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GEORGE LOUIS PALMELLA BUSSON DU MAURIER was born in Paris in 1834, the eldest son of an impecunious Frenchman, Louis Mathurin, and Ellen Clarke, the daughter of a former actress and mistress of the Duke of York who had caused a great scandal in 1810 by threatening to publish the Duke’s love letters unlesss paid a large sum of money. Du Maurier was educated in both Paris, where he attended the Sorbonne, and at University College, London, where at his father’s behest he studied chemistry. After his father’s death in 1856 he abandoned his work as an analytic chemist and headed for Paris to train as an artist in the studio of a Swiss painter. While studying with another artist in Antwerp the following year, disaster struck when he lost his sight in one eye. For the next two years, in fear of total blindness he consulted specialists in Holland and Belgium, finally discovering that he had a detached retina.

In 1860 he returned to England and supported himself, and his wife Emma whom he married in 1863, by contributing drawings to illustrated books. His work appeared regularly in Punch and by 1864 he had become a permanent member of its staff. He continued to produce work for other periodicals, particularly the Cornhill Magazine, where his drawings often accompanied stories by writers such as George Meredith, Thomas Hardy and Elizabeth Gaskell. By 1865 he had begun to write humorous verse, including ‘The History of the Jack Sprats’, but it wasn’t until 1891 that his first novel, Peter Ibbetson, was serialized in the American Harper’s Magazine. It appeared in book form the following year and was edited by his grand-daughter, the late Daphne Du Maurier in 1969. Trilby, his most famous work, also started as a serial in Harper’s in 1893. In this as in his other novels, Du Maurier drew heavily on the memory of his own experiences, particularly his art student days in ‘bohemian’ Paris. Trilby was among the most popular and commercially successful novels of the nineteenth century and was transformed for stage at the Haymarket, and elsewhere, to great acclaim. A third serial, The Martian, based loosely on his schooldays, appeared after Du Maurier’s death in 1896.
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INTRODUCTION

On its first publication (1893–4), Trilby quickly became a sensation. The novel’s fame and notoriety stemmed in part from the tale itself, but were much intensified by various ancillary events, most notably the legal threats which the painter James Abbott McNeill Whistler made upon discovering himself caricatured in Du Maurier’s pages.1 Such bad feeling amongst former friends and the recourse to law came together with the startling commercial success of the novel to make it a talking point on both sides of the Atlantic. In a previous case in 1877, the disgruntled and litigious Whistler had won the spectacular sum of a farthing damages after the art critic John Ruskin had derided him for ‘flinging a pot of paint into the public’s face’. In short, he was no stranger to such controversies and antics, but the prosecutorial and rather salacious atmosphere surrounding the novel also owed something to Du Maurier’s publishers who repeatedly took strenuous action to protect copyright in the United States.2 Even the irrepressible photographer Elmer Chickering found himself accused of illegally selling pictures of the stage production of Trilby in Boston: ‘Rushing over the wires came a message from Harper & Bros., saying that as the characters were made up after Du Maurier’s drawings, they should regard the sale of any such pictures as an infringement of their copyright.’ Mr Chickering disagreed with this, ‘on the ground that the photographs were not copies of any drawings, but of actual scenes on the stage, which any man might sketch’.3 The legal bickering, the hype and the sales fed one another and became inseparable. Trilby is generally considered to have been the greatest best-seller of the nineteenth century.

Yet placing this novel in Penguin Classics may warrant some further explanation beyond appeals to the fact of its centenary and the faded glow of erstwhile publicity and popularity. The centenary ploy in general and the fin-de-siècle peg in particular are easy gimmicks – almost anything from the overblown last decades can be made to seem ‘interesting’ and ‘typical’, ascribed their quintessential status in the ‘Naughty Nineties’ or the Belle Epoque. We have our prevalent signposts of the times and tend to assume that the era was Freud at Berggasse 19, Nietzsche and his critic, Max Nordau, the author of Degeneration, Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler and the emergence of the ‘new woman’, the cult of the actress in general and Sarah Bernhardt in particular, Wilde’s trial, The Yellow Book, The Studio Magazine, Le Décadent, Beardsley’s pictures, and so on. But as a number of cultural historians have pointed out, the question of which artifacts and approaches were important at the time and which were to become valued later blur together. The literary movements, political and social trends which should be attributed with the greatest defining significance in the period itself are anything but self-evident: perhaps it is an unhappily reductionist project in itself, this quest for the distinguishing symbol or symptom of so multifarious an age. For should we even assume that it was a single age in itself? And if so, is it to be marked as decadent ending, symbolist beginning, staging post to modernism, late-Victorian sunset, nihilistic apotheosis or new turn of the screw of modernization and industrialization? There were many moods and directions; and not all of them were self-consciously bleak or dark. ‘Crisis’, as Frank Kermode once observed, is a way of describing a period, not a state inherent in the period itself; ‘the sense of an ending’ is not a fact of nature.4 The history of society is not merely the story of some organic body writ large, with its inevitable progression from birth to maturity to death.

Trilby interests me because it seems to occupy several key cross-roads of its time. It hesitates between elitism and egalitarianism, amateurism and professionalism; between enthusiasm and horror of the marketplace in general and the merchandising of talents in particular; between popularization and vulgarization. The novel instances the ambiguity of the relationship between popular, mass and elite culture as well as science across the period. How had the widespread popular interest in the theatrical staging of the hypnotic world come together with salesmanship, advertising, commercial exploitation, as well as with the concerns of high culture and the bastions of the medical establishment? There were many different theatres of music and mesmerism in the nineteenth century, but they shared so many of the same interests. Trilby occupies the ground between the proclamation and denunciation of stereotypes; between the easy blandishing of national and personal identities (even identiks) and an insistent demonstration that the straightforwardness and singularity of our psychic lives is itself a fiction. Du Maurier at least makes us ask: how sure are we of ourselves and of what we see through our eyes? Our internal worlds are complex and fragmented; and even in our perception of the external environment, sight is a delicate matter, vision a fraught, partial and ambiguous process of construction.

Du Maurier writes in the 1880s and 1890s; but he also contributes his own powerful images of the significance of those decades. The tale is projected back to the mid-century, but the concern with enervation, neurasthenia and hysteria are very much features of cultural analysis at the time of its writing. His novel is in many respects self-consciously modern, protesting, for instance, against the stultifying sexual and social constraints of the Victorian age. Careful as it is not to overstep too far the bounds of taste and decorum, the story declares that class snobbery, religious platitudes and moralistic assumptions are pointless and tragic, ‘a hideous shame’. For Little Billee, Trilby’s removal at the behest of his mother and uncle induces fury and mental disturbance. It even hastens his death: ‘Damn social position!’ he screams in vain (p. 121).5

In many respects the text is as supine before these commonplace views as the heroine herself is helpless before her mesmerist and Little Billee impotent in the face of the machinations of his pious relations. The novelist indulges in the coarseness and brashness he bemoans. Trilby and its characters writhe between resistance and capitulation to the commonplace and the banal. The novel itself falls to precisely those forces it seeks to locate and confine as philistine and parochial. Yet despite its adherence to so many awful platitudes about race and gender, the novel calls into question, through a kind of traversing operation, the gradations, stereotypes and snobbish absurdities of society.

Trilby moves across worlds, together with Little Billee, who feverishly explores, journeying from West to East of London, class to class. He travels, like so many other late-Victorian ‘investigators’, from Bayswater, Belgravia and Bloomsbury to ‘the eastest end of all. Whitechapel, the Minories, the Docks, Ratcliffe Highway, Rotherhithe, soon got to know him well.’6 Little Billee participates in ‘sing-songs’, but the narrative conveys a certain distaste. These ‘free-and-easys’ are all done with ‘manly British pluck’ and ‘good rolling jingo bass’. Such supposedly ‘noble sentiments’, we learn, are equally well conceived as thigh-slapping jingoism, nothing but ‘swaggering, blatant and idiotically aggressive vulgarity!’ (pp. 142–3).

Little Billee’s voyage echoes Dorian Gray’s; like Wilde’s urban explorer, he too comes to inhabit the whole city, but never quite to know himself. He is genial, capacious in his interests – but also, in his disappointment and distress, capable of cruelty, caprice, sheer wanton insensitivity. To put it another way, he is the victim of a ‘heart-insensibility’ (p. 145), a condition which no doctor could explain or cure. He will see himself in the end as rather hideous. Little Billee becomes a flâneur, an artist roaming the streets, cutting across all petrified strata: ‘as happy on a penny steamer as on the yacht of a millionaire – on the crowded knifeboard of an omnibus as on the box-seat of a nobleman’s drag – happier’ (p. 144).

In Trilby, however, there is one law for men, another for women. Little Billee is a great experimenter, but he argues that women ought to correspond to his fixed idea of them. Thus they should be superstitious and naïve – and anyway they must be, since ‘slender brained’. The lack of freedom is noted but rationalized as fate, indeed as the inalienable charm of the feminine:


And underneath, that poor, sweet, soft, pathetic thing of flesh and blood, the eternal woman – great heart and slender brain – forever enslaved or enslaving, never self-sufficing, never free… that dear, weak, delicate shape, so cherishable, so perishable, that I’ve had to paint so often, and know so well by heart! and love… ah, how I love it! (p. 163)



But is the narrator with Little Billee in these sentiments? The convergence and separation of narrator and character makes many such moments ambiguous in the novel. Whilst the male artist can move easily in and out of specific social contexts, women in general and Trilby in particular are shown to be constrained in quite distinct ways. Trilby, Alice, Little Billee’s mother and sister all accept their given positions. Despite her tearaway exuberance, Trilby never complains of the treatment that confines her. She is never to become active in repudiating her status, the social assumptions which produce her degradation. From the beginning, we see that she is uncomplaining, overjoyed, for instance, at the largesse of the British painters in allowing her, a young girl of dubious birth, to participate in that ‘bohemian’ life which Du Maurier so fondly recalls.7 With their warmth of character and their abundant supply of books (especially Scott, Dickens and Thackeray), they seek to reclaim her from this free and easy world. The aim is respectability and Englishness: ‘She grew more English every day; and that was a good thing’ (p. 58).

By the middle of the story, Little Billee had but one longing: that Trilby ‘would come and pillow his head on her beautiful white English bosom’ (p. 109). Trilby’s goodness is seen in part as a function of her willingness to serve and eventually to efface herself. This she does at the bidding of the Bagots. In what was very much a tragic trope of the age, they demand her disappearance from his life, as the price of his moral and social survival. This hybrid figure (for she is made from several ‘races’ and ‘castes’ and she is even deemed to be something of a boy) is blocked at every turn, for all her ‘irrepressible Trilbyness’, only able to realize herself as a notable person through the entire annihilation of her subjectivity in Svengali’s triumph.

Noble as was her ‘sacrifice’, Trilby was undoubtedly to be read by the late-nineteenth-century reading public as a figure of equivocal morals – that was part of the scandal of the novel, with its low-life, its nudity, modelling and promiscuity.8 For Du Maurier the woman is on a pedestal so that the male artist and writer can wax lyrical, give shape to her ‘essence’, philosophize her ‘want’. But he also comes close to a recognition of something fetishistic at work among the fevered men, all those obsessive images of the model’s foot! (One might observe here too that one – tongue in cheek? – entrepreneur on Broadway went so far as to offer ice-cream moulded in the shape of Trilby’s ‘ever-famous foot’ in the marketing mayhem which broke in 1894.9)

Du Maurier wants to explore the meaning of ‘lovely female shapes’ as ‘the outer garment of a lovely female soul’ and as ‘terrible complicators of the difficulties and dangers of this earthly life’, especially for the poor and over-trusting woman. The novel moves between the romantic elevation of the woman of easy virtue (railing against ‘Victorian’ prudery and snobbery) and a concern with whether this subject-matter can be reconciled with fit and proper subject-matter for the virtuous young person, the intermittently imagined ‘good’ reader. Can Trilby safely keep company with a ‘pure-minded young British mother’ and her ‘little blue-eyed babe’, agonizes the narrator (p. 32). The novel certainly risks impropriety. It considers and then rejects the possibility of recounting Trilby’s sexual condition in Latin or Greek (which would anyway be unsuitable, we are told flippantly, since ‘they are highly improper languages, deservedly dead – in which pagan bards who should have known better have sung the filthy loves of their gods and goddesses’, p. 33).

Whatever the contemporary reader made of Trilby’s free and easy affairs (and there were debates on the matter, even sermons in America), Little Billee was devastated. He could not tolerate such things in the one he adored; although even here Du Maurier did not suggest that she was motivated by her own desire or pleasure. Little Billee was tormented by the loss of his love, driven to distraction by the rapport between the master and pupil, husband and wife, Svengali and Trilby. Not to put too fine a point on it, Little Billee goes crazy, the victim of a narcotic ‘brain fever’, or else of memories and sheer jealousy. His condition is described in a bewildering variety of ways. Sometimes it seems that it is not exactly organic, but ‘a miserable mind-malady’; ‘that wretched little kill-joy cerebral occlusion’. Whatever is wrong, his friends tread carefully for fear of waking up ‘Heaven knows what sleeping dogs!’ At other points, Little Billee’s malady is cast as a physical condition after all. The cause of the state in which he no longer cares about anything – even that his friends should fall down dead there and then – stems apparently from ‘a grewsome physical ailment of his own, which he could no more help than a cataract in his eye!’ Perhaps not surprisingly, given his state, we discover that ‘nowhere was he happier than in the houses of the great surgeons and physicians who interested themselves in his strange disease’ (pp. 157, 146, 146, 145). He ends up in weeping fits, having gasped and screamed and collapsed on the floor, whilst vainly attended by his doctors. If at one point it is a ‘kind of epileptic seizure’, at another it is simply an emptiness in his heart: ‘a void, a gap, a blankness’, an incapacity to love or remember. Little Billee loses the power of loving. He is tormented by grief, painful reminiscence, even madness:


It seemed to him, as in a bad dream, that he had been mad for many years – a cause of endless sickening terror and distress; and that his poor, weak, wandering wits had come back at last, bringing in their train cruel remorse, and the remembrance of all the patient love and kindness that had been lavished on him; for many, many years! (pp. 122, 124, 124)



But even before their Separation, Little Billee is in conflict with himself. Her wantonness makes him sick, literally. Trilby’s innocence and licence (or licentiousness) turn out to be inextricable, even if she does not model ‘promiscuously’ for just anyone. Nevertheless, as Du Maurier put it in the first edition of the novel (in a passage which does not appear in the original Harper’s New Monthly Magazine serialization), ‘she was equally unconscious of self with her clothes on or without!’ (p. 60).

From the fin-de-siècle, that supposed ‘twilight zone’, which it reflects and re-shapes, the novel provides an unusual and rather contradictory account, not only of contemporary sexual angst, but, also, inseparably, of the aesthetics, social debates, cultural mores and ethnic stereotypes of the age. Sexual rapacity and disturbance remain perhaps the features most commonly associated with the novel; but one should also add that cultural and literary criticism of Trilby is relatively hard to find. Whilst it was incomparably famous in the 1890s and continued to be recycled in cheap editions, stage versions and films long after, it is now evidently seldom read or discussed. ‘Svengali’ still remains a recognized expression for the sinister ‘inspirer’, but his original provenance in the novel is less well known. Moreover, perhaps by now the word ‘Svengali’ has become dislocated from the ‘Jewish question’ of which the character was once inseparably a part.

