen to give a roughly historical or chronological sense of developments in the novel since 1848—particularly of developments in reader expectations and in authorial treatment of themes typical of novels, themes like the importance of family life and the relationship of the individual to society or cosmos.

The endings of these novels follow two common and major formal patterns. Many are epilogues; several are scenes. As defined by the Russian Formalist Boris Eikhenbaum, the epilogue has two formal characteristics: it sets the perspective by a shift in time-scale or orientation; it provides some element of nachgeschichte (after-history) for the major characters.20 Eikhenbaum's definition of the epilogue is more inclusive and less pejorative than the familiar definition of the epilogue, a definition of content based on Henry James's dismissal of the endings to many popular nineteenth-century novels as "a distribution at the last of prizes, pensions, husbands, wives, babies, millions, appended paragraphs, and cheerful remarks.21 Eikhenbaum's definition allows us to recognize epilogues not just in nineteenth-century novels like Dickens', but also in Modernist works like Light in August and The Waves.

One of its leading practitioners, Henry James, best defines the scenic ending. Modeled after endings in drama, the scenic ending presents a final dialogue between two or more characters, which is intensely focused and usually presented without authorial commentary.

The division of endings into formal kinds like epilogue and scene might satisfy our desire for a description of closural strategies, were it neat enough or informative enough. But as the chapters which follow show, the identification of the form of an ending, while a necessary first step, does not take us far enough in the description of novelistic closure. If we follow Eikhenbaum's definition of the epilogue, for example, all the following major novels end in epilogues: Pamela, Clarissa, Tom Jones, The Mysteries of Udolpho, most of Scott's novels, all of Austen's, most of Dickens', Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, Vanity Fair, The Scarlet Letter, The House of the Seven Gables, Madame Bovary, L'Education sentimentale, Middlemarch and most of Eliot's other novels, War and Peace, Anna Karenina, The Way of all Flesh, The Waves, Women in Love, Light in August, The Sound and the Fury, and many, many others. Even cursory thought about the implications of this list reveals that labeling an ending an "epilogue" does not tell us much. The ending of Tom Jones differs significantly from that of Middlemarch, and both differ significantly from that of The Waves. Too simply used, the formal label "epilogue" can, then, distort our sense of each ending's uniqueness. And, of course, we could substitute at will the names of any three novels using the same form of ending in the preceding statement.

Moreover, a number of these epilogues resemble scenes (some being very similar, in fact, to the purely scenic endings of Henry James), or else include scenic elements. I am thinking here of endings like those of War and Peace, L'Education sentimentale, Women in Love, and Light in August—all epilogues, but all also scenic to one degree or another. It is fairly easy to define forms of endings distinctly; it is much more difficult to find examples from literature that absolutely fit our definitions. We cannot, then, explain how closure works in novels merely by labeling endings with formal terms like epilogue and scene.

We need to supplement our sense of formal kinds of endings with a collection of terms to describe basic strategies for closure in novels, terms applicable to many forms of endings. Such terms should describe the significant relationships that influence closure: the relationship of the ending to the novel's shape, to the author's preoccupations, and to the experience of the reader. Descriptions of closural strategies should apply equally well to epilogues and scenes, and should indicate the differences between these two formal kinds in their purest forms. Ideally, such terms should also be useful for other forms of endings, and for endings in novels rather different from those I discuss—,novels less interested in character and plot, in philosophical and moral issues than those I have chosen, novels (for example) by authors like Pynchon and Hawkes. Such terms are possible, though they should be used as descriptive and analytic tools rather than substituted for the analysis of individual texts.

IV

We first need a set of terms to describe the relationship of ending to beginning and middle, to the shape of the fiction, terms also widely applicable to films. We may begin with a geometric metaphor already widely used: the metaphor of circularity. When the ending of a novel clearly recalls the beginning in language, in situation, in the grouping of characters, or in several of these ways, circularity may be said to control the ending. One of the most common of closural patterns, circularity may be obvious or subtle, immediately perceived or perceivable only upon retrospective analysis. A familiar and obvious kind of circularity is the "frame" technique common in narratives.

When language, situation, or the grouping of characters refers not just to the beginning of the work but to a series of points in the text, we may speak of parallelism as the novel's closural pattern. Often less obvious than circularity, parallelism sometimes becomes clear only upon retrospective analysis. Both terms apply to films as readily as they do to novels.

