
Trilby By George Du Maurier

Trilby is a novel written by George du Maurier, first published in 1894. It is a captivating
tale that delves into the realms of art, love, and the enigmatic power of music. Set against
the backdrop of the bohemian lifestyle of Paris in the late 19th century, the story explores
the lives of its characters, particularly focusing on the titular character, Trilby O'Ferrall. This
article examines the themes, characters, and lasting impact of the novel, providing a



comprehensive overview of du Maurier's work.

Background of the Author

George du Maurier was a British author and
illustrator, born in 1834 in Paris to a family of
French Huguenot descent. He gained fame as a
cartoonist and illustrator for the magazine Punch
before transitioning to writing novels. His artistic
background heavily influenced his storytelling
and character development. Du Maurier's most
notable works include "Peter Ibbetson" and "The
Martian" but "Trilby" remains his most famous
and enduring contribution to literature.

Plot Summary

"Trilby" follows the life of a young woman, Trilby
O'Ferrall, an aspiring artist and singer who
embodies the spirit of the Parisian artistic
community. The novel unfolds through the
perspective of its narrator, who is a close friend
of Trilby and her circle. The story is set in the
artistic milieu of Montmartre, where various
artists, musicians, and poets congregate.



Main Characters

1. Trilby O'Ferrall: The protagonist, a beautiful
and talented young woman who captures the
hearts of many, including the artist Svengali.
2. Svengali: A mysterious and charismatic
musician who becomes obsessed with Trilby and
uses his hypnotic powers to control her.
3. Little Billee: A kind-hearted and naive artist
who is in love with Trilby, representing the
archetype of the romantic hero.
4. The Narrator: He provides insight into the lives
of the characters and serves as a lens through
which readers experience the events of the story.

Setting

The novel is set primarily in the vibrant and
bohemian district of Montmartre, Paris,
renowned for its artistic spirit and lively
atmosphere. The backdrop of this setting plays a
crucial role in shaping the characters'
experiences and the unfolding of the narrative.
The contrasting worlds of art and music reveal
the tensions between aspiration and reality that
the characters face.



Themes

Du Maurier weaves several prominent themes
throughout "Trilby," highlighting the complexities
of human relationships and the nature of artistic
ambition.

Art and the Artist

The theme of art is central to the narrative, as it
explores the struggles and aspirations of artists.
The characters grapple with their creative
identities, and du Maurier illustrates the fine line
between artistic genius and madness. The
portrayal of the artistic community in Montmartre
serves as both a haven and a battleground for
the artists' aspirations.

Love and Obsession

The relationships in "Trilby" are marked by deep
emotional connections, but they also reveal the
darker side of love. Svengali's obsession with
Trilby highlights the potential for manipulation
and control in relationships. The love between



Little Billee and Trilby contrasts with Svengali's
possessive nature, showcasing different facets of
affection and desire.

The Power of Music

Music plays a pivotal role in the novel, acting as a
medium through which emotions are expressed
and connections are formed. Svengali's musical
talent allows him to exert influence over Trilby,
symbolizing the power dynamics inherent in
artistic relationships. The hypnotic influence of
music is a central motif, representing both
liberation and enslavement.

Character Analysis

Each character in "Trilby" serves a unique
purpose, contributing to the overarching themes
of the narrative.

Trilby O'Ferrall

Trilby is portrayed as a free spirit, embodying



both vulnerability and strength. Her journey from
an aspiring artist to a pawn in Svengali's
manipulative game illustrates the dangers of
losing oneself in the pursuit of success. Trilby's
character resonates with readers as a symbol of
artistic aspiration tainted by obsession.

Svengali

Svengali is one of literature's most memorable
antagonists, characterized by his magnetic charm
and sinister intentions. His ability to hypnotize
Trilby raises questions about consent and agency
in relationships. His character serves as a
cautionary tale about the perils of obsession and
the darker aspects of creative genius.

Little Billee

Little Billee represents the idealistic artist, whose
love for Trilby is pure and selfless. His character
serves as a foil to Svengali, embodying the
notion of genuine affection that is not tainted by
control or manipulation. Billee's experiences
highlight the trials faced by artists in their
pursuit of love and recognition.



Literary Style and Techniques

Du Maurier's writing style in "Trilby" is marked by
vivid descriptions and rich imagery. His
background as an illustrator is evident in the way
he paints scenes and characters with detail. The
use of dialogue enhances the authenticity of the
characters, allowing readers to connect with their
thoughts and emotions.

Symbolism

The novel is imbued with symbolism, particularly
surrounding the concept of the trilby hat, which
becomes synonymous with the character of Trilby
herself. The hat represents her identity and the
duality of her existence as an artist and a subject
of control.

Foreshadowing

Du Maurier employs foreshadowing to build
tension throughout the narrative. The hints of
Svengali's manipulation and Trilby's eventual fate
create a sense of impending doom, keeping



readers engaged and invested in the characters'
journeys.

Impact and Legacy

"Trilby" was a commercial success upon its
release and became a cultural phenomenon. It
contributed to the popularization of the name
"Trilby," which was subsequently adopted in
fashion and culture. The novel's exploration of
themes such as obsession and the complexities of
artistic ambition remains relevant, resonating
with readers across generations.

Influence on Popular Culture

The character of Svengali has transcended the
novel, becoming a term used to describe a person
who manipulates or controls another, particularly
in the context of music and art. The novel
inspired various adaptations, including theater
productions, films, and even operas, highlighting
its enduring relevance in popular culture.

Conclusion



"Trilby" by George du Maurier is a multifaceted
exploration of art, love, and obsession, set
against the vibrant backdrop of Parisian
bohemia. Through richly developed characters
and intricate themes, du Maurier crafts a
narrative that examines the complexities of
human relationships and the darker sides of
artistic ambition. The novel's legacy continues to
influence literature and popular culture, ensuring
that the tale of Trilby O'Ferrall remains a
poignant reminder of the power dynamics
inherent in creativity and love.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'Trilby' by George du
Maurier?
The primary theme of 'Trilby' revolves around the
complexities of artistic ambition, the nature of
influence, and the consequences of surrendering
one's will to another.

Who are the main characters in 'Trilby'?
The main characters include Trilby O'Ferrall, a
young artist's model; Svengali, a mysterious and
manipulative musician; and Little Billee, a kind-
hearted artist who is in love with Trilby.

How does the character of Svengali influence Trilby?
Svengali exerts a hypnotic control over Trilby,



transforming her from an ordinary girl into a
celebrated singer, showcasing the dangers of
obsession and manipulation in relationships.

What impact did 'Trilby' have on popular culture?
'Trilby' significantly influenced popular culture,
introducing the term 'Svengali' into the lexicon to
describe a person who manipulates or controls
another, especially in the arts.

In what year was 'Trilby' published?
'Trilby' was first published in 1894.

What genre does 'Trilby' belong to?
'Trilby' is primarily categorized as a novel, with
elements of gothic fiction and romance.

What role does art play in 'Trilby'?
Art plays a central role in 'Trilby', serving as a
backdrop for the characters' struggles,
aspirations, and the exploration of artistic
integrity versus commercial success.

What are some critical responses to 'Trilby'?
'Trilby' received mixed critical responses upon
publication, praised for its vivid characterizations
and narrative style, but also critiqued for its
portrayal of women and the romanticization of
manipulation.
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