To what extent this current relegation of Du Maurier’s work from the canon of nineteenth-century popular fiction and from the register of significant cultural history may be the cause or the effect of Trilby falling out of print is difficult to resolve. Where discussed at all by critics, Du Maurier’s novels have tended to be dismissed as ‘middle brow’ or ‘low brow’. Trilby was undoubtedly popular and admittedly it was sentimental in tone, even mawkish. Du Maurier’s prose is not finely composed in the manner of a Conrad or a James. One can only imagine what would have been done with the tale had James accepted Du Maurier’s invitation to use it. Yet the novel deserves attention whether or not one loves or loathes all that pathos and coarse melodrama. It is historically resonant and culturally significant. Its more ominous and pernicious overtones merit close analysis. Moreover, it provides a commentary on so many aspects of the nineteenth Century, overflowing with reference, its pages cluttered with mementos, like the keenly displayed knick-knacks of a Victorian parlour. Thus the novel surrounds the reader with pictures, a kind of diorama of the British and French capitals.

However, this is not to say that Trilby is merely of antiquarian interest, not simply some faded set of snapshots. On the contrary, Du Maurier seems constantly to muddy the waters, to agitate and complicate our view of his story and the moral position of its narrator. Admittedly this is never enough fully to undermine the gender and racial certainties of the novel, but it is enough to produce a kind of tension, a certain unease with itself. The novel nostalgically represents the past, but also calls it to book. There is an uneasy undertow, a critical current beneath the placid surface of the narration. Trilby is more complex than it looks. There are images of images, reflections on seeing, asides on vision and blindness which moreover sometimes alter intriguingly between the different early versions of the novel. Whilst this was no labour of revision à la James, certainly Du Maurier’s writing was by no means as casual as it appeared. His text had been worked over; it became, if anything, more philosophical as it went along. From its engagement with the nature of art, modelling and musical Performance to its fleeting reference to the Victorian vogue for the stereoscope; from the mesmeric power of Svengali’s orbs to the blinding neuralgia in Trilby’s eyes, questions and problems about the very nature of perception and power present themselves. Du Maurier even ventures this discourse – or better, rhapsody – on the wonder of the eye:


A beautiful human eye! Any beautiful eye – a dog’s, a deer’s, a donkey’s, an owl’s even! To think of all that it can look, and all that it can see! all that it can even seem sometimes! What a prince among gems! what a star!

But a beautiful eye that lets the broad white light of infinite space (so bewildering and garish and diffused) into one pure virgin heart, to be filtered there! and lets it out again, duly warmed, softened, concentrated, sublimated, focused to a point as in a precious stone, that it may shed itself (a love-laden effulgence) into some stray fellow-heart close by – through pupil and iris, entre-quatre-z-yeux – the very elixir of life! (p. 158).



The interactions of light and eye and love are everywhere at issue. How does one person’s look affect another’s heart or even the very nature of the other’s being? Moreover, the respective merits of different kinds of representation, of painting, staging and describing, or even seeing, are cast into some considerable doubt. Equally pertinently, the question of who is empowered to conduct the Performance and who becomes the mere cipher of another’s imagination – or unconscious – is placed on the agenda. Of course Du Maurier brings to bear no direct knowledge of Freud’s contemporaneous early work on hysteria, sexuality and dreams; one presumes he knew nothing of all that. Yet ‘psychoanalysis’ (the word was coined by 1896) was not produced in a vacuum. This was a period of gathering European scientific and cultural interest in the nature of the unconscious. Freud’s contribution was to be absolutely dynamic but by no means exclusive. Others too were seeking to move beyond old Romantic intuitions towards new studies of ‘automatism’, ‘multiplex personality’ and all kinds of uncanny mental phenomena beyond the reach of consciousness, not least in the sphere of the hypnotic State. All three of Du Maurier’s novels articulate that fascination, that reaching and groping for a new language of mental states. Trilby asks many more questions than it can answer or even than it knows it is asking. Indeed the narrative is insistently telling us about the inadequacy of a theory of conscious intentions. Something other than the manifest will is at stake in the plot and in its recounting. Forces are at work which exceed the protagonists’ or author’s grasp. In other words, an unsettling relation is established between the novel and its own somnambulistic and eponymous heroine, Trilby herself.

Du Maurier’s work crystallizes so many of the ‘received ideas’ of the period, but points towards a different future, brimming with the desire (and the incapacity) to be frank about sexuality but esteeming such boldness of speech and lack of prudery, not entirely unlike the new ‘sexologists’ of the period, Richard Krafft-Ebing and Henry Havelock Ellis, who were in at least a technical sense increasingly forthright in their descriptions, but who were also frankly prescriptive and pathologizing. The medical and rather distanced stance was a necessary badge of respectability. Krafft-Ebing left his title in Latin, Psychopathia Sexualis (1886), whilst the neurologist Dr Jean-Martin Charcot’s attempt to give renewed clinical attention to the dubious claims of earlier mesmerists and hypnotists relied heavily on the hospital setting, and the bona fides of his audience, the earnest students and staid specialists who flocked from all across Europe to see him.

Charcot, dubbed the ‘Napoleon of the neuroses’, fascinated the elite of late-nineteenth-century Paris as he gave renewed clinical attention to these questionable fields. His banquets and flamboyant demonstrations (which relied on the participation of various star patients) as well as his confidently stated hereditarian model of hysteria were all rather breathtaking. Charcot sought to rise above the ‘superstitions’ (or in his view even mental illness) of orthodox religious believers and the skepticism of orthodox colleagues as well as the sometimes acerbic interventions of rival investigators in the field, most notably Dr Bernheim and the ‘Nancy School’. Alongside the medical arena, however, there remained a world of popular theatre, where music-hall actors or ‘charlatans’ entertained large crowds. Audiences could become mobs; they might be whipped up into anarchic frenzies by the hypnotic potential of ‘morbid, excitable leaders’, as the best known crowd theorist of the era, Gustave Le Bon, put it.

The most orderly gatherings of individuals, even parliament itself, were apparently prey to collective suggestions. But such loss of self-control in clubs and boardrooms was as nothing when compared with the atavism of those who gathered in the streets, at least in the view of the new theorists of mass psychology. The animation of the crowd by theatrical demagogues (themselves often hysterics or worse) was dangerous indeed. The florid Performances of Donato, stage-name of a former Belgian naval officer, D’Hont, provoked nothing but scandal as he toured European theatres. There was furious debate as to whether such public spectacles of magnetism and hypnotism should even be allowed. The hypnotic duo (doctor and patient, quack and victim) became the stuff of newspaper comment. Meanwhile Continental politicians speculated on what crime or seduction the hypnotist might commit on or through the pliant figure of his subject. The question of the criminal pair was emerging in European criminology and psychiatry; new terms like the ‘crime à deux’ or the ‘criminal couple’ were discussed and brought to bear in the court room, as were influence, diminished responsibility and Suggestion. Cautious commentators confessed their anxiety that the individual could be seduced or induced to commit terrible crimes – and various defendants of the period did indeed make such pleas for their own irresponsibility.10

Whilst providing an easily accessible story about the dangers of mesmerism,11 Du Maurier draws on a wide range of allusions and the text moves lightly from English to French. Some paragraphs are knee-deep in names and positively polyglot in phraseology (which one might add links the narrative equally unnervingly with its own equivocal villain, the multilingual Svengali). The cast list of Du Maurier’s London and Paris is huge: artists, poets, novelists, scientists, bankers, doctors, priests, opera singers, even a famous Prussian wrestler and an American oculist make their appearance, jostling with one another on the page, just as they sometimes do in those daringly cosmopolitan parties the novel describes. Whatever the liberation afforded by Parisian artistic circles, this is no simple carnival in which barriers dissolve. The characters can never be socially equal comrades; men and women, the nobles, the bourgeoisie and the working classes have inescapably different fates. The pecking Orders and social hierarchies are carefully set out; tradition vies with transgression, snobbery with satire, complacent conservatism with coruscating critique. The novel itself seems to be restlessly on the move, as though struggling to escape the paralysing forms and Conventions all around.

Crisscrossing as enthusiastically as it does between France and England, Trilby reflects a wider Anglo-French cultural – and eventually diplomatic – rapprochement, which the bilingual Du Maurier was well placed to exploit. This was more than some faddish vogue amongst artists or mere realpolitik between governments; travel between the two countries was becoming easier, quicker and much more common.12 There was an increasing facility of movement, at least potentially, for all classes, a phenomenon which led the illustrator Charles Keane to produce his famous sketch, ‘’Arry on the Boulevards’, for Punch in 1890. The same period, it should be noted, however, continued to witness that residual English suspicion of the French (notwithstanding the rise of Anglo-German rivalry). There was, for instance, an immense and effective outcry at the idea (seriously presented before Parliament in the 1880s, but on the agenda for longer) of linking the two countries through a Channel tunnel.

Du Maurier may not have anticipated the size of his readership, but Trilby was certainly intended to be as accessible as was the French capital to its growing tourist market. He needed the sales, for after all money worries prompted by his own precarious eyesight (more of that later) had driven the well established illustrator to turn to writing in the first place. Furthermore, the author made his contempt for artistic elitism, sour grapes and pretentious criticism evident enough in his work. He drew on popular imagery and sought to match faces and natures in a rather vaudeville-like way. Du Maurier’s imagination was profoundly visual, declared Henry James in the delicate obituary essay he wrote about his old and dear friend. Trilby and the other novels, Peter Ibbetson (1891) and The Martian (1897), remorselessly differentiate the beautiful and the ugly, equating them, respectively, with the morally good and bad. To an exceptional degree, James suggests, Du Maurier’s descriptions linked inner and outer natures according to an index of size and shape:


It is noticeable throughout his work – as to which I observe that I am moved freely to confound picture with text and text with picture – that it is almost only the ugly people who are small and the small people who are ugly.



Tempted to confound the pictures and writing in the illustrated serialization of Trilby which had first appeared in Harper’s, James confessed his relief that the illustrations were excluded from the first edition (the version reprinted here). The book became somehow more serious without the illustrations, in line with James’s ‘general jealousy of any pictorial aid rendered to fiction from outside’. With or without the drawings, James rightly insists on the intensity of Du Maurier’s attempt to provide textual approximations to the visual: ‘The world for him was very simply divided into what was beautiful and what was ugly, and especially into what looked so. There was nothing that belonged to life and character and the passions and predicaments of men that didn’t interest him and that he was not ready to look at either as frankly or as fancifully as the occasion might require.’

James considered his friend a kind of genius at ‘looking’, which is why the loss of sight in one eye when still a young man had been such an exceptionally devastating blow to him. Even with only one functioning eye, his sight:


was beyond any other I had known, and whatever it had lost, what it had kept was surprising. He had been turned out originally with a wondrous apparatus, an organ worthy of one of those heroes whom he delighted to endow with superfine senses: this never ceased to strike me in all companionship. He had, in a word, not half, but double or quadruple the optical reach of other people. I always thought I valued the use of my eyes and that I noticed and observed; but the manner in which, when out with him, I mainly exercised my faculty was by remarking how constantly and how easily his own surpassed it.



Or again:


He saw, with a creative intensity, every facial and corporeal queerness, all the signs of temperament and character that abide in the composing and performing race – all the obesities and aquilinities, all the redundancies of hair and eye, the unmistakabilities of origin, complexion and accent. It seemed to me that he almost saw the voice, as he saw the features and limbs, and quite as if this had been but one of the subtler secrets of his impaired vision.13



As a young artist (who by then had moved from France to Belgium), Du Maurier had indeed suddenly lost the use of his left eye. The initial incident had been dramatic and was retold on many occasions, as for instance in the following description:


I was drawing from a model, when suddenly the girl’s head seemed to me to dwindle to the size of a walnut. I clapped my hand over my left eye. Had I been mistaken? I could see as well as ever. But when in its turn I covered my right eye, I learned what had happened. My left eye had failed me; it might be altogether lost. It was so sudden a blow that I was as thunderstruck. Seeing my dismay, Van Lerius [the painter who ran the Belgian studio where Du Maurier was working at the time] came up and asked me what was the matter; and when I told him, he said it was nothing, that he had [had] that himself, and so on. And a doctor whom I anxiously consulted the same day comforted me and said that the accident was a passing one. However, my eye grew worse and worse, and the fear of total blindness beset me constantly. That was the most tragic event of my life. It poisoned all my existence.14



The fear of losing the other eye never left him. In the aftermath of this disaster he had trudged from one Consultant to another, seeing world-famous specialists at Louvain and Düsseldorf, one of whom told him his left eye was irretrievably lost due to detachment of the retina. An account of that unhappy period is to be found in Du Maurier’s posthumously published novel, The Martian, although, rather oddly, we also encounter in Trilby a ‘fat, old wheezy philistine with a bulbous nose and only one eye’ during Little Billee’s sad train journey. The man’s wife, by contrast, has ‘patient eyes’ which were her husband’s ‘stars of consolation’; he looked into them almost every minute and it seemed to make him a little happier (p. 157). And certainly in Trilby, as well as The Martian, the eye is a structuring motif of the whole novel. It is a constant reference, from the entirely banal passing mention or expression – ‘my eyes!’ (p. 169) – to the centre-pieces of the story. Eye contact is everywhere. People are always looking deep into each other’s pupils in search of love or to establish the nature of life and death, as when the doctor peers for the last time into Trilby’s lifeless eyes. Her art, we are told, had once appeared as simple as the opening and shutting of eyelids; but whose? For it was in fact Svengali’s hypnotic and piercing stare which animated her art.

Those ‘Jewish’ eyes seem to mesmerize Du Maurier as well. They endlessly appear and are deemed absolutely extraordinary. The tale participates in that European anti-Semitic trope of the ‘Hebrews’’ bizarre gaze, itself only one aspect of a much wider iconography of the ‘peculiar’ Jewish body.15 Written in the age of the Dreyfus Affair and at a moment of intense British as well as French preoccupation with Judaism and anti-Semitism (witness the continuing anxiety in and beyond the 1880s about the Eastern European influx, culminating in the Royal Commission on Alien Immigration of 1903 and the Aliens Act of 1905), it is an important text in the history of racial representation and draws upon a whole range of stereotypes. The novel, to be blunt, is informed by the most odious prejudice. All the Jewish characters are found physically and morally wanting, but it is above all in Svengali’s monstrous appearance, his appalling sinister manæuvres (a spider, a cat, or indeed, ‘a sticky, haunting, long, lean, uncanny, black spider-cat, if there is such an animal outside a bad dream’, p. 66) that Du Maurier unleashes his tirade. Trilby sits all too comfortably alongside the contemporaneous anti-Semitic articles published in Harper’s.16 Yet despite the intensity with which Du Maurier differentiates between Jew and gentile, English person and French person, woman and man, the moral descriptions as well as the gender and racial separations blur. Jewish blood, it turns out, is virtually ubiquitous (even if a little goes a long way in his ‘good’ characters). Strikingly moreover, the two central lovers, Trilby and Little Billee, are not only racially ambiguous but are fleetingly described in rather androgynous terms.