Both circularity and parallelism are geometrical metaphors, and we may use a third geometrical metaphor to describe another closural pattern, incompletion. Incomplete closure includes many aspects that suggest circular or parallel closure, but omits one or more crucial elements necessary for full circularity or parallelism. Incomplete closure may result from deliberate authorial choices, or it may result from an inadvertent formal failure, or from some combination of the two. It is quite different from endings that do what students are told never to do at the conclusion of an expository essay—endings that begin a new topic.

When an ending does introduce a new topic, the introduction of that topic (if not incompetent) is usually a deliberate gesture. We can describe this strategy for ending as tangential or by the more common term "open." Because such endings do not lend themselves to detailed analysis, the following chapters include no example of a tangential ending, except for aspects of the ending of War and Peace. Andre Gide's Les Faux Monnayeurs, however, provides a well-known example of a tangential ending, one motivated by the author's wish to end his novel with the sense that it could be continued.22 In Les Faux Monnayeurs, the narrator and main character, Edouard, spends the novel pursuing the adventures of a fascinating boy named Bernard. In the novel's last paragraph, Edouard becomes "bien curieux" (very interested) in getting to know Bernard's younger brother, Caloub. Such a new acquaintance could, theoretically, initiate a totally new novel.

One other kind of closural strategy, similar to the tangential ending, also does not lend itself to detailed analysis and will be largely omitted from the following chapters. The strategy is often that of novelists like Balzac and Zola who wrote romans fleuves, novels conceived as part of a larger series of works, in which characters reappear in several texts. Novels that form part of such a series sometimes end with the explicit message, "to be continued." Thus, the last chapter of Honoré de Balzac's Illusions perdues (in form an epilogue) refers us to future novels for the fate of the main character: "As for Lucien, his return to Paris belongs to the domain of the Scenes of Parisian Life."23 Fyodor Dostoevsky ends Crime and Punishment, to which he intended to write a sequel, very similarly: "He did not know that the new life would not be given him for nothing, that he would have to pay dearly for it, that it would cost him great striving, great suffering.But that is the beginning of a new story. That might be the subject of a new story, but our present story is ended."24 We may call such a closural strategy linkage, since an ending like this links the novel not to its own beginning and middle, but to the body of another, often as yet unwritten, novel.

We need a second set of terms to describe the author's and the reader's viewpoint on the novel's characters and major action at the novel's end. Less numerous than the possible relationships of ending to beginning and middle, the two basic possible points of view may be described by the terms overview and close-up. These terms are analogous to the classic distinction between telling and showing made by Henry James and his follower Percy Lubbock.25

In overview endings, authors often explicitly gloss the ending's relationship to the body of the novel for the reader; when no explicit gloss is offered, overview endings still give a clear view of the novel's major action, one that immediately makes sense to the reader. In an overview ending, the author's or narrator's understanding (and hence the reader's understanding as well) is often superior to that of the characters. Author, narrator, and reader may know more facts than the characters do, and hence have an overview based on superior knowledge. Or the ending may be told from a point much later in time or more cosmic in knowledge than that available to the novel's characters. In this case too, author, narrator, and reader will have an overview unavailable to characters caught "in the middest."26 In some instances, characters may share the overview on the novel's major action enjoyed by the author and reader. The protagonist shares the author's overview in novels that conform to Girard's paradigm, for example. Because of the time-shift they involve, epilogues are often overview in technique.

In a close-up ending, no temporal distance separates ending from the body of the novel. Readers, like characters, will—at least initially—lack the overview made possible by temporal distance or by authorial glossing of the action. First-time readers may not even understand why the ending is the ending, or may be at a loss for what the ending implies about meaning. They may well have to distance themselves emotionally from characters and action for such understanding to occur. Readers can usually, however, discover both the appropriateness of the ending and its implications for meaning through retrospective analysis and through perception of the pattern that controls the ending (circularity, parallelism, and so on). Just as epilogues are often overview endings, scenic endings are often close-up endings.

We need a third set of terms to describe the relationship between author and reader during closure. The slipperiness of the terms "author" and "reader" causes some difficulty in devising and using such terms. Critics once indicated the difference between implied and real authors by using quotation marks around the name of the implied author: thus we know "Fielding" from his novel Tom Jones, but we know Fielding from available biographies, letters, and so on. Today, such devices have largely been dropped. In the following chapters, I deal with discrepancies between implied and real authors when they are relevant to closure. I do not, however, labor such distinctions, since it is clear when I speak of authors as narrators or as "implied authors," and when I speak of authors as men and women.

In its heyday, reader-response criticism justly indicated a number of possible readers, readers not always clearly distinguished or distinguishable.27 These include the ideal reader (who reads the text as it ought to be read), the implied reader (who is explicitly addressed in the text, or whom the author imagines as he writes), and the contemporary reader (who is the typical reader of the author's own times). Depending on how it is used, and on the kind of reader envisioned by a given author, the term "implied reader" can overlap with "ideal reader" or "contemporary reader."

