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“Deliciously brazen . . . A smart and seductive enchantment.”

—Lor cAngeles Times

Fingersmith Sarah Waters is a novel that has garnered critical acclaim since its publication in 2002. Set in
Victorian England, the novel weaves a complex narrative filled with twists, turns, and rich character
development. Sarah Waters, a prominent figure in contemporary literature, is known for her ability to
blend historical fiction with elements of mystery and romance, and "Fingersmith" is no exception. This
article delves into the themes, characters, and significance of "Fingersmith," illustrating why it remains a

significant work in both the literary and LGBTQ+ landscapes.



Overview of "Fingersmith"

"Fingersmith" follows the lives of two young women, Sue Trinder and Maud Lilly, who become
embroiled in a plot of deception and betrayal. Set against the backdrop of Victorian society, the novel
explores themes of class, gender, and sexuality while simultaneously presenting an intricate heist narrative.
The story begins with Sue, raised in a den of thieves, who is enlisted to help a conman named Gentleman

defraud Maud, an heiress living in a secluded estate.

Plot Summary

The narrative unfolds in a multi-layered manner, with alternating perspectives from Sue and Maud. The

plot can be broken down into several key sections:

1. Sue's Introduction: The story opens with Sue's upbringing by a group of thieves in London. She is clever

and resourceful, making her an ideal candidate for the con that is to come.

2. The Plot to Deceive: Sue is recruited by Gentleman to infiltrate the life of Maud Lilly. The plan involves

seducing Maud and convincing her to marry Gentleman, allowing him to access her wealth.

3. Maud's World: Maud lives a reclusive life under the strict control of her eccentric uncle. Her character is
initially portrayed as a naive, sheltered woman, but as the narrative progresses, her complexities are
revealed.

4. Twists and Betrayals: As the plot thickens, both Sue and Maud are faced with unexpected challenges and
twists. Their initial roles in the deception begin to unravel, leading to a series of betrayals that challenge
their loyalties and desires.

5. The Climax and Resolution: The climax of the novel is marked by revelations that turn the story on its

head. The true motivations of the characters come to light, culminating in an unexpected resolution that

leaves readers questioning the nature of trust and love.

Major Themes

"Fingersmith" is rich with themes that resonate on multiple levels. Some of the most prominent include:

1. Deception and Betrayal



At its core, "Fingersmith" is a story about deception. The characters engage in various forms of trickery,
both against each other and themselves. This theme is intricately tied to the broader societal context of

Victorian England, where appearances often masked deeper truths.

2. Class and Social Hierarchy

The novel explores the rigid class structures of the time. Sue, a working-class orphan, and Maud, a wealthy
heiress, represent two sides of the social spectrum. Their interactions highlight the disparities and power

dynamics that define their relationship and the broader society.

3. Gender and Identity

‘Waters delves into issues of gender and sexual identity with sensitivity and complexity. The characters
navigate their desires in a society that imposes strict norms on women. Their relationship evolves from one

of manipulation to genuine affection, challenging the conventions of their time.

4. Love and Betrayal

The novel also examines the complexities of love, particularly in the context of betrayal. As Sue and Maud's
relationship develops, their feelings for each other evolve, leading to questions about the authenticity of

their emotions amidst the backdrop of deceit.

Character Development

The characters in "Fingersmith" are intricately crafted, each with distinct motivations and growth arcs.

Sue Trinder

Sue serves as the primary narrator for much of the novel. Her character begins as a street-smart thief,
driven by survival instincts. However, as the story unfolds, readers witness her transformation. She
grapples with feelings of guilt and affection for Maud, ultimately leading her to question her loyalties and

the nature of her actions.



Maud Lilly

Maud is initially depicted as a passive character, constrained by her circumstances. However, as the plot
progresses, her strength and resilience emerge. She evolves from a naive heiress to a woman who takes

control of her destiny, challenging the confines of her upbringing.

Gentleman

Gentleman serves as the antagonist, representing the manipulative forces at play in the story. His character
embodies the greed and deception that permeate the narrative. His motivations are complex, and his actions

drive much of the plot's conflict.

Literary Significance

"Fingersmith" has received numerous accolades, including being shortlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction
and winning the Tilden Award. It is often praised for its intricate plot and richly developed characters. The

novel has also been adapted into a successful BBC miniseries, further cementing its place in popular culture.

Impact on LGBTQ+ Literature

Sarah Waters is a significant figure in LGBTQ+ literature, and "Fingersmith" is a cornerstone of her
contribution. The novel's exploration of same-sex love and the complexities of female relationships resonates

with many readers, providing representation in a genre that has historically marginalized queer voices.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Fingersmith" by Sarah Waters is a masterful blend of historical fiction, romance, and
mystery. Through its intricate plot, richly developed characters, and exploration of themes such as
deception, class, and love, the novel offers readers a compelling narrative that lingers long after the final
page. Waters' ability to weave a story that challenges societal norms while providing depth to her
characters solidifies "Fingersmith" as an essential read in both literary and LGBTQ+ contexts. As readers
continue to discover and rediscover this remarkable work, its significance in contemporary literature

remains as relevant as ever.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'Fingersmith' by Sarah Waters?

'Fingersmith' follows the intertwined lives of two young women, Sue Trinder and Maud Lilly, as they

become embroiled in a complex scheme of deception, love, and betrayal in Victorian England.

How does Sarah Waters explore themes of identity in 'Fingersmith'?

Waters delves into themes of identity through the characters' manipulation of each other's perceptions,

exploring how societal roles and personal histories shape their identities and relationships.

What narrative techniques does Waters use in 'Fingersmith'?

Waters employs multiple perspectives and unreliable narrators, allowing for a rich tapestry of viewpoints

that create suspense and deepen character development throughout the novel.

In what ways does 'Fingersmith' challenge traditional gender roles?

'Fingersmith' challenges traditional gender roles by presenting strong female protagonists who navigate a
patriarchal society, subverting expectations through their intelligence, agency, and romantic

entanglements.

‘What historical context is important to understanding 'Fingersmith'?

The novel is set in Victorian England, a period marked by strict social hierarchies and gender norms,

which is crucial for understanding the characters' motivations and the societal constraints they face.

How has 'Fingersmith' been received in terms of adaptations?

'Fingersmith' has been well-received, particularly its 2005 BBC miniseries adaptation, which brought the

story to a wider audience and highlighted its themes of love and betrayal in a visually stunning format.
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