The anti-Semitic connotations of the novel were the subject of some contemporary debate. And certainly it is true that many of the spoofs of Trilby were even more outrageously offensive in their physical descriptions of Jews. On occasion the novelist’s supporters sought to salvage him from the charge of bigotry by claiming that Svengali had been demonized only by Du Maurier’s later imitators! His bad press, it was argued, was based more on sequels and subsequent embellishments than on the original.17 But this does not bear scrutiny. In Trilby, he is represented as dirty, ill-mannered and gross; moreover, these attributes are seen as linked to – representative of – his Jewishness. Filthy Svengali is contrasted with the clean Englishmen. Du Maurier’s Jew is unquestionably sinister, greedy and predatory, albeit partly in the name of fine music. He not only stares ardently at Trilby, but also hankers after control of her untutored but richly promising voice. As so often in Du Maurier, the description becomes, in its very excess, rather intriguing. Why does the narrator dwell at such inordinate length on certain features? And is the narrator – and perhaps the reader – thereby made complicit with the same prurient fascination which marks the villain of the piece? Svengali embodies sexual hunger and rage. But his desire and his fury keep spilling over, implicating others, like the critical painters at the studio who seem to watch, disapprove, but also to participate in certain lascivious rituals. Yet no one in the story can quite match the innuendo of Svengali’s words, the carnality of his looks, the obscenity of his touch.18 At one point, for instance, he is thus transported by an examination of the inner recesses of Trilby’s mouth:


Himmel! the roof of your mouth is like the dome of the Panthéon; there is room in it for ‘toutes les gloires de la France’, and a little to spare! The entrance to your throat is like the middle porch of St Sulpice when the doors are open for the faithful on All Saints’ Day; and not one tooth is missing – thirty-two British teeth as white as milk and as big as knuckle-bones! and your little tongue is scooped out like the leaf of a pink peony, and the bridge of your nose is like the belly of a Stradivarius – what a sounding-board! (p. 46)



This passage is bizarre in the extreme. What are we to make of its metaphors and resonances – fellatio and flowers; pantheons and paradise; milk and knuckle-bones? The moral architecture of Du Maurier’s novel so often has this tendency to lurch from one style or stance to another. The question is not only how innocent is Trilby, but how lewd is the novel? After all, Mrs Bagot is told, with just an edge of innuendo, that Trilby ‘was very fond of Willy’ (p. 220), but she also forsakes her own sexual life with him. In a sense her very deterioration and death are not only sentimentalized but disturbingly eroticized. They all watch trans-fixed (horrified, fascinated, mesmerized, moved) as she finally withers away. In that regard, she is never able to become fully her own person, always a construction in the eye of her beholder.

It was when Trilby’s eyes were out of order that Svengali had really gone about ‘making her sick’ (p. 69). The ominous mesmerist exerted his powers when he found her with eyes ‘red with weeping’, on the stairs at Durien’s:


She told him that she had neuralgia in her eyes, a thing she was subject to; that the pain was maddening, and generally lasted twenty-four hours.



He asks her to look him in the eyes:


Then he made little passes and counter-passes on her forehead and temples and down her cheek and neck. Soon her eyes closed and her face grew placid. (pp. 44–5)



Trilby falls completely into his power. She can neither move, nor speak, nor open her eyes without his command. But he cures her pain. As the Laird explains, ‘He mesmerized you… They get you into their power, and just make you do any blessed thing they please – lie, murder, steal – anything! and kill yourself into the bargain when they’ve done with you!’ (p. 48). ‘They’ are the Jews and/or the mesmerists. Svengali descends upon the metropolis from his Eastern ghetto and makes lovely Trilby do whatever he pleases. He proves adept at sidling up to her, ‘with stern command in his eyes, till she would shake and shiver and almost sicken with fear’ (pp. 66–7). She dreads him, yet finds it difficult to rouse herself and escape. His aspiration is to have hundreds of beautiful Englishwomen of gentle birth mad with love for him. If Svengali is Trilby’s captivating nightmare, she is his inner dream. Even her name is wrenched into a new form in his strange mix of worshipping and coveting: ‘He will look inward, at his own dream – and his dream will be about Drilpy [sic] – to lay his talent, his glory, his thousand francs at her beautiful white feet!’ (p. 68). She is his vehicle, and his egotism is overwhelming: ‘me, me, me!’ he shouts. His vanity is rudely interrupted, however, when Taffy gives him his comeuppance. Suddenly Svengali finds himself mastered, placed in the ‘feminine’, passive position to which he had hitherto consigned Trilby. It is a moment of disgrace and horror – almost of sexual violation – which the ‘rancorous’ Jew can never forget:


He was thinking about it always – night and day – and constantly dreaming at night that he was being tweaked and slapped over again by a colossal nightmare Taffy, and waking up in agonies of terror, rage and shame. All healthy sleep had forsaken him. (p. 223)



Svengali remains overwhelmed by Taffy’s Controlling look, cowed into Submission by that ‘stern, choleric, invincible blue eye of the hated Northern gentile’ (p. 223). A kind of meta-narrative of male humiliation and hysteria runs against the dominant story, the novel’s ostensible endorsement of the view that it is the man who hypnotizes and the woman who succumbs. Women are shown to be particularly susceptible in the novel, as they apparently had proved in Du Maurier’s own youthful experiments with mesmerism, as recorded by his friend Felix Moscheles.19 But then on the other hand the forces of abjection, hysteria and fascination are also more diffuse and more reversible; not confinable to women and Jews. Emotion and helplessness manifest themselves all over the place – the critics and the crowd are themselves entranced by ‘La Svengali’. Falling ill and falling in love are difficult to distinguish, especially for poor Billee.

There seemed to be some chance of recuperation for the sad painter when he discovered a possible Substitute for Trilby in Alice. She is able to look at him with something of Trilby’s eyes, or his mother’s (when he was a little boy): ‘in her eyes, for one brief moment, that unconscious look of love surprised which is not to be forgotten for years and years and years – which can only be seen by the eyes that meet it, and which, for the time it lasts (just a flash), makes all women’s eyes look exactly the same (I’m told)’. Little Billee is mesmerized by that soft countenance: ‘That look – that look – that look!’ It affords him a certain ‘healing touch’. Through the face of this woman, his ‘little clot melted away like a snowflake on the lips’. She is a ‘sweet physician’ – the only woman bar his mother and sister who kisses him as ‘a pure woman’. But all is not well. He cannot fully recover from Trilby and anyway Alice’s father is a traditional parson whilst Little Billee has become a modern sceptic. To her ambivalent suitor’s chagrin, Alice believes (as Little Billee understands she should) in her father: ‘will she ever believe me, who think so differently?… Oh! it’s a bad thing to live, and no longer believe and trust in your father,’ muses Little Billee to his dog (pp. 158, 160, 162–3).

When good eye contact is lost, Little Billee is profoundly disturbed. At a key moment of the story, he suffers a terrible mental wound. This is inflicted by Trilby’s indifferent gaze. ‘He caught Svengali’s eye, and saw him speak to her. She turned her head and looked at him standing there – they both did. Little Billee bowed. She stared at him with a cold stare of disdain, and cut him dead – so did Svengali’ (p. 213). In short the distinctive impacts of benign and pernicious looks is shown to be crucial in Trilby. Either way, the process of being caught up in someone else’s line of view is recognized by Du Maurier as a decisive factor in the subject’s own sense of self. His oblique formulations anticipate a view – and a fear – which would be more fully articulated and explored in psychoanalysis and in modernism. As one of the characters in Virginia Woolf’s The Waves (1931) declares: ‘To be myself (I note) I need the illumination of other people’s eyes and therefore cannot be entirely sure what is my self.’20 Du Maurier has no doubt of the vital function of truly loving ‘regard’, and this is apparently a quintessentially feminine capacity, as he spells out towards the end:


That beautiful look of love surprised (which makes all women’s eyes look the same) came into hers [Taffy’s wife’s] whenever she looked at Taffy, and filled his heart with tender compunction, and a queer sense of his own unworthiness.

Then a boy was born to them, and that look fell on the boy, and the good Taffy caught it as it passed him by, and he felt a helpless, absurd jealousy, that was none the less painful for being so ridiculous! and then that look fell on another boy, and yet another, so that it was through these boys that she looked at their father. Then his eyes caught the look, and kept it for their own use; and he grew never to look at his wife without it; and as no daughter came, she retained for life the monopoly of that most sweet and expressive regard. (p. 265)



Even with this restorative and fundamental maternal looking which Du Maurier offers us in conclusion, the novel remains unsettling. Trilby herself is deeply unsafe, placed at the mercy of Svengali. Through his look, it seems, he does not so much tap her unconscious, as inflict his own. And when his look is gone, she dies too. In other words, whilst the eroticized and moralized landscape of all these interactions appears clear enough at first glance, it veers away into a more ambiguous sexual and hypnotic world (like the sick and endangered heroine whose case study the story provides). The contours of illness and guilt are in fact rather intricate. Trilby – La Svengali as she becomes – is not only mesmerized but also mesmerizing as she descends tragically into sickness. So rare in her gift (under hypnosis), she becomes a medical case study of particular interest to her physician, but he can never discover a cause for her decline: ‘Her insanity was not enough to account for it. She lost weight daily; she seemed to be wasting and fading away from sheer general atrophy’ (p. 241). And as she deteriorates, she becomes still more striking. Illness becomes part of the aesthetic, part of her beauty (rejoining a familiar Victorian trope, most notably in Pre-Raphaelite art): ‘Day by day she grew more beautiful in their eyes, in spite of her increasing pallor and emaciation – her skin was so pure and white and delicate, and the bones of her face so admirable!’ (p. 244).

From the high-jinks of the early parts of the novel to the denouement, inspired by La Dame aux Camelias, the style of all this, it must be admitted, can be cringe-inducing in its studied pathos. Who can forget, amongst a dozen or so other moments, the ghastly snugness (or smugness) of the opening portrait of the ‘three well-fed, well-contented Englishmen’ who lie in their studio ‘lazily smoking’?21 Yet in the end an enigma of style and content remains. It is hard to know which precise elements of this story and its telling were responsible for the craze it evoked. Something mysterious took place between the novel and its readership; an enthusiasm was unleashed in excess of all precedents and expectations. But of that massively excited, if transient, cultural attention there can be no doubt. As Trilbyana, put it without much exaggeration: ‘Its presentation has given employment, onerous or enjoyable, honorary or remunerative, to thousands; hundreds of thousands have read it, and hundreds of thousands seen it on the stage.’22 It was noted how American libraries had been inundated by excited readers.23 The scale of the clamour, especially in the United States, could hardly be overstated. The novel became an instant best-seller even at the relatively high price of $1.75. By February 1895, the novel had sold more than 200,000 copies – 75,000 as a triple decker, the rest in a new one-volume illustrated Version. The US sales in turn led to greater UK sales. These points are not merely anecdotal; nor are they simply ‘extra-textual’. For hype, fortune, crazes and stardom are themselves central themes in the novel. The euphoria of the audiences at Trilby’s Performance is made weirdly extreme, overwhelming. Remarkably, Trilby reflects, disturbs, interacts with, the story of its own overblown reception in the 1890s.

To a quite new degree, celebrity was becoming a function of the sales figures. The fame of a novel was thus not only a cause of the revenue it generated; the sales themselves fuelled the fire of its fame in magazines designed to comment on precisely such matters as the book trade. Success was codified and publicized – placed on the lists – which in turn fostered new sales. The notion of the publishing ‘phenomenon’ gathered pace: the successful text was recorded in new best-seller columns and authors were spotlighted through interviews and newspaper ‘stories’ as never before. In the later nineteenth century, newspapers, those quintessential ‘one-day best-sellers’, were not only undergoing a noteworthy quantitative change – myriad new titles and burgeoning circulation figures – they were also very often changing form. ‘Personal’ slants and inputs were dramatically fore-grounded. Correspondence columns, human interest angles, individual exposés and scandals would be pioneered in the new ‘investigative journalism’ exemplified by such figures as W.T. Stead in the Pall Mall Gazette. Here, not surprisingly, the Whistler–Du Maurier mini-scandal would be prominently aired. The very notion of journalism as a distinct ‘profession’ with its own ethos and protocols, its gossip and its bureaucracy came of age. Journalism was institutionalized in new formations such as the Institute of Journalists in the 1880s; the Institute of Women Journalists followed in 1895.

Whilst there were great social gains and exciting cultural and political possibilities in the fact of widening literacy, expanding readerships and innovative techniques of news representation and inquiry, these seemed to connect all too seamlessly with a new imperative of selling at any cost, and the constriction of writing to given formulae. This complex and changing world of Publishing could easily be caricatured by cultural commentators as a simple ‘progress’ in or ‘degeneration’ of values. The dilemmas were fictionalized in a variety of ways. Whilst George Gissing chronicled the saga of New Grub Street (1891), Henry James’s short story ‘The Next Time’ came out in one of the new magazines still most closely identified with fin-de-siècle decadence, The Yellow Book (first published in 1894), and tells the tale of an author who finds it impossible to lower himself to the ‘age of trash triumphant’ and the contemporary Standards of the best-seller.24

This was hardly the problem of Trilby’s author. But James was also alert to the damage commercial ‘success’ inflicted in the case of his old friend.25 In his obituary essay, James exempts Du Maurier from explicit criticism on this score. He talked as though the vulgarity of the popular enthusiasm, of the fans and their frenzy, was all an unwitting effect, lying as it were in the wake of the novel. The problem started with the crowd, that ‘many-headed monster’, as he put it, only then rebounding damagingly on the ‘victim’, the author:

What I see certainly is that no such violence of publicity can leave untroubled and unadulterated the source of the production in which it may have found its pretext. The whole phenomenon grew and grew till it became, at any rate for this particular victim, a fountain of gloom and a portent of woe; it darkened all his sky with a hugeness of vulgarity.26

James left the reader of his appreciation of Du Maurier in no doubt about the catastrophe which the novel’s extraordinary Status represented for its author. He even seems to suggest that the fever pitch of interest may have driven the retiring George prematurely to his grave. Certainly the death of the author seemed to be ominously foretold in The Martian. As society craved to know more about his life, his opinions and the ‘morals’ of his most famous story, the shrinking writer remained for the time being holed up in Hampstead.27 The aftermath of Trilby became, James went on, ‘a mere immensity of sound, the senseless hum of a million newspapers and the irresponsible chatter of ten millions of gossips’. Du Maurier was immured in a ‘landslide of obsessions, of inane incongruous letters, of interviewers, intruders, invaders’. Many of the requests, begging money, autographs, interviews, explanations, came from across the Atlantic where the novel was doing a roaring trade, alongside all those swiftly composed and published Trilbyesque poems and send-ups.

In one take-off entitled Drilby, Svengali, Little Billee and company take a train across the United States where they have numerous absurd adventures. Yet the novel itself was already there before the spin-off satires had been penned, and it was virtually a licence to print money. Henry shuddered in sympathy for poor old embarrassed George. That the exquisite American stylist half craved such a windfall for himself is not in doubt; but nor is his horror at the ‘vulgar’ pandemonium. Adopted (via the stage play) as an alternative name for the soft felt hat, there were to be ‘Trilby parties’ (involving readings from the text, Trilby high-heel shoes, ‘an ornament to any foot’, price $3), as well as Trilby sweets and lozenges. There were Trilby sausages from Philadelphia (‘something new’ which ‘fills a long-felt want’; they ‘melt in your mouth’), Trilby hearth-brushes and hams; and of course concerts of music cited in the novel (from Schubert and Chopin to ‘Ben Bolt’). There were Trilby musical scores (published in pamphlet form by Oliver Ditson and Company), not to mention soaps and toothpastes. Life’s Monthly Calendar offered a series of cash prizes for the best set of replies to ten questions which included: what was Svengali’s real name? In what places does the author compare Gecko to a dog? How old was Trilby when she died? What was Little Billee’s physical explanation of his inability to love? What incidents of the story are inconsistent with the author’s own argument on behalf of the nude in art?28 There was even a town of Trilby in Florida with its Svengali Square and Little Billee Lake.29 A whole web of myths and mystique were spun around the writing of the novel and were solemnly documented in publications such as Trilbyana.