Descriptions of the relationship between author and reader during closure in a novel often differ for ideal, implied, and contemporary readers. Moreover, "contemporary readers" and "ideal readers" may reach diverse judgments about the success or failure of an ending.

I necessarily deal with all these readers at one point or another. Some novelists, like Jane Austen, assume that they share a variety of ideals and views with their readers. Other novelists, like George Eliot, educate readers to share authorial views by the end of the novel, but are entirely confident that this process of education will take place as a natural result of the reading process, without much resistance by the reader.28 In both cases, we may describe the relationship between author and reader during closure as complementary. In complementary relationships, the reader accepts—more or less uncritically—both the ending itself and whatever meaning (or lack of meaning) the author wishes it to convey.

When the author must more actively coax his reader into accepting an ending, we may describe the relationship between author and reader during closure as incongruent. Successful persuasion during closure results in the reader's acceptance of the ending, and converts an incongruent relationship into a congruent one. Unsuccessful persuasion results in some continuing degree of incongruence, in some sense for the reader that the ending is flawed. The distinction between a complementary relationship and a congruent one depends upon the degree of resistance the author anticipates from the reader, and the degree to which an author works hard during closure to minimize such resistance.

Finally, some authors exploit incongruent relationships between author and reader. Such authors anticipate that readers will not share the author's own attitude toward his ending. Rather than actively try to create a congruent relationship, they confront their audience with endings that deliberately thwart reader expectations, using the confrontation to achieve desired aesthetic and philosophical ends. We may call such a relationship between author and reader confrontational, with the degree and effect of the confrontation varying from book to book. Contemporary readers are usually the target of confrontational endings, especially those that flout popular conventions. They may deem a given ending as unsuccessful, while ideal readers find it successful and experience it as a kind of "in" joke.

We need a fourth set of terms to describe the author's relationship to his own ideas during closure, to indicate the degree of his self-awareness and of his control over the closural process. We may call self-aware authors who have mastered their ideas, know what they want to say by way of closure, and successfully go about saying it. Neither ambivalence nor controlled ambiguity need preclude self-awareness. Most major authors are self-aware during closure. When they are not self-aware, two major possibilities exist. First, they may not have fully thought through their ideas or may have inadequately communicated those ideas. Second, they may display a lack of self-knowledge or a psychological quirkiness during closure. We may call authors of both kinds self-deceiving, and distinguish the two varieties of self-deception author by author in the chapters which follow. A discrepancy between the real and implied author often exists when an author is self-deceiving.

Used lightly and in combination, the four sets of terms I propose provide a flexible, non-polemical way to describe endings and closures. They cannot substitute for the close analysis of endings and closures in individual novels. But they can facilitate such analysis and provide a vocabulary for the discussion of closure in the novel. The following chapters will provide examples of various patterns, techniques, relationships of author to reader, and relationships of author to self during closure. They will describe strategies of closure in representative novels.


ONE

George Eliot and the "Finale" of Middlemarch

I

IN nineteenth-century novels, a shift in time scale or perspective at the end of a work is frequently accompanied by what I will call after-history: a brief summary of the lives of characters after the conclusion of the novel's major action—shorter than but similar in spirit to a sequel.1 The endings of many fictions testify to the popularity of this form of ending and to the fact that many readers had come to expect it at the ends of novels. At the conclusion of Scott's classic novel Old Mortality, for example (a best seller in its day), Scott masquerades as a Mr. Pattieson who, as "author" of the novel, "had determined to waive the task of a concluding chapter, leaving to the reader's imagination the arrangements which must necessarily take place after Lord Evandale's death." But admonished by "Miss Buskbody," the reader of her day, that his "'plan of omitting a formal conclusion will never do,'" he jokingly supplies details of how his characters "'did live long and happily, and begot sons and daughters.'"2 Dickens and Trollope also concede to readers' demands for "a few biographical words" about the characters' later lives in accordance with "the custom of the thing."3

George Eliot wanted to be both a popular novelist and an intellectual one, and her vacillation between these two roles is reflected in the "Finale" of Middlemarch. The ostensible purpose of the concluding chapter is that of the after-history in popular fiction: to satisfy readers' curiosity about characters cared for as people. Yet elements in Eliot's style prevent any simple use of popular conventions. Her attitude toward characters is often condescending; she generalizes about characters in a way that works against the reader's emotional involvement; and melodrama and pathos, though present in her works, seem to embarrass rather than to engross her. Eliot's real task in the ending of Middlemarch is to convert the basic format of the popular after-history into an appropriate end to her intellectual and philosophical novel. But she accomplishes this task only after some initial hesitations and equivocations.