The stage version was a smash hit, but even as it ran at the Haymarket, there were parody versions doing the rounds, also cashing in at the box-office. Whether loyal replicas, free adaptations or sardonic take-offs, the theatre versions of Trilby reached astonishing proportions. It has been claimed that by 1896, there were twenty-four productions running simultaneously in the United States. Such was the aura surrounding the novel, that the London Fine Arts Society placed the original manuscript of the novel on exhibition in a locked glass case. Meanwhile, the New York Knoedler Gallery featured a series of Trilby paintings.30

‘The phenomenon grew and grew,’ as James sadly and wonderingly remarked. Whilst the recognition of Trilby as a source of wonder followed the novel, it is striking the degree to which Du Maurier’s plot had anticipated the furore – indeed the extent to which the narrative forecast its own fate.31 The word ‘phenomenon’ is often on the lips of the protagonists. The fatuous critics of London society, as acidly portrayed in the story, speak dismissively of the music emanating from this ‘phenomenal larynx’ (mere sour grapes on their part, of course) whilst the singer’s sad admirer, Gecko, better understands that there had been an uncanny greatness to her musical triumph, but it was decidedly a genius à deux. ‘She was a phénomène, monsieur! She could keep on one note and make it go through all the colours in the rainbow – according to the way Svengali looked at her’ (p. 272).

In other words, the story of the novel and the story in the novel overlap to a significant degree. Idealization and idolization are explored in the narrative (‘La Svengali’s’ image plastered in shop Windows; her name the talk of the town); the novel becomes a legend. The distasteful and even deranged crowd fanfare before ‘the diva’ and the whole process of hero-worship are recounted in the text (whole audiences overwhelmed; men and women of every rank entranced); yet the fiction is outdone by the extra-fictional ‘drive’ to turn the novel’s author into a public property – even his letters to admiring fans became on occasion newsworthy texts. Consider, for instance, the delicate question of Trilby’s sexual relationship with Svengali. The San Francisco Argonaut published a letter Du Maurier wrote to a correspondent from New Jersey, allaying his anxieties about any impropriety between the heroine and the Jew:


NEW GROVE HOUSE, HAMPSTEAD HEATH,

October 31, 1894.

Dear Sir: In answer to your letter of September 24th, I beg to say that you are right about Trilby. When free from mesmeric influence, she lived with him as a daughter, and was quite innocent of any other relation. In haste, yours very truly,

    G. DU MAURIER.32

This was a rather ambiguous reply which leads us back to that disturbing late-nineteenth-century debate: what about her sexuality and her ‘innocence’ when she was mesmerized? The implication seems to be that, under the influence, she was not quite in the position of a daughter, nor quite in the place of a consenting partner. Sexual chicanery as well as artistic charlatanism are themes of the text and in turn inform the debate about its ‘ethics’.33 Squabbles and fights occur on Trilby’s pages; and the magazines reported cases of real couples in America fighting over the question of Trilby’s honour. The preoccupations with dishonest possession and exploitation are there on the page; and the novel itself became the subject of court-cases and accusations of plagiarism, or at least a confusion of voices and attributions -there was another (much earlier) Trilby by the Frenchman Charles Nodier and there was also the ballad ‘Little Billee’ by Thackeray, whom Du Maurier greatly admired.

One correspondent to Trilbyana noted how Du Maurier borrowed the phrase ‘young and tender’ from Thackeray to describe Little Billee, but went on to say:


It would be sheer nonsense, of course, to urge against the famous novelist any charge of unacknowledged pilfering in matters so entirely trivial. The point is merely a curious one of origins; a little siccatine botanizing, so to speak, on the folia disjecta that have been wonderfully spun by Du Maurier’s genius into a fabric of grace and beauty so rare as in this ‘Trilby’.34



The line running from Nodier to Du Maurier is also explored in this genealogical – or even botanical – literary critical mode. The speculation about the route of transmission takes in Balzac and Sainte-Beuve as well as Scott. Again the question of plagiarism is rejected: ‘it is a legitimate parentage’, even if both tales deal with the ‘super-sensible’, tender sentiments and enchantment, a world of child-like superstitions and innocence.35 Nodier – who, like Du Maurier, moved easily between the English and the French language – had given his own source of inspiration as Scott.36 The Nodier angle in particular was used (unsuccessfully) by at least one fly-by-night theatre troupe in the United States to defend itself against a law suit by Harper’s37. The names of Trilby and of Little Billee were flagrantly drawn from those in prior fictions, yet the judges decided that the novel was not a plagiarism. Hence it was ‘an original work’, the intellectual property of its author; all cut and dried, but then again…

There were even rumours that the novel’s illustrations were not by George Du Maurier, as claimed, but by his wife or daughter.38 The problem of memory and distortion, of exploitation and originality, of merchandising and milking ‘a star’ are all, once again, aspects inside and outside the novel. When we read Trilby, we are confronted not only by the narrative itself, but inescapably by the story – or history – of the novel’s reception. The inseparability of the two owes something to the very conditions of serial publication wherein, to an unquantifiable degree, later episodes inflect the public experience of ‘the story so far’. Tales about the novel’s original impetus, whether true or apocryphal, all blend together, become part of the mythic structure of the novel and its world. There is even the tantalizing issue of whose story this should or might have been. Legend reliably has it that a number of years before turning from drawings to his ‘late career’ of the novel, Du Maurier was out Walking with James. The latter mentioned how difficult he found ‘plots’ whereupon the former offered him the bones of Trilby, one of a number of yarns that were spun as they paced around Hampstead Heath or Bayswater or Whitby at weekends. One story of Du Maurier’s concerned a pair of lovers becoming albatrosses. They were shot and wounded; one resumed human shape and waited forlornly and hopelessly for the other. Another tale was also considered. As James puts it:


Last evening before dinner I took a walk with G. Du Maurier in the mild March twilight (there was a blessed sense of spring in the air), through the empty streets near Porchester Terrace, and he told me over an idea of his which he thought very good – and I do too – for a short story – he had already mentioned [it] to me – a year or two ago, in a walk at Hampstead but it had passed from my mind.



James noted down the idea for the story. Svengali and Trilby are not mentioned by name, but the characterizations are roughly given. Here was the adventure of a servant girl with a wonderful voice but no musical genius who was ‘mesmerized and made to sing by a little foreign Jew who has mesmeric power, infinite feeling, and no organ (save as an accompanist – on some instrument violin) of his own’. ‘[T]he girl is really all the while only galvanized by her mate’; ‘she had had the glorious voice, but no talent – he had had the sacred fire, the rare musical Organization, and had played into her and through her. The end, as regards her, miserably pathetic.’39 James was clearly rather taken with the story but urged Du Maurier to write it, since he felt that his own want of musical knowledge would have hampered him in proceeding. Six years later the novel emerged. That the story of Trilby was passed back and forth between these two men, that it was the loose change of George and Henry’s banter could even be seen to have a relation to the story itself, where the heroine was passed back and forth between ‘creative’ men, as much earlier in Du Maurier’s life, a young woman nicknamed ‘Carry’ had been shared between himself and his friend, the artist and amateur mesmerist, Felix Moscheles.40

In the story, Trilby passes from the ‘care’ of the artist to the musician – yet in the final analysis is not really possessed by either of them. The possibilities of such speculation and analysis about Du Maurier’s work and life are legion. There are extraordinary interactions of ‘text’ and ‘context’, real cases of hypnotic influences which have been said to lie behind the novel; others which were rumoured to have followed from it – a dozen Svengalis and Trilbys who worked mysteriously together to produce music and sometimes worse. So many questions and half-truths, hints and puzzles remained unresolved, complained some of Du Maurier’s addicts at the time. What on earth was the author up to? Private correspondents as well as newspapers beseeched and besieged the poor man for interviews, begging him for some definitive clarification as to the meanings and motivations of his story. He was deeply reluctant or perhaps truly unable to respond to their demands.

A Penguin ‘Classic’? Many may sniff at such an epithet for Du Maurier’s ‘pot-boiler’. And it would indeed be hard so to describe it if we accept the criteria of exclusion in many scholarly discussions of the meaning of the term ‘classic’. But in any event Du Maurier’s was more than just an exemplary case of the best-seller phenomenon. It was a novel which interestingly disturbed the dichotomy between its own inside and outside, playing around with its own limitations. It was in many respects transgressive.41 And of one thing there can be no doubt: Svengali’s fury, Little Billee’s prostration and Trilby’s martyrdom, their mutual experiences of compulsion, coercion and nervousness, were all the rage in the nineties. The novel, as James concluded, had something genuinely extraordinary about it; a force of passion had been unleashed in excess of any logic, and certainly for reasons which had little to do with literary merit. Du Maurier had let loose the elements and ‘they did violence to his nerves’.42

NOTES

1 See the appendix at the end of the novel.

2 Du Maurier’s best-seller appeared at a time when American Publishing was in dramatic transition. It became easier to protect overseas authors’ rights with the passage of the Copyright act of 1891. The major publishers were able to consolidate and to take out law suits against cheap reprint (royalty-skipping) firms, who, as a result, were generally absorbed or forced out of business. See Edward L. Purcell, ‘Trilby and Trilby-Mania’, Journal of Popular Culture, 11 (1977), pp. 62–77.

3 Joseph B. and Jeannette L. Gilder, Trilbyana: The Rise and Progress of a Popular Novel, New York, The Critic, 1895, p. 10.

4 See Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1968.

5 Or a little more cautiously, ‘D——social position!’ in Harper’s, vol. 88, p. 735.

6 On Du Maurier’s researches on the East End, prior to the novel, see Stanley Weintraub, Whistler. A Biography, London, Collins, 1974, ch. 32.

7 Trilby reflected and massively reinforced the continuing nineteenth-century fascination with (and imaginative construction of) Parisian bohemia. Murger’s influential Scènes de la vie de Bohème had been published in 1848. At the time of Trilby, the Pall Mall Gazette (which was simultaneously publicizing the spat between Whistler and Du Maurier over their earlier Parisian sojourn) announced Puccini’s La Bohème on its first page; see Pall Mall Gazette, 15 May 1894, p. 1.

8 Various small changes of vocabulary to tone down the passages on nudity and indeed on anti-clericalism had to be made at the request of the publishers. In a letter to Henry James, Du Maurier stated what he would have liked to do, if given free rein: ‘Illuminent en gros et en détail. Lampions anti-cléricaux. Spécialite d’éclairage moral. Nudité – chasteté & c & c’; quoted in Leonée Ormond, George Du Maurier, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1969, p. 442.

9 See Gilder and Gilder, Trilbyana.

10 See Ruth Harris, Murders and Madness, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1989, and Clara Gallini, La sonnambula meravigliosa, magnetismo e ipnotismo nell’ottocento italiano, Milan, Feltrinelli, 1983.

11 Much has now been written on the origins and development of mesmerism on both sides of the Channel, but the most scintillating and ‘suggestive’ account is still Robert Darnton, Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in France, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1968.

12 Until the mid nineteenth Century, sea travel was still organized by private shipping concerns, or on occasion Joint rail and ship enterprises, but the railway companies were moving to rationalize and dominate the trade – indeed by the 1860s, they were beginning to acquire and operate their own steamships. Through Services to Ireland and the Continent were rapidly developing, and the railways came to monopolize the cross-Channel trade by the 1870s. Traffic expanded dramatically. By 1914, 1,550,072 passengers passed over Southern railway routes to the Continent, compared with only 270,763 in 1870. The number and the frequency of the Services increased whilst the duration of the voyage decreased. By 1896, the Dover to Calais trip of the London, Chatham and Dover service could be made in one hour. See H.J. Dyos and D.H. Aldcroft, British Transport. An Economic Survey from the Seventeenth Century to the Twentieth, Leicester, Leicester University Press, 1971, p. 155.

13 Henry James, ‘George Du Maurier’, Harper’s, European Edition, 34 (1897), pp. 594–609, 597, 605, 599, 601.

14 Quoted in Derek Pepys Whiteley, George Du Maurier. His Life and Work, London, Art and Technics, 1948, p. 21.

15 The ‘goggle eyes’ of the Jews and their rude capacity of looking back upon the gentile with an equally cold gaze, was a common enough charge in European writing; for these images and a vast host of others from head to toe which were rationalized and extended in quite new ‘scientific’ ways in the nineteenth Century, see Sander Gilman, The Jew’s Body, London, Routledge, 1992.

16 See Anon., ‘Where is the wandering Jew now?’, Harper’s, 27 (1893-4), pp. 313–14; Anon., ‘The Mission of the Jews’, Harper’s, 27 (1893-4), pp. 259–66; Bigelow, ‘The Russian and his Jew’, Harper’s, 27 (1893–4), pp. 603–8.

17 See the discussion in Gilder and Gilder, Trilbyana. Cf. Ormond’s curious argument that because Du Maurier had various Jewish friends (some of his best friends, no doubt) and because Svengali is specifically an Oriental Jew, the depiction ‘must not be seen as the expression of an unthinking and general prejudice’. George Du Maurier, p. 454.

18 If there are echoes of Fagin (with Nancy), the more immediate crisis of ‘Jack the Ripper’ (1888) should not be forgotten. Suggestions that the murderer was an East European Jew had figured prominently; see Wolf von Echkardt, Sander L. Gilman and J. Edward Chamberlin, Oscar Wilde’s London, New York, Doubleday, 1987 and London, Michael O’Mara, 1988, pp. 131–7 and Gilman, The Jew’s Body, ch. 4.

19 See Moscheles, In Bohemia with Du Maurier, London, T. Fisher Unwin, 1896.

20 This is just one of innumerable references to the shaping and disturbing power of eyes in Woolf’s novel. See The Waves, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1992, p. 87; cf. the discussion in Suzanne Rait, Vita and Virginia, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1993, p. 147.

21 The rose-tinted view in the novel has sometimes been presented as the simple ‘truth’ of the author’s own life. Take this sugary version of Du Maurier’s ‘real’ domestic existence (also strangely reminiscent of Barty’s bliss in The Martian), passed down to posterity by Daphne Du Maurier:


The studio of his home, New Grove House, at Hampstead, became the centre of his world. Here he would blink away at his easel, smoking his innumerable black cigars, with his great St. Bernard dog Chang stretched at his feet beside him; his devoted wife hovered at his elbow, a couple of daughters practised at the piano, singing the French songs he had taught them, a son stood on the dais as a model, and the two youngest children dressed up as nigger minstrels to ‘make Pappa laugh’. (Daphne Du Maurier, Introduction to The Novels of George Du Maurier, London, Pilot Press and Peter Davies, 1947, p. xv)



Yet even in this highly twee scene, something violent and disturbing is being ‘domesticated’ – the language of racism, the masquerade of ‘nigger’ minstrels, or, in the novel, the Jewish minstrel, Svengali, who fatally troubles the happy home.

22 See Gilder and Gilder, Trilbyana, p. 22.

23 At the Mercantile Library, New York, it was found necessary to circulate a hundred copies of the book. The Chicago Public Library had twenty-six copies, but this was insufficient. In the librarian’s words, ‘I believe we could use 260 and never find a copy on the shelves. Every one of our 54,000 card-holders seems determined to read the book.’ Quoted in Gilder and Gilder, Trilbyana, p. 22.

24 See ‘The Next Time’ [1895], reprinted in Henry James, The Figure in the Carpet and Other Stories, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1986.

25 Returning from a weekend with Du Maurier in Folkestone, James wrote of his friend’s depression, ‘in spite of the chink – what say I the “chink” – the deafening roar – of sordid gold flowing in to him’. James himself ‘came back feeling an even worse failure than usual’; letter to Gosse, quoted in Leon Edel, Henry James: The Treacherous Years 1895–1901, London, Rupert Hart-Davis, 1909, p. 134.

26 James, ‘George Du Maurier’, p. 607.

27 In June 1895, Du Maurier and his family moved from New Grove House, Hampstead to Oxford Square, near Hyde Park, a home in which, it has been said, he was never as happy.

28 All of these examples can be found in the collection by Gilder and Gilder, Trilbyana.

29 See Purcell, ‘Trilby and Trilby-Mania’, p. 71; Whiteley, George Du Maurier. His Life and Work, p. 32; in his Introduction to Svengali (London, W.H. Allen, 1973), Peter Alexander adds (in a remark which captures the vastness of the Operation, even if it is a little wide of the mark in terms of Du Maurier’s own profits): ‘There is nothing that has been achieved in any merchandising Operation that has bettered that of “Trilby”. – the only difference being with the lax State of Copyright existing in the 1890s, poor George Du Maurier made nothing from all this exploitation of his work!’ (p. 18).

30 See Purcell, ‘Trilby and Trilby-Mania’, pp. 69, 71.

31 Even the embarrassment of the libel issue was eventually incorporated as a passing theme. Speaking of Glorioli the singer who hailed from Spain and was a junior partner in the wine merchants of Malaga, Du Maurier added a mischievous aside to the first edition (i.e. in the wake of the original magazine serialization and Whistler’s Intervention):


for his wines have been equalled – if it be not libellous to say so – but there was no voice like his anywhere in the world, and no more finished singer. (p. 152)



32 See Gilder and Gilder, Trilbyana, p. 23.

33 See Isaac Hull Platt, The Ethics of Trilby: with a Supplemental Note on Spiritual Affinity, Philadelphia, The Conservator, 1895.

34 See Trilbyana, p. 35, and for some of Du Mauner’s other ‘borrowings’ from Thackeray, see R.C. McCail, ‘The Genesis of Du Mauner’s Trilby’, Forum for Modern Language Studies, 13 (1977), pp. 12–15. Also note that Thackeray’s ‘Little Billee’ is briefly mentioned in The Martian.

35 See Trilbyana, p. 38.

36 See Charles Nodier, Trilby ou le Lutin d’Argail, Lyon, Société des Amis des Livres, 1887. Copyright questions plagued Du Maurier and his publishers; but it also seemed to infect the surrounding literature, even arising fleetingly in relation to that bizarre fan magazine Trilbyana itself. The ownership of the quiz on Trilby from Life’s Monthly Calendar had to be carefully credited. As the latter’s editor, James S. Metcalfe, pointed out, the Calendar had Copyright on the quiz, but were graciously allowing The Critic (publishers of Trilbyana) to reprint the questions (with full accreditation), given the vast popular interest in the subject; see Trilbyana, p. 29.

37 For the case of the Denver Colorado law suit of Harper and Bros for an injunction against the Lyceum Stock Company, to restrain them from producing Trilby at their theatre, see Gilder and Gilder, Trilbyana, p. 10. ‘The defendants allege that the book entitled “Trilby” was not originated, invented or written by Du Maurier. They assert that the original title and book of “Trilby” were first published in France in 1820 [sic, in fact 1822], and afterwards translated and published in English in 1847, and that the title and book have been common property for seventy-five years… Should the allegations of the Lyceum Company be true, a sensation will be caused all over the two continents. This is the first public intimation of an attack on the authenticity of the work, and if it is successful every Company in the world will have as much right to play “Trilby” as the Boston Organization.’ But whilst Nodier’s Trilby does indeed exist, the Lyceum lost, on the grounds that there was no link other than the title. The injunction was granted and the Performances were stopped.

38 See Gilder and Gilder, Tribyana, pp. 4–6.

39 The Notebook of Henry James, edited by F.O. Matthiessen and Kenneth B. Murdock, New York, Oxford University Press, 1947, p. 97; cf. Leon Edel, Henry James, p. 163.

40 See Moscheles, In Bohemia with Du Maurier.

41 Cf. Frank Kermode’s proposition that ‘literature which achieves permanence is likely to be “transgressive” ’, History and Value, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1988, p. 22.

42 Quoted in Edel, Henry James, p. 165.

∗ My thanks to Bryan Cheyette, Lyndal Roper, Gareth Stedman Jones and Ruth Harris for their advice.




FURTHER READING

Buranelli, V., The Wizard from Vienna, New York, 1975.

Cheyette, Bryan, Constructions of the Jew in English Literature and Society: Racial Representations, 1875–1945, Cambridge, 1993.

Darnton, Robert, Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in France, Cambridge, Mass., 1968.

Echkardt, Wolf von, Sander L. Gilman and J. Edward Chamberlin, Oscar Wilde’s London, New York, 1987.

Ellenberger, Henri, The Discovery of the Unconscious: The History and Evolution of Dynamic Psychiatry, New York, 1970.

Feldman, David, Englishmen and Jews: Social Relations and Political Culture 1840–1914, New Haven and London, 1994.

Ford, Boris (ed.), Victorian Britain. The Cambridge Cultural History, Cambridge, 1992.

Gainer, Brian, The Alien Invasion: The Origins of the Aliens Act of 1905, London, 1972.

Gilder, Joseph B. and Jeannette L., Trilbyana: The Rise and Progress of a Popular Novel, New York, 1895.

Gilman, Sander, The Jew’s Body, London, 1991.

Harris, Ruth, ‘Murder under hypnosis in the case of Gabrielle Bompard: Psychiatry in the courtroom in Belle Èpoque Paris’, The Anatomy of Madness, edited by W.F. Bynum, Roy Porter and Michael Shepherd, London, 1985, vol. 2, ch. 10.

——Murders and Madness. Mediane, Law, and Society in the Fin de Siècle, Oxford, 1989.

Holmes, Colin (ed.), Immigrants and Minorities in British Society, London, 1977.

——Anti-Semitism in British Society 1876–1939, London, 1979.

James, Henry, ‘George Du Maurier’, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, European Edition, 34 (1897), pp. 594–609.

Kaplan, Fred, Dickens and Mesmerism: The Hidden Springs of Fiction, Princeton, 1975.

Moscheles, Felix, In Bohemia with Du Maurier. The First of a Series of Reminiscences with 63 Original Drawings by George Du Maurier Illustrating the Artist’s Life in the Fifties, London, 1896.

Ormond, Leonée, George Du Maurier, London, 1969.

Pick, Daniel, Svengali’s Web: The Alien Enchanter in Modern Culture, London and New Haven, 2000.

Porter, Roy, ‘Under the Influence: Mesmerism in England’, History Today (September 1985), pp. 23–9.

Purcell, L. Edward, ‘Trilby and Trilby-Mania’, Journal of Popular Culture, 11 (1977), pp. 62–77.

Pykett, Lyn (ed.), Reading Fin de Siècle Fictions, London, 1996.

Showalter, Elaine, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture, New York, 1985.

——Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle, London, 1990.

Sontag, Susan, Illness as Metaphor, New York, 1978.

Veith, Ilza, Hysteria: The History of a Disease, Chicago, 1965.

Whiteley, Derek Pepys, George Du Maurier. His Life and Work, London, 1948.

Winter, Alison, Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain, Chicago, 1988.

Wood, T. Martin, George Du Maurier. The Satirist of the Victorians. A Review of his Art and Personality, London, 1913.


A NOTE ON THE TEXT

This Penguin edition is based on the 1894 edition published by Osgood, McIlvaine and Company in three volumes. There were significant differences between the original serialization (illustrated by Du Maurier) in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (1893–4) and this first edition in book form which appeared without the original pictures. Some of the most significant discrepancies between the two versions are indicated in the accompanying notes and the appendix.


TRILBY


‘Hélas! je sais un chant d’amour

Triste et gai tour à tour!’




PART FIRST


‘Mimi Pinson est une blonde,

    Une blonde que l’on connait;

Elle n’a qu’une robe au monde,

    Landérirette! et qu’un bonnet!’



It was a fine, sunny, showery day in April.

The big studio window was open at the top, and let in a pleasant breeze from the north-west. Things were beginning to look shipshape at last. The big piano, a semi-grand by Broad-wood, had arrived from England by ‘the Little Quickness’ (la Petite Vitesse, as the goods trains are called in France), and lay, freshly tuned, alongside the eastern wall; on the wall opposite was a panoply of foils, masks, and boxing-gloves.

A trapeze, a knotted rope, and two parallel cords, supporting each a ring, depended from a huge beam in the ceiling. The walls were of the usual dull red, relieved by plaster casts of arms and legs and hands and feet; and Dante’s mask, and Michael Angelo’s alto-rilievo of Leda and the swan, and a centaur and Lapith from the Elgin Marbles – on none of these had the dust as yet had time to settle.

There were also studies in oil from the nude; copies of Titian, Rembrandt, Velasquez, Rubens, Tintoret, Leonardo da Vinci – none of the school of Botticelli, Mantegna, and Co. – a firm whose merits had not as yet been revealed to the many.

Along the walls, at a great height, ran a broad shelf, on which were other casts in plaster, terra-cotta, imitation bronze: a little Theseus, a little Venus of Milo, a little discobolus; a little flayed man threatening high heaven (an act that seemed almost pardonable under the circumstances!); a lion and a boar by Barye; an anatomical figure of a horse, with only one leg left and no ears; a horse’s head from the pediment of the Parthenon, earless also; and the bust of Clytie, with her beautiful low brow, her sweet wan gaze, and the ineffable forward shrug of her dear shoulders that makes her bosom as a nest, a rest, a pillow, a refuge – the likeness of a thing to be loved and desired for ever, and sought for and wrought for and fought for by generation after generation of the sons of men.

Near the stove hung a gridiron, a frying-pan, a toasting-fork and a pair of bellows. In an adjoining glazed corner cupboard were plates and glasses, black-handled knives, pewter spoons and three-pronged steel forks; a salad-bowl, vinegar cruets, an oil-flask, two mustard-pots (English and French) and such like things – all scrupulously clean. On the floor, which had been stained and waxed at considerable cost, lay two cheetah-skins and a large Persian praying-rug. One half of it, however (under the trapeze and at the end farthest from the window, beyond the model-throne), was covered with coarse matting, that one might fence or box without slipping down and Splitting one’s self in two, or fall without breaking any bones.

Two other Windows of the usual French size and pattern, with shutters to them and heavy curtains of baize, opened east and west, to let in dawn or sunset, as the case might be, or haply keep them out. And there were alcoves, recesses, irregularities, odd little nooks and corners, to be filled up as time wore on with endless personal knick-knacks, bibelots, private properties and acquisitions – things that make a place genial, homelike, and good to remember, and sweet to muse upon (with fond regret) in after years.

And an immense divan spread itself in width and length and delightful thickness just beneath the big north window, the business window – a divan so immense that three well-fed, well-contented Englishmen could all lie lazily smoking their pipes on it at once without being in each other’s way, and very often did!

At present one of these Englishmen – a Yorkshireman, by the way, called Taffy (and also the Man of Blood, because he was supposed to be distantly related to a baronet) – was more energetically engaged. Bare-armed, and in his shirt and trousers, he was twirling a pair of Indian clubs round his head. His face was flushed, and he was perspiring freely and looked fierce. He was a very big young man, fair, with kind but choleric blue eyes, and the muscles of his brawny arm were strong as iron bands.

For three years he had borne Her Majesty’s commission, and had been through the Crimean campaign without a Scratch. He would have been one of the famous six hundred in the famous charge at Balaklava but for a sprained ankle (caught playing leap-frog in the trenches), which kept him in hospital on that momentous day. So that he lost his chance of glory or the grave, and this humiliating misadventure had sickened him of soldiering for life, and he never quite got over it. Then, feeling within himself an irresistible vocation for art, he had sold out; and here he was in Paris, hard at work, as we see.

He was good-looking, with straight features; but I regret to say that, besides his heavy plunger’s moustache, he wore an immense pair of drooping auburn whiskers, of the kind that used to be called Piccadilly weepers, and were afterwards affected by Mr Sothern in Lord Dundreary. It was a fashion to do so then for such of our gilded youth as could afford the time (and the hair); the bigger and fairer the whiskers, the more beautiful was thought the youth! It seems incredible in these days, when even Her Majesty’s Household Brigade go about with smooth cheeks and lips, like priests or play-actors.


‘What’s become of all the gold

Used to hang and brush their bosoms…?’



Another inmate of this blissful abode – Sandy, the Laird of Cockpen, as he was called – sat in similarly simple attire at his easel, painting at a lifelike little picture of a Spanish toreador serenading a lady of high degree (in broad daylight). He had never been to Spain, but he had a complete toreador’s kit – a bargain which he had picked up for a mere song in the Boulevard du Temple – and he had hired the guitar. His pipe was in his mouth – reversed; for it had gone out, and the ashes were spilled all over his trousers, where holes were often burned in this way.

Quite gratuitously, and with a pleasing Scotch accent, he began to declaim:


‘A street there is in Paris famous

   For which no rhyme our language yields;

Roo Nerve day Petty Shong its name is —

   The New Street of the Little Fields…’



And then, in his keen appreciation of the immortal stanza, he chuckled audibly, with a face so blithe and merry and well pleased that it did one good to look at him.

He also had entered life by another door. His parents (good, pious people in Dundee) had intended that he should be a writer to the signet, as his father and grandfather had been before him. And here he was in Paris famous, painting toreadors, and spouting the ‘Ballad of the Bouillabaisse’, as he would often do out of sheer lightness of heart – much oftener, indeed, than he would say his prayers.

Kneeling on the divan, with his elbow on the window-sill, was a third and much younger youth. The third he was ‘Little Billee’. He had pulled down the green baize blind, and was looking over the roofs and chimney-pots of Paris and all about with all his eyes, munching the while a roll and a savoury saveloy, in which there was evidence of much garlic. He ate with great relish, for he was very hungry; he had been all the morning at Carrel’s studio, drawing from the life.

Little Billee was small and slender, about twenty or twenty-one, and had a straight white forehead veined with blue, large dark-blue eyes, delicate, regular features and coal-black hair. He was also very graceful and well built, with very small hands and feet, and much better dressed than his friends, who went out of their way to outdo the denizens of the Quartier Latin in careless eccentricity of garb, and succeeded. And in his winning and handsome face there was just a faint Suggestion of some possible very remote Jewish ancestor – just a tinge of that strong, sturdy, irrepressible, indomitable, indelible blood which is of such priceless value in diluted homoeopathic doses, like the dry white Spanish wine called montijo, which is not meant to be taken pure; but without a judicious admixture of which no sherry can go round the world and keep its flavour intact; or like the famous bulldog strain, which is not beautiful in itself, and yet just for lacking a little of the same no greyhound can ever hope to be a champion. So, at least, I have been told by wine merchants and dog-fanciers – the most veracious persons that can be. Fortunately for the world, and especially for ourselves, most of us have in our veins at least a minim of that precious fluid, whether we know it or show it or not. Tant pis pour les autres!

As Little Billee munched he also gazed at the busy place below – the Place St Anatole des Arts – at the old houses opposite, some of which were being pulled down, no doubt lest they should fall of their own sweet will. In the gaps between he would see discoloured, old, cracked, dingy walls, with mysterious Windows and rusty iron balconies of great antiquity – sights that set him dreaming dreams of medieval French love and wickedness and crime, bygone mysteries of Paris!

One gap went right through the block, and gave him a glimpse of the river, the ‘Cite’, and the ominous old Morgue; a little to the right rose the grey towers of Notre Dame de Paris into the checkered April sky. Indeed, the top of nearly all Paris lay before him, with a little Stretch of the Imagination on his part; and he gazed with a sense of novelty, an interest and a pleasure for which he could not have found any expression in mere language.

Paris! Paris !! Paris!!!