In the "Finale" of Middlemarch, Eliot's high degree of self-consciousness is immediately apparent. She begins by attempting to rationalize and theorize about the kind of after-history many nineteenth-century writers composed spontaneously. She doesn't just write an after-history, she provides multiple justifications for doing so. "Every limit is a beginning as well as an ending," she writes; "Who can quit young lives after being long in company with them, and not desire to know what befell them in their after-years? For the fragment of a life, however typical, is not the sample of an even web: promises may not be kept, and an ardent outset may be followed by declension; latent powers may find their long-waited opportunity; a past error may urge a grand retrieval."4

At first, the argument here sounds plausible. Eliot maintains that an epilogue is necessary because the "fragments" of lives presented in the novel may be "typical" without being absolute. Ostensibly, Eliot wishes to write after-histories of her characters to record alterations in their personalities or patterns of life that "occurred" after the main actions of the novel. But a reading of the ending reveals that the argument is essentially misleading. The after-histories record no broken promises, unexpected declensions, revived latent powers, or grand retrievals. The sketches of the characters' later lives merely follow through on marriages and decisions made in the body of the novel, and the future of each character is totally consistent with his past as recorded in Middlemarch: Fred and Mary remain harmonious, wholesome, and deservedly happy; Lydgate and Rosamund never do resolve their difficulties; Mrs. Vincy still has too much pride in her family's good looks; Baby Arthur remains the center of Celia's world, and so on.

In fact, the after-histories confirm that the portions of the characters' lives covered by the body of the novel were typical of their personalities and lifestyles, and prove that the determining incident in each character's life was the product of the interlinking web which has been the plot of Middlemarch. The organization of the epilogue abstracts and condenses the overall construction of the novel and the web metaphor of interconnecting human lives which has been so crucial in the novel.5 Each of the after-histories ends with the name of the character whose future life will then be discussed, and each after-history conforms to Eliot's stated purpose in writing the novel, "to show the gradual action of ordinary causes rather than exceptional."6

II

The first sentence of the opening paragraph to the "Finale" grapples, however, with an authentic novelistic problem. Middlemarch is a multiple plot novel with an omniscient authorial narrator whose presence in the novel contributes a great deal to its unity and structure. As an omniscient narrator, Eliot is always in a position to tell her reader more, and yet compelled to end the novel somewhere. As Eliot sees it, the problem becomes that of finding a satisfying note on which to end, while still preserving the sense of "new beginnings" in the ongoing lives of her characters. In a letter, she expresses her sincere concern over this problem: "Conclusions are the weak point of most authors, but some of the fault lies in the very nature of a conclusion, which is at best a negation."7

The comment was made to her publisher, John Blackwood, whom Eliot used as a test reader and who probably influenced the kinds of endings she wrote. Blackwood liked sentimental endings and highly praised the sentimental after-history that concludes Eliot's first fiction, "Mr. Gilfil's Love Story" in Scenes from Clerical Life. She subsequently wrote after-history endings to all her novels, except the last, Daniel Deronda. The epilogue of Middlemarch is by far Eliot's most sophisticated use of the form. As the above quotation suggests, it reflects her concern that successful characterization and successful story-telling impose a burden on the omniscient author of a multi-plot novel, and make ending more problematic than it would be in a novel that focuses on a single character and would end, like the biographical form it imitates, on some crucial turning-point in the character's life, or with the character's death. The end of a novel like Middlemarch, to avoid being a negation, must round off the novel without closing off the lives of characters.

Two major options for preserving the sense of "new beginnings" were widely used in the nineteenth-century at the end of a multiple-plot, omnisciently narrated novel. One was to write a linking ending, as authors like Balzac and Zola did, who conceived of their novels as part of a larger system and had characters from one novel reappear in others. This option clearly did not suit Middlemarch, a novel without sequels. The other was to combine scenic elements into the epilogue form, and to break off in mid-air and simply allow life to go on. The endings of Dickens' Bleak House and Tolstoy's War and Peace use precisely this technique. The epilogue to Bleak House is narrated by Esther Summerson seven years after the completion of the novel's major action and rather gushingly breaks off with a dash, as she waxes enthusiastic over her domestic bliss. The last chapter of War and Peace (Book 5, chapter 5) similarly ends with an ellipsis in Natasha's excited speculations with Mary about their future marriages. The first epilogue (the familial epilogue) is dated 1820 (seven years after the climactic events in the novel), and also breaks off with an ellipsis, as Nicholas dreamily plans a future worthy of Andrew, his dead father.