The very name had always been one to conjure with, whether he thought of it as a mere sound on the lips and in the ear, or as a magical written or printed word for the eye. And here was the thing itself at last, and he, he himself, ipsissimus, in the very heart of it, to live there and learn there as long as he liked, and make himself the great artist he longed to be.

Then, his meal finished, he lit a pipe, and flung himself on the divan and sighed deeply, out of the over-full contentment of his heart.

He felt he had never known happiness like this, never even dreamed its possibility. And yet his life had been a happy one. He was young and tender, was Little Billee; he had never been to any school, and was innocent of the world and its wicked ways; innocent of French especially, and the ways of Paris and its Latin Quarter. He had been brought up and educated at home, had spent his boyhood in London with his mother and sister, who now lived in Devonshire on somewhat straitened means. His father, who was dead, had been a clerk in the Treasury.

He and his two friends, Taffy and the Laird, had taken this studio together. The Laird slept there, in a small bedroom off the studio. Taffy had a bedroom at the Hotel de Seine, in the street of that name. Little Billee lodged at the Hôtel Corneille, in the Place de l’Odéon.

He looked at his two friends, and wondered if any one, living or dead, had ever had such a glorious pair of chums as these.

Whatever they did, whatever they said, was simply perfect in his eyes; they were his guides and philosophers as well as his chums. On the other hand, Taffy and the Laird were as fond of the boy as they could be.

His absolute belief in all they said and did touched them none the less that they were conscious of its being somewhat in excess of their deserts. His almost girlish purity of mind amused and charmed them, and they did all they could to preserve it, even in the Quartier Latin, where purity is apt to go bad if it be kept too long.

They loved him for his affectionate disposition, his lively and caressing ways; and they admired him far more than he ever knew, for they recognized in him a quickness, a keenness, a delicacy of perception, in matters of form and colour, a mysterious facility and felicity of execution, a sense of all that was sweet and beautiful in nature, and a ready power of expressing it, that had not been vouchsafed to them in any such generous profusion, and which, as they ungrudgingly admitted to themselves and each other, amounted to true genius.

And when one within the immediate circle of our intimates is gifted in this abnormal fashion, we either hate or love him for it, in proportion to the greatness of his gift; according to the way we are built.

So Taffy and the Laird loved Little Billee – loved him very much indeed. Not but what Little Billee had his faults. For instance, he didn’t interest himself very warmly in other people’s pictures. He didn’t seem to care for the Laird’s guitar-playing toreador, nor for his serenaded lady – at all events, he never said anything about them, either in praise or blame. He looked at Taffy’s realisms (for Taffy was a realist) in silence, and nothing tries true friendship so much as silence of this kind.

But, then, to make up for it, when they all three went to the Louvre, he didn’t seem to trouble much about Titian either, or Rembrandt, or Velasquez, Rubens, Veronese, or Leonardo. He looked at the people who looked at the pictures, instead of at the pictures themselves; especially at the people who copied them, the sometimes charming young lady painters – and these seemed to him even more charming than they really were – and he looked a great deal out of the Louvre Windows, where there was much to be seen: more Paris, for instance – Paris, of which he could never have enough.

But when, surfeited with classical beauty, they all three went and dined together, and Taffy and the Laird said beautiful things about the old masters, and quarrelled about them, he listened with deference and rapt attention and reverentially agreed with all they said; and afterwards made the most delight-fully funny little pen-and-ink sketches of them, saying all these beautiful things (which he sent to his mother and sister at home); so lifelike, so real, that you could almost hear the beautiful things they said; so beautifully drawn that you felt the old masters couldn’t have drawn them better themselves; and so irresistibly droll that you felt that the old masters could not have drawn them at all – any more than Milton could have described the quarrel between Sairey Gamp and Betsy Prig;1 no one, in short, but Little Billee.

Little Billee took up the ‘Ballad of the Bouillabaisse’ where the Laird had left it off, and speculated on the future of himself and his friends, when he should have got to forty years – an almost impossibly remote future.

These speculations were interrupted by a loud knock at the door, and two men came in.

First, a tall, bony individual of any age between thirty and forty-five, of Jewish aspect, well-featured but sinister. He was very shabby and dirty, and wore a red béret and a large velveteen cloak, with a big metal clasp at the collar. His thick, heavy, languid, lustreless black hair fell down behind his ears on to his Shoulders, in that musician-like way that is so offensive to the normal Englishman. He had bold, brilliant black eyes, with long, heavy lids, a thin, sallow face, and a beard of burnt-up black, which grew almost from his under eyelids; and over it his moustache, a shade lighter, fell in two long spiral twists. He went by the name of Svengali, and spoke fluent French with a German accent and humorous German twists and idioms, and his voice was very thin and mean and harsh, and often broke into a disagreeable falsetto.

His companion was a little swarthy young man – a gypsy, possibly – much pitted with the smallpox, and also very shabby. He had large, soft, affectionate brown eyes, like a King Charles spaniel. He had small, nervous, veiny hands, with nails bitten down to the quick, and carried a fiddle and a fiddlestick under his arm, without a case, as though he had been playing in the street.

‘Ponchour, mes enfants,’ said Svengali. ‘Che vous amene mon ami Checko, qui choue du fiolon gomme un anche!’

Little Billee, who adored all ‘sweet musicianers’, jumped up and made Gecko as warmly welcome as he could in his early French.

‘Ha! le biâno!’ exclaimed Svengali, flinging his red béret on it, and his cloak on the ground. ‘Ch’espère qu’il est pon, et pien t’accord!’

And sitting down on the music-stool, he ran up and down the scales with that easy power, that smooth even crispness of touch, which reveal the master.

Then he fell to playing Chopin’s Impromptu in A flat, so beautifully that Little Billee’s heart went nigh to bursting with suppressed emotion and delight. He had never heard any music of Chopin’s before, nothing but British provincial home-made music – melodies with variations, ‘Annie Laurie’, ‘The Last Rose of Summer’, ‘The Blue Bells of Scotland’; innocent little motherly and sisterly tinklings, invented to set the Company at their ease on festive evenings, and make all-round conversation possible for shy people, who fear the unaccompanied sound of their own voices, and whose genial chatter always leaves off directly the music ceases.

He never forgot that impromptu, which he was destined to hear again one day in strange circumstances.

Then Svengali and Gecko made music together, divinely. Little fragmentary things, sometimes consisting of but a few bars, but these bars of such beauty and meaning! Scraps, snatches, short melodies, meant to fetch, to charm immediately, or to melt or sadden or madden just for a moment, and that knew just when to leave off – czardas, gypsy dances, Hungarian love-plaints, things little known out of eastern Europe in the fifties of this Century, till the Laird and Taffy were almost as wild in their enthusiasm as Little Billee – a silent enthusiasm too deep for speech. And when these two great artists left off to smoke, the three Britishers were too much moved even for that, and there was a stillness…

Suddenly there came a loud knuckle-rapping at the outer door, and a portentous voice of great volume, and that might almost have belonged to any sex (even an angel’s), uttered the British milkman’s yodel, ‘Milk below!’ and before any one could say, ‘Entrez,’ a strange figure appeared, framed by the gloom of the little antechamber.

It was the figure of a very tall and fully developed young female, clad in the grey overcoat of a French infantry soldier, continued netherwards by a short striped petticoat, beneath which were visible her bare white ankles and insteps, and slim, straight, rosy heels, clean cut and smooth as the back of a razor; her toes lost themselves in a huge pair of male slippers, which made her drag her feet as she walked.

She bore herself with easy, unembarrassed grace, like a person whose nerves and muscles are well in tune, whose spirits are high, who has lived much in the atmosphere of French Studios, and feels at home in it.

This strange medley of garments was surmounted by a small bare head with short, thick, wavy brown hair, and a very healthy young face, which could scarcely be called quite beautiful at first sight, since the eyes were too wide apart, the mouth too large, the chin too massive, the complexion a mass of freckles. Besides, you can never tell how beautiful (or how ugly) a face may be till you have tried to draw it.

But a small portion of her neck, down by the collar-bone, which just showed itself between the unbuttoned lapels of her military coat collar, was of a delicate privet-like whiteness that is never to be found on any French neck, and very few English ones. Also, she had a very fine brow, broad and low, with thick, level eyebrows much darker than her hair, a broad, bony, high bridge to her short nose, and her full, broad cheeks were beautifully modelled. She would have made a singularly handsome boy.

As the creature looked round at the assembled Company and flashed her big white teeth at them in an all-embracing smile of uncommon width and quite irresistible sweetness, simplicity and friendly trust, one saw at a glance that she was out of the common clever, simple, humorous, honest, brave and kind, and accustomed to be genially welcomed wherever she went. Then suddenly closing the door behind her, dropping her smile, and looking wistful and sweet, with her head on one side and her arms akimbo, ‘Ye’re all English, now, aren’t ye?’ she exclaimed. ‘I heard the music, and thought I’d just come in for a bit, and pass the time of day: you don’t mind? Trilby, that’s my name – Trilby O’Ferrall.’

She said this in English, with an accent half Scotch and certain French intonations, and in a voice so rich and deep and full as almost to suggest an incipient tenore robusto; and one felt instinctively that it was a real pity she wasn’t a boy, she would have made such a jolly one.

‘We’re delighted, on the contrary,’ said Little Billee, and advanced a chair for her.

But she said, ‘Oh, don’t mind me; go on with the music,’ and sat herself down cross-legged on the model-throne near the piano.

As they still looked at her, curious and half embarrassed, she pulled a paper parcel containing food out of one of the coat-pockets, and exclaimed :

I’ll just take a bite, if you don’t object; I’m a model, you know, and it’s just rung twelve – “the rest”. I’m posing for Durien the sculptor, on the next floor. I pose to him for the altogether.’

‘The altogether?’ asked Little Billee.

‘Yes – l’ensemble, you know – head, hands and feet – everything – especially feet. That’s my foot,’ she said, kicking off her big slipper and stretching out the limb. ‘It’s the handsomest foot in all Paris. There’s only one in all Paris to match it, and here it is,’ and she laughed heartily (like a merry peal of bells), and stuck out the other.

And in truth they were astonishingly beautiful feet, such as one only sees in pictures and statues – a true inspiration of shape and colour, all made up of delicate lengths and subtly modulated curves and noble straightnesses and happy little dimpled arrangements in innocent young pink and white.

So that Little Billee, who had the quick, prehensile, aesthetic eye, and knew by the grace of Heaven what the shapes and sizes and colours of almost every bit of man, woman or child should be (and so seldom are), was quite bewildered to find that a real, bare, live human foot could be such a charming object to look at, and felt that such a base or pedestal lent quite an antique and Olympian dignity to a figure that seemed just then rather grotesque in its mixed attire of military overcoat and female petticoat, and nothing else!

Poor Trilby!

The shape of those lovely slender feet (that were neither large nor small), facsimiled in dusty pale plaster of Paris, survives on the shelves and walls of many a studio throughout the world, and many a sculptor yet unborn has yet to marvel at their strange perfection, in studious despair.

For when Dame Nature takes it into her head to do her very best, and bestow her minutest attention on a mere detail, as happens now and then – once in a blue moon, perhaps – she makes it uphill work for poor human art to keep pace with her.

It is a wondrous thing, the human foot – like the human hand; even more so, perhaps; but, unlike the hand, with which we are so familiar, it is seldom a thing of beauty in civilized adults who go about in leather boots or shoes.

So that it is hidden away in disgrace, a thing to be thrust out of sight and forgotten. It can sometimes be very ugly indeed – the ugliest thing there is, even in the fairest and highest and most gifted of her sex; and then it is of an ugliness to chill and kill romance, and scatter love’s young dream, and almost break the heart.

And all for the sake of a high heel and a ridiculously pointed toe – mean things, at the best!

Conversely, when Mother Nature has taken extra pains in the building of it, and proper care or happy chance has kept it free of lamentable deformations, indurations and discolorations – all those grewsome boot-begotten abominations which have made it so generally unpopular – the sudden sight of it, uncovered, comes as a very rare and singularly pleasing surprise to the eye that has learned how to see!

Nothing else that Mother Nature has to show, not even the human face divine, has more subtle power to suggest high physical distinction, happy evolution and supreme development; the lordship of man over beast, the lordship of man over man, the lordship of woman over all!

En voilà de l’éloquence – à propos de bottes!

Trilby had respected Mother Nature’s special gift to herself – had never worn a leather boot or shoe, had always taken as much care of her feet as many a fine lady takes of her hands. It was her one coquetry, the only real vanity she had.

Gecko, his fiddle in one hand and his bow in the other, stared at her in open-mouthed admiration and delight, as she ate her Sandwich of soldier’s bread and fromage à la crème quite unconcerned.

When she had finished she licked the tips of her fingers clean of cheese, and produced a small tobacco-pouch from another military pocket, made herself a cigarette, and lit it and smoked it, inhaling the smoke in large whiffs, filling her lungs with it, and sending it back through her nostrils, with a look of great beatitude.

Svengali played Schubert’s ‘Rosemonde’, and flashed a pair of languishing black eyes at her with intent to kill.

But she didn’t even look his way. She looked at Little Billee, at big Taffy, at the Laird, at the casts and studies, at the sky, the chimney-pots over the way, the towers of Notre Dame, just visible from where she sat.

Only when he finished she exclaimed: ‘Maϊe, aϊe! c’est rudement bien tapé, c’te musique-là! Seulement, c’est pas gai, vous savez! Comment q’ça s’appelle?’

‘It is called the “Rosemonde” of Schubert, matemoiselle,’ replied Svengali. (I will translate.)

‘And what’s that – Rosemonde?’ said she.

‘Rosemonde was a princess of Cyprus, matemoiselle, and Cyprus is an island.’

‘Ah, and Schubert, then – where’s that?’

‘Schubert is not an island, matemoiselle. Schubert was a compatriot of mine, and made music, and played the piano, just like me.’

‘Ah, Schubert was a monsieur, then. Don’t know him; never heard his name.’

‘That is a pity, matemoiselle. He had some talent. You like this better, perhaps,’ and he strummed,


‘Messieurs les étudiants,

Montez à la chaumière

Pour y danser le cancan,’



striking wrong notes, and banging out a bass in a different key – a hideously grotesque Performance.

‘Yes, I like that better. It’s gayer, you know. Is that also composed by a compatriot of yours?’ asked the lady.

‘Heaven forbid, matemoiselle.’

And the laugh was against Svengali.

But the real fun of it all (if there was any) lay in the fact that she was perfectly sincere.

‘Are you fond of music?’ asked Little Billee.

‘Oh, ain’t I just!’ she replied. ‘My father sang like a bird. He was a gentleman and a scholar, my father was. His name was Patrick Michael O’Ferrall, Fellow of Trinity, Cambridge. He used to sing “Ben Bolt”.2 Do you know “Ben Bolt”?’ ‘Oh yes, I know it well,’ said Little Billee. ‘It’s a very pretty song.’

‘I can sing it,’ said Miss O’Ferrall. ‘Shall I?’

‘Oh, certainly, if you will be so kind.’

Miss O’Ferrall threw away the end of her cigarette, put her hands on her knees as she sat cross-legged on the model-throne, and sticking her elbows well out, she looked up to the ceiling with a tender, sentimental smile, and sang the touching song,


‘Oh, don’t you remember sweet Alice, Ben Bolt?

Sweet Alice, with hair so brown?’ etc. etc.



As some things are too sad and too deep for tears, so some things are too grotesque and too funny for laughter. Of such a kind was Miss O’Ferrall’s Performance of ‘Ben Bolt’.