Eliot tries out and rejects the method of breaking off in mid-air to preserve a sense of new beginnings in the chapter immediately before the last (Book 8, chapter 86), which deals with the Garth family and gives Mary Garth and Fred Vincy an immediate financial basis on which to marry. The chapter breaks off on a frolicsome and unanswered question, amid a riotous scene of yapping dogs and playing children:

Fred almost in a whisper said—

"When we were first engaged, with the umbrella-ring, Mary, you used to—"

The spirit of joy began to laugh more decidedly in Mary's eyes, but the fatal Ben came running to the door with Brownie yapping behind him, and, bouncing against them, said—

"Fred and Mary! Are you ever coming in? Or may I eat your cake?" (III p. 454)

If Eliot authentically wanted a sense of new beginnings at the end of Middlemarch, she should have ended it here, with Fred and Mary, Will and Dorothea about to marry, and Lydgate and Rosamund entering a new stage in their marriage—new beginnings all around in a close-up, scenic ending. But as Eliot probably knew all along, this would absolutely be the wrong ending for the novel. Middlemarch demands a long-shot rather than a domestic close-up, a philosophical overview rather than a dramatic scene. Accordingly, the Finale is narrated from thirty-five years after the end of the novel's major action, when many of the characters are dead. Its after-histories are, therefore, inevitably final and inevitably contrary to a sense of "new beginnings."

With one eye firmly fixed on the crowd-pleasing potential of the conventional after-history type sequel, Eliot nonetheless never loses sight of the aesthetic and thematic form of her novel. Her equivocations at the beginning of the epilogue do not prevent her from writing the kind of novelistic ending she needs, which is precisely that found in Middlemarch—an after-history dominated by the articulate authorial narrator and both firm and final in the viewpoints it offers on the characters.

III

As we reread the novel, it becomes clear that Eliot worked with closure in mind from the very beginning. The Finale gives unity to the novel's aesthetic and thematic shape by a method she preferred—that of "returning to the key note of the introductory chapter,"9 what I call circular form. Indeed, the epilogue re-examines issues raised in the novel's Saint Theresa prologue. Aesthetically, it provides Middlemarch with a symmetrical structure and an instant sense that the novel has ended. Thematically, it completes the novel by modifying the narrator's initial evaluation of the relationship between epic life and domestic life, a relationship explored throughout the novel.

In the "Prelude," epic and domestic experiences exist at different levels of life, as contradictory modes of existence. St. Theresa and her brother set forth on their mission against the Moors, " until domestic reality met them in the shape of uncles, and turned them back from their great resolve" (I, p. 1). Yet, as Eliot next indicates, Theresa's "great resolve" ultimately transcended "domestic reality," in a way more useful to society than her childhood mission against the Moors would have been:

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. (I, pp. 1-2)

For later-born Theresas, the possibility of transcendent self-expansion through religious activity ceased to be viable, but tension continued to exist between family life ("domestic reality") and higher yearnings (the "epic life"). But "later-born Theresas were helped by no coherent social faith and order which could perform the function of knowledge for the ardently willing soul." Consequently,

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. (I, p. 2)

Dorothea, the primary Saint Theresa figure in the novel, provokes both kinds of disapproval. Celia, Chettam, and Middlemarchers in general condemn her aspirations as "extravagance." And those who knew and admired her in later life view her marriage to Will as a "lapse" from her potential. Typically, in Dorothea's afterhistory, Eliot contrasts the community's erroneous or narrow judgment with her own sensitivity to the character's predicament. She understands Dorothea's dilemma as few Middlemarchers or Londoners do:

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. But no one stated exactly what else that was in her power she ought rather to have done—not even Sir James Chettam, who went no further than the negative prescription that she ought not to have married Will Ladislaw. (III, pp. 461-62)

Introduction of the Saint Theresa theme and of Dorothea, a Theresa-like female protagonist, suggests at the beginning of Middlemarch that Eliot's theme is the "Woman Question," to be illustrated by the fate of Dorothea. Wary of having her theme thus narrowed, Eliot broadens the issue of epic versus domestic life early in the work by introducing Lydgate into the novel, as a male protagonist subject to the same conflicts that face Dorothea.10 Her refusal to deal only with a woman's fate in Victorian society accords with sentiments expressed in a letter during the writing of Middlemarch:

There is no subject on which I am more inclined to hold my peace and learn, than on the "Woman Question"….
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