From that capacious mouth and through that high-bridged bony nose there rolled a volume of breathy sound, not loud, but so immense that it seemed to come from all round, to be reverberated from every surface in the studio. She followed more or less the shape of the tune, going up when it rose and down when it fell, but with such immense intervals between the notes as were never dreamed of in any mortal melody. It was as though she could never once have deviated into tune, never once have hit upon a true note, even by a fluke – in fact, as though she were absolutely tone-deaf, and without ear, although she stuck to the time correctly enough.

She finished her song amid an embarrassing silence. The audience didn’t quite know whether it were meant for fun or seriously. One wondered if she were not paying out Svengali for his impertinent Performance of ‘Messieurs les étudiants’. If so, it was a capital piece of impromptu tit-for-tat admirably acted, and a very ugly gleam yellowed the tawny black of Svengali’s big eyes. He was so fond of making fun of others that he particularly resented being made fun of himself – couldn’t endure that any one should ever have the laugh of him.

At length Little Billee said: ‘Thank you so much. It’s a capital song.’

‘Yes,’ said Miss O’Ferrall. ‘It’s the only song I know, unfortunately. My father used to sing it, just like that, when he felt jolly after hot rum-and-water. It used to make people cry; he used to cry over it himself. I never do. Some people think I can’t sing a bit. All I can say is that I’ve often had to sing it six or seven times running in lots of Studios. I vary it, you know – not the words, but the tune. You must remember that I’ve only taken to it lately. Do you know Litolff? Well, he’s a great composer, and he came to Durien’s the other day, and I sang “Ben Bolt”, and what do you think he said? Why, he said Madame Alboni couldn’t go nearly so high or so low as I did, and that her voice wasn’t half so big. He gave me his word of honour. He said I breathed as natural and straight as a baby, and all I want is to get my voice a little more under control. That’s what he said.’

‘Qu’est-ce qu’elle dit?’ asked Svengali. And she said it all over again to him in French – quite French French – of the most colloquial kind. Her accent was not that of the Comedie Franchise, nor yet that of the Faubourg St Germain, nor yet that of the shop, or the pavement. It was quaint and expressive – ‘funny without being vulgar’.

‘Barpleu! he was right, Litolff,’ said Svengali. ‘I assure you, matemoiselle, that I have never heard a voice that can equal yours; you have a talent quite exceptional.’

She blushed with pleasure, and the others thought him a ‘beastly cad’ for poking fun at the poor girl in such a way. And they thought Monsieur Litolff another.

She then got up and shook the crumbs off her coat, and slipped her feet into Durien’s slippers, saying, in English: ‘Well, I’ve got to go back. Life ain’t all beer and skittles, and more’s the pity; but what’s the odds, so long as you’re happy?’

On her way out she stopped before Taffy’s picture – a chiffonnier with his lantern, bending over a dust-heap. For Taffy was, or thought himself, a passionate realist in those days. He has changed, and now paints nothing but King Arthurs and Guineveres and Lancelots and Elaines, and floating Ladies of Shalott.

‘That chiffonnier’s basket isn’t hitched high enough,’ she remarked. ‘How could he tap his pick against the rim and make the rag fall into it if it’s hitched only half-way up his back? And he’s got the wrong sabots, and the wrong lantern; it’s all wrong.’

‘Dear me!’ said Taffy, turning very red; ‘you seem to know a lot about it. It’s a pity you don’t paint, yourself.’

‘Ah! now you’re cross!’ said Miss O’Ferrall. ‘Oh, maïe aïe!’

She went to the door and paused, looking round benignly.

‘What nice teeth you’ve all three got! That’s because you’re Englishmen, I suppose, and clean them twice a day. I do too. Trilby O’Ferrall, that’s my name, 48 Rue des Pousse-Cailloux! -pose pour l’ensemble, quand ja l’amuse! va-t-en ville, et fait tout ce qui concerne son état! Don’t forget. Thanks all, and good-bye.’

‘En v’là une orichinale,’ said Svengali.

‘I think she’s lovely,’ said Little Billee, the young and tender.

‘Oh heavens, what angel’s feet! It makes me sick to think she sits for the figure. I’m sure she’s quite a lady.’

And in five minutes or so, with the point of an old compass, he scratched in white on the dark red wall a three-quarter profile outline of Trilby’s left foot, which was perhaps the more perfect poem of the two.

Slight as it was, this little piece of impromptu etching, in its sense of beauty, in its quick seizing of a peculiar individuality, its subtle rendering of a strongly received impression, was already the work of a master. It was Trilby’s foot and nobody else’s, nor could have been, and nobody else but Little Billee could have drawn it in just that inspired way.

‘Qu’est-ce que c’est, “Ben Bolt”?’ inquired Gecko.

Upon which Little Billee was made by Taffy to sit down to the piano and sing it. He sang it very nicely with his pleasant little throaty English barytone.

It was solely in order that Little Billee should have opportunities of practising this graceful accomplishment of his, for his own and his friends’ delectation, that the piano had been sent over from London, at great cost to Taffy and the Laird. It had belonged to Taffy’s mother, who was dead.

Before he had finished the second verse, Svengali exclaimed :

‘Mais c’est tout-à-fait chentil! Allons, Gecko, chouez-nous ça!’

And he put his big hands on the piano, over Little Billee’s, pushed him off the music-stool with his great gaunt body, and, sitting on it himself, he played a masterly prelude. It was impressive to hear the complicated richness and volume of the sounds he evoked after Little Billee’s gentle ‘tink-a-tink’.

And Gecko, cuddling lovingly his violin and closing his upturned eyes, played that simple melody as it had probably never been played before – such passion, such pathos, such a tone! – and they turned it and twisted it, and went from one key to another, playing into each other’s hands, Svengali taking the lead; and fugued and canoned and counterpointed and battle-dored and shuttlecocked it, high and low, soft and loud, in minor, in pizzicato and in sordino – adagio, andante, allegretto, scherzo – and exhausted all its possibilities of beauty; till their susceptible audience of three was all but crazed with delight and wonder; and the masterful Ben Bolt, and his over-tender Alice, and his too submissive friend, and his old schoolmaster so kind and so true, and his long-dead schoolmates, and the rustic porch and the mill, and the slab of granite so grey,


‘And the dear little nook

By the clear running brook,’



were all magnified into a strange, almost holy poetic dignity and splendour quite undreamed of by whoever wrote the words and music of that unsophisticated little song, which has touched so many simple British hearts that don’t know any better – and among them, once, that of the present scribe – long, long ago!

‘Sacrepleu! il choue pien, le Checko, hein?’ said Svengali, when they had brought this wonderful double improvisation to a climax and a close. ‘C’est mon élèfe! che le fais chanter sur son fiolon, c’est comme si c’était moi qui chantais! ach! si ch’afais pour teux sous de voix, che serais le bremier chanteur du monte! I cannot sing!’ he continued. (I will translate him into English, without attempting to translate his accent, which is a mere matter of judiciously transposing p’s and b’s, and t’s and d’s, and f’s and v’s, and g’s and k’s, and turning the soft French j into sch, and a pretty language into an ugly one.)

‘I cannot sing myself, I cannot play the violin, but I can teach – hein, Gecko? And I have a pupil – hein, Gecko? – la betite Honorine;’ and here he leered all round with a leer that was not engaging. ‘The world shall hear of la betite Honorine some day – hein, Gecko? Listen all – this is how I teach la betite Honorine! Gecko, play me a little accompaniment in pizzicato.’

And he pulled out of his pocket a kind of little flexible flageolet (of his own invention, it seems), which he screwed together and put to his lips, and on this humble instrument he played ‘Ben Bolt’, while Gecko accompanied him, using his fiddle as a guitar, his adoring eyes fixed in reverence on his master.

And it would be impossible to render in any words the deftness, the distinction, the grace, power, pathos and passion with which this truly phenomenal artist executed the poor old twopenny tune on his elastic penny whistle – for it was little more – such thrilling, vibrating, piercing tenderness, now loud and full, a shrill scream of anguish, now soft as a whisper, a mere melodic breath, more human almost than the human voice itself, a perfection unattainable even by Gecko, a master, on an instrument which is the acknowledged king of all!

So that the tear, which had been so close to the brink of Little Billee’s eye while Gecko was playing, now rose and trembled under his eyelid and spilled itself down his nose; and he had to dissemble and surreptitiously mop it up with his little finger as he leaned his chin on his hand, and cough a little husky, unnatural cough – pour se donner une contenance!

He had never heard such music as this, never dreamed such music was possible. He was conscious, while it lasted, that he saw deeper into the beauty, the sadness of things, the very heart of them, and their pathetic evanescence, as with a new, inner eye – even into eternity itself, beyond the veil – a vague cosmic vision that faded when the music was over, but left an unfading reminiscence of its having been, and a passionate desire to express the like some day through the plastic medium of his own beautiful art.

When Svengali ended, he leered again on his dumb-struck audience, and said: ‘That is how I teach la betite Honorine to sing; that is how I teach Gecko to play; that is how I teach “il bel canto“! It was lost, the bel canto – but I found it, in a dream – I, and nobody else – I – Svengali – I – I – I! But that is enough of music; let us play at something else – let us play at this!’ he cried, jumping up and seizing a foil and bending it against the wall… ‘Come along, Little Pillee, and I will show you something more you don’t know…’

So Little Billee took off coat and waistcoat, donned mask and glove and fencing-shoes, and they had an ‘assault of arms’, as it is nobly called in French, and in which poor Little Billee came off very badly. The German Pole fenced wildly, but well.

Then it was the Laird’s turn, and he came off badly too; so then Taffy took up the foil, and redeemed the honour of Great Britain, as became a British hussar and a Man of Blood. For Taffy, by long and assiduous practice in the best school in Paris (and also by virtue of his native aptitudes), was a match for any maftre d’armes in the whole French army, and Svengali got ‘what for’.

And when it was time to give up play and settle down to work, others dropped in – French, English, Swiss, German, American, Greek; curtains were drawn and shutters opened; the studio was flooded with light – and the afternoon was healthily spent in athletic and gymnastic exercises till dinner-time.

But Little Billee, who had had enough of fencing and gymnas-tics for the day, amused himself by filling up with black and white and red-chalk strokes the outline of Trilby’s foot on the wall, lest he should forget his fresh vision of it, which was still to him as the thing itself – an absolute reality, born of a mere glance, a mere chance – a happy caprice!

Durien came in and looked over his Shoulder, and exclaimed: ‘Tiens! le pied de Trilby! vous avez fait ça d’après nature?’

‘Nong!’

‘De mémoire, alors?’

‘Wee!’

‘Je vous en fais mon compliment! Vous avez eu la main heureuse. Je voudrais bien avoir fait ça, moi! C’est un petit chef-d’ceuvre que vous avez fait là – tout bonnement, mon eher! Mais vous elaborez trop. De grace, n’y touchez plus!’

And Little Billee was pleased, and touched it no more; for Durien was a great sculptor, and sincerity itself.

And then – well, I happen to forget what sort of day this particular day turned into at about six of the clock.

If it was decently fine, the most of them went off to dine at the Restaurant de la Couronne, kept by the Pere Trin (in the Rue de Monsieur), who gave you of his best to eat and drink for twenty sols Parisis, or one franc in the coin of the empire. Good distending soups, omelets that were only too savoury, lentils, red and white beans, meat so dressed and sauced and seasoned that you didn’t know whether it was beef or mutton – flesh, fowl or good red herring – or even bad, for that matter – nor very greatly cared.

And just the same lettuce, radishes and cheese of Gruyère or Brie as you got at the Trois Frères Provençaux (but not the same butter!). And to wash it all down, generous wine in wooden brocs – that stained a lovely aesthetic blue everything it was spilled over.

And you hobnobbed with models, male and female, students of law and medicine, painters and sculptors, workmen and blanchisseuses and grisettes, and found them very good Company, and most improving to your French, if your French was of the usual British kind, and even to some of your manners, if these were very British indeed. And the evening was innocently wound up with billiards, cards or dominoes at the Café du Luxembourg opposite; or at the Theatre du Luxembourg, in the Rue de Madame, to see funny farces with screamingly droll Englishmen in them; or, still better, at the Jardin Bullier (la Closerie des Lilas), to see the students dance the cancan, or try and dance it yourself, which is not so easy as it seems; or, best of all, at the Théâtre de l’Odéon, to see Fechter and Madame Doche in the Dame aux Camélias.

Or, if it were not only fine, but a Saturday afternoon into the bargain, the Laird would put on a necktie and a few other necessary things, and the three friends would walk arm-in-arm to Taffy’s hotel in the Rue de Seine, and wait outside till he had made himself as presentable as the Laird, which did not take very long. And then (Little Billee was always presentable) they would, arm-in-arm, the huge Taffy in the middle, descend the Rue de Seine and cross a bridge to the Cité, and have a look in at the Morgue. Then back again to the quays on the rive gauche by the Pont Neuf, to wend their way westward; now on one side to look at the print and picture shops and the magasins of bric-à-brac, and haply sometimes buy thereof, now on the other to finger and cheapen the second-hand books for sale on the parapet, and even pick up one or two utterly unwanted bargains, never to be read or opened again.

When they reached the Pont des Arts they would cross it, stopping in the middle to look up the river towards the old Cité and Notre Dame, eastward, and dream unutterable things, and try to utter them. Then, turning westward, they would gaze at the glowing sky and all it glowed upon – the corner of the Tuileries and the Louvre, the many bridges, the Chamber of Deputies, the golden river narrowing its perspective and broadening its bed as it went flowing and winding on its way between Passy and Grenelle to St Cloud, to Rouen, to the Havre, to England perhaps – where they didn’t want to be just then; and they would try and express themselves to the effect that life was uncommonly well worth living in that particular city at that particular time of the day and year and Century, at that particular epoch of their own mortal and uncertain lives.

Then, still arm-in-arm and chatting gaily, across the courtyard of the Louvre, through gilded gates well guarded by reckless imperial Zouaves, up the arcaded Rue de Rivoli as far as the Rue Castiglione, where they would stare with greedy eyes at the window of the great corner pastry-cook, and marvel at the beautiful assortment of bonbons, pralines, dragées, marrons glacés – saccharine, crystalline substances of all kinds and colours, as charming to look at as an illumination; precious stones, delicately frosted sweets, pearls and diamonds so arranged as to melt in the mouth; especially, at this particular time of the year, the monstrous Easter-eggs of enchanting hue, enshrined like costly jewels in caskets of satin and gold; and the Laird, who was well read in his English classics and liked to show it, would opine that ‘they managed these things better in France’.

Then across the street by a great gate into the Allée des Feuillants, and up to the Place de la Concorde – to gaze, but quite without base envy, at the smart people coming back from the Bois de Boulogne. For even in Paris ‘carriage people’ have a way of looking bored, of taking their pleasure sadly, of having nothing to say to each other, as though the Vibration of so many wheels all rolling home the same way every afternoon had hypnotized them into silence, idiocy and melancholia.

And our three musketeers of the brush would speculate on the vanity of wealth and rank and fashion; on the satiety that follows in the wake of self-indulgence and overtakes it; on the weariness of the pleasures that become a toil – as if they knew all about it, had found it all out for themselves, and nobody else had ever found it out before!

Then they found out something else – namely, that the sting of healthy appetite was becoming intolerable; so they would betake themselves to an English eating-house in the Rue de la Madeleine (on the left-hand side near the top), where they would renovate their strength and their patriotism on British beef and beer, and household bread, and bracing, biting, stinging yellow mustard, and heroic horseradish, and noble apple-pie, and Cheshire cheese; and get through as much of these in an hour or so as they could for talking, talking, talking; such happy talk! as full of sanguine hope and enthusiasm, of cocksure commendation or condemnation of all painters, dead or alive, of modest but firm belief in themselves and each other, as a Paris Easter-egg is full of sweets and pleasantness (for the young).

And then a stroll on the crowded, well-lighted boulevards, and a bock at the café there, at a little three-legged marble table right out on the genial asphalt side pavement, still talking nineteen to the dozen.

Then home by dark, old, silent streets and some deserted bridge to their beloved Latin Quarter, the Morgue gleaming cold and still and fatal in the pale lamplight, and Notre Dame pricking up its watchful twin towers, which have looked down for so many centuries on so many happy, sanguine, expansive youths Walking arm-in-arm by twos and threes, and for ever talking, talking, talking…

The Laird and Little Billee would see Taffy safe to the door of his hôtel garni in the Rue de Seine, where they would find much to say to each other before they said good-night – so much that Taffy and Little Billee would see the Laird safe to his door, in the Place St Anatole des Arts. And then a discussion would arise between Taffy and the Laird on the immortality of the soul, let us say, or the exact meaning of the word ‘gentleman’, or the relative merits of Dickens and Thackeray, or some such recondite and quite unhackneyed theme, and Taffy and the Laird would escort Little Billee to his door, in the Place de l’Odéon, and he would re-escort them both back again, and so on till any hour you please.

Or again, if it rained, and Paris through the studio window loomed lead-coloured, with its shiny slate roofs under skies that were ashen and sober, and the wild west wind made woeful music among the chimney-pots, and little grey waves ran up the river the wrong way, and the Morgue looked chill and dark and wet, and almost uninviting (even to three healthy-minded young Britons), they would resolve to dine and spend a happy evening at home.

Little Billee, taking with him three francs (or even four), would dive into back streets and buy a yard or so of crusty new bread, well burned on the flat side, a fillet of beef, a litre of wine, potatoes and onions, butter, a little cylindrical cheese called ‘bondon de Neufchâtel’, tender, curly lettuce, with chervil, parsley, spring onions and other fine herbs, and a pod of garlic, which would be rubbed on a crust of bread to flavour things with.

Taffy would lay the cloth English-wise, and also make the salad, for which, like everybody else I ever met, he had a special receipt of his own (putting in the oil first and the vinegar after); and indeed his salads were quite as good as everybody else’s.

The Laird, bending over the stove, would cook the onions and beef into a savoury Scotch mess so cunningly that you could not taste the beef for the onions – nor always the onions for the garlic!

And they would dine far better than at le Père Trin’s, far better than at the English Restaurant in the Rue de la Madeleine – better than any where else on earth!

And after dinner, what coffee, roasted and ground on the spot, what pipes and cigarettes of caporal, by the light of the three shaded lamps, while the rain beat against the big north window, and the wind went howling round the quaint old medieval tower at the corner of the Rue Vieille des Trois Mauvais Ladres (the old street of the three bad lepers), and the damp logs hissed and crackled in the stove!

What jolly talk into the small hours! Thackeray and Dickens again, and Tennyson and Byron (who was ‘not dead yet’ in those days); and Titian and Velasquez, and young Millais and Holman Hunt (just out); and Monsieur Ingres and Monsieur Delacroix, and Balzac and Stendhal and George Sand; and the good Dumas! and Edgar Allan Poe; and the glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome…

Good, honest, innocent, artless prattle – not of the wisest, perhaps, nor redolent of the very highest culture (which, by the way, can mar as well as make), nor leading to any very practical result; but quite pathetically sweet from the sincerity and fervour of its convictions, a profound belief in their importance, and a proud trust in their lifelong immutability.

Oh, happy days and happy nights, sacred to art and friendship! oh, happy times of careless impecuniosity, and youth and hope and health and strength and freedom – with all Paris for a playground, and its dear old unregenerate Latin Quarter for a Workshop and a home!

And, up to then, no kill-joy complications of love!

No, decidedly no! Little Billee had never known such happiness as this – never even dreamed of its possibility.

A day or two after this, our opening day, but in the afternoon, when the fencing and boxing had begun and the trapeze was in full swing, Trilby’s ‘Milk below!’ was sounded at the door, and she appeared – clothed this time, and in her right mind, as it seemed: a tall, straight, flat-backed, square-shouldered, deep-chested, full-bosomed young grisette, in a snowy frilled cap, a neat black gown and white apron, pretty faded, well-darned brown stockings, and well-worn, soft, grey, square-toed slippers of list, without heels and originally shapeless; but which her feet, uncompromising and inexorable as boot-trees, had ennobled into everlasting classic shapeliness, and stamped with an unforgettable individuality, as does a beautiful hand its well-worn glove – a fact Little Billee was not slow to perceive, with a curious conscious thrill that was only half aesthetic.

Then he looked into her freckled face, and met the kind and tender mirthfulness of her gaze and the plucky frankness of her fine wide smile with a thrill that was not aesthetic at all (nor the reverse), but all of the heart. And in one of his quick flashes of intuitive insight he divined far down beneath the shining surface of those eyes (which seemed for a moment to reflect only a little image of himself against the sky beyond the big north window) a well of sweetness; and floating somewhere in the midst of it the very heart of compassion, generosity and warm sisterly love; and under that – alas! at the bottom of all – a thin slimy layer of sorrow and shame. And just as long as it takes for a tear to rise and gather and choke itself back again, this sudden revelation shook his nervous little frame with a pang of pity and the knightly wish to help. But he had no time to indulge in such soft emotions. Trilby was met on her entrance by friendly greetings on all sides.

‘Tiens! c’est la grande Trilby!’ exclaimed Jules Guinot through his fencing-mask. ‘Comment! t’es déjà debout apres hier soir? Avons-nous assez rigolé chez Mathieu, hein? Crenom d’un nom, quelle noce! V’là une crémaillère qui peut se vanter d’être diantrement bien pendue, j’espère! Et la petite santé, c’ matin?’

‘Hé, hé! mon vieux,’ answered Trilby. ‘Ça boulotte, apparemment! Et toi? et Victorine? Comment qu’a s’ porte à c’t’heure? Elle avait un fier coup d’chasselas! c’est-y jobard, hein? de s’ fich ‘paf comme ça d’vant 1’ monde! Tiens, v’la, Gontran! ç marche-t-y, Gontran, Zouzou d’ mon cceur?’

‘Comme sur des roulettes, ma biche!’ said Gontran, alias V Zouzou – a corporal in the Zouaves. ‘Mais tu t’es donc mise Chiffonniere, a present? T’as fait banqueroute?’

(For Trilby had a chiffonnier’s basket strapped on her back, and carried a pick and lantern.)

‘Mais-z-oui, mon bon!’ she said. ‘Dame! pas d’ veine hier soir! t’as bien vu! Dans la dêche jusqu’aux omoplates, mon pauv’ caporal-sous-off! nom d’un canon – faut bien vivre, s’ pas?’

Little Billee’s heart-sluices had closed during this interchange of courtesies. He felt it to be of a very slangy kind, because he couldn’t understand a word of it, and he hated slang. All he could make out was the free use of the tu and the toi, and he knew enough French to know that this implied a great familiarity, which he misunderstood.

So that Jules Guinot’s polite inquiries whether Trilby were none the worse after Mathieu’s house-warming (which was so jolly), Trilby’s kind solicitude about the health of Victorine, who had very foolishly taken a drop too much on that occasion, Trilby’s mock regrets that her own bad luck at cards had made it necessary that she should retrieve her fallen fortunes by rag-picking – all these innocent, playful little amenities (which I have tried to write down just as they were spoken) were couched in a language that was as Greek to him – and he felt out of it, jealous and indignant.

‘Good-afternoon to you, Mr Taffy,’ said Trilby, in English. Tve brought you these objects of art and virtu to make the peace with you. They’re the real thing, you know. I borrowed ‘em from le pere Martin, chiffonnier en gros et en detail, grand officier de la Légion d’Honneur, membre de PInstitut et cetera, treize bis Rue du Puits d’Amour, rez-de-chaussée au fond de la cour a gauche, vis-à-vis le mont-de-piété! He’s one of my intimate friends, and –’

‘You don’t mean to say you’re the intimate friend of a rag-picker?’ exclaimed the good Taffy.

‘Oh yes! Pourquoi pas? I never brag; besides, there ain’t any beastly pride about le père Martin,’ said Trilby, with a wink. ‘You’d soon find that out if you were an intimate friend of his. This is how it’s put on. Do you see? If you’ll put it on I’ll fasten it for you, and show you how to hold the lantern and handle the pick. You may come to it yourself some day, you know. II ne faut jurer de rien! Père Martin will pose for you in person, if you like. He’s generally disengaged in the afternoon. He’s poor but honest, you know, and very nice and clean; quite the gentleman. He likes artists, especially English – they pay. His wife sells bric-à-brac and old masters: Rembrandts from two francs fifty upwards. They’ve got a little grandson – a love of a child. I’m his godmother. You know French, I suppose?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Taffy, much abashed. I’m very much obliged to you – very much indeed – a – I – a –’

‘Y a pas d’ quoi!’ said Trilby, divesting herself of her basket and putting it, with the pick and lantern, in a corner. ‘Et maintenant, le temps d’absorber une fine de fin sec [a cigarette] et je m’ la brise [I’m off]. On m’attend à l’Ambassade d’Autriche. Et puis zut! Allez toujours, mes enfants. En avant la boxe!’

She sat herself down cross-legged on the model-throne, and made herself a cigarette, and watched the fencing and boxing. Little Billee brought her a chair, which she refused; so he sat down on it himself by her side, and talked to her, just as he would have talked to any young lady at home – about the weather, about Verdi’s new opera (which she had never heard), the impressiveness of Notre Dame, and Victor Hugo’s beautiful romance (which she had never read), the mysterious charm of Leonardo da Vinci’s Lisa Gioconda’s smile (which she had never seen) – by all of which she was no doubt rather tickled and a little embarrassed, perhaps also a little touched.

Taffy brought her a cup of coffee, and conversed with her in polite formal French, very well and carefully pronounced; and the Laird tried to do likewise. His French was of that honest English kind that breaks up the stiffness of even an English party; and his jolly manners were such as to put an end to all shyness and constraint, and make self-consciousness impossible.

Others dropped in from neighbouring Studios – the usual cosmopolite crew. It was a perpetual come-and-go in this particular studio between four and six in the afternoon.

There were ladies too, en cheveux, in caps and bonnets, some of whom knew Trilby, and thee’d and thou’d with familiar and friendly affection, while others mademoiselle’d her with distant politeness, and were mademoiselle’d and madame’d back again. ‘Absolument comme à l’Ambassade d’Autriche,’ as Trilby observed to the Laird, with a British wink that was by no means ambassadorial.

Then Svengali came and made some of his grandest music, which was as completely thrown away on Trilby as fireworks on a blind beggar, for all she held her tongue so piously.

Fencing and boxing and trapezing seemed to be more in her line; and indeed, to a tone-deaf person, Taffy lunging his full spread with a foil, in all the splendour of his long, lithe, youthful strength, was a far gainlier sight than Svengali at the keyboard flashing his languid bold eyes with a sickly smile from one listener to another, as if to say: ‘N’est-ce pas que che suis peau? N’est-ce pas que ch’ai tu chenie? N’est-ce pas que che suis suplime, enfin?’

Then enter Durien the sculptor, who had been presented with a baignoire at the Odéon to see La Dame aux Camélias, and he invited Trilby and another lady to dine with him au cabaret and share his box.

So Trilby didn’t go to the Austrian embassy after all, as the Laird observed to Little Billee, with such a good imitation of her wink that Little Billee was bound to laugh.

But Little Billee was not inclined for fun; a dulness, a sense of disenchantment, had come over him; as he expressed it to himself, with pathetic self-pity :


‘A feeling of sadness and longing

    That is not akin to pain,

And resembles sorrow only

    As the mist resembles the rain.’



And the sadness, if he had known, was that all beautiful young women with kind sweet faces and noble figures and goddess-like extremities should not be good and pure as they were beautiful; and the longing was a longing that Trilby could be turned into a young lady – say the vicar’s daughter in a little Devonshire village – his sister’s friend and co-teacher at the Sunday school, a simple, pure and pious maiden of gentle birth.

For he adored piety in woman, although he was not pious by any means. His inarticulate, intuitive perceptions were not of form and colour secrets only, but strove to pierce the veil of deeper mysteries in impetuous and dogmatic boyish scorn of all received interpretations. For he flattered himself that he possessed the philosophical and scientific mind, and piqued himself on thinking clearly, and was intolerant of human inconsistency.

That small reserve portion of his ever-active brain which should have lain fallow while the rest of it was at work or play, perpetually plagued itself about the mysteries of life and death, and was for ever propounding unanswerable arguments against the Christian belief, through a kind of inverted sympathy with the believer. Fortunately for his friends, Little Billee was both shy and discreet, and very tender of other people’s feelings; so he kept all his immature juvenile agnosticism to himself.

To atone for such ungainly strong-mindedness in one so young and tender, he was the slave of many little traditional observances which have no very solid foundation in either science or philosophy. For instance, he wouldn’t walk under a ladder for worlds, nor sit down thirteen to dinner, nor have his hair cut on a Friday, and was quite upset if he happened to see the new moon through glass. And he believed in lucky and unlucky numbers, and dearly loved the sights and scents and sounds of high mass in some dim old French cathedral, and found them secretly comforting.

Let us hope that he sometimes laughed at himself, if only in his sleeve!

And with all his keenness of insight into life he had a well-brought-up, middle-class young Englishman’s belief in the infallible efficacy of gentle birth – for gentle he considered his own and Taffy’s and the Laird’s, and that of most of the good people he had lived among in England – all people, in short, whose two parents and four grandparents had received a liberal education and belonged to the professional class. And with this belief he combined (or thought he did) a proper democratic scorn for bloated dukes and lords, and even poor inoffensive baronets, and all the landed gentry – everybody who was born an inch higher up than himself.

It is a fairly good middle-class social creed, if you can only stick to it through life in despite of life’s experience. It fosters independence and self-respect, and not a few stodgy practical virtues as well. At all events, it keeps you out of bad Company, which is to be found both above and below. In medio tutissimus ibis!

And all this melancholy preoccupation, on Little Billee’s part, from the momentary gleam and dazzle of a pair of over-perfect feet in an over-aesthetic eye, too much enamoured of mere form!

Reversing the usual process, he had idealized from the base upward!

Many of us, older and wiser than Little Billee, have seen in lovely female shapes the outer garment of a lovely female soul. The instinct which guides us to do this is, perhaps, a right one, more often than not. But more often than not, also, lovely female shapes are terrible complicators of the difficulties and dangers of this earthly life, especially for their owner, and more especially if she be a humble daughter of the people, poor and ignorant, of a yielding nature, too quick to love and trust. This is all so true as to be trite – so trite as to be a common platitude!

A modern teller of tales, most widely (and most justly) popular, tells us of Californian heroes and heroines who, like Lord Byron’s Corsair, were linked with one virtue and a thousand crimes. And so dexterously does he weave his story that the Young Person may read it and learn nothing but good.

My poor heroine was the converse of these engaging criminals; she had all the virtues but one; but the virtue she lacked (the very one of all that plays the title-rolê, and gives its generic name to all the rest of that goodly Company) was of such a kind that I have found it impossible so to tell her history as to make it quite fit and proper reading for the ubiquitous young person so dear to us all.

Most deeply to my regret. For I had fondly hoped it might one day be said of me that whatever my other literary shortcomings might be, I at least had never penned a line which a pure-minded young British mother might not read aloud to her little blue-eyed babe as it lies sucking its little bottle in its little bassinette.

Fate has willed it otherwise.

Would indeed that I could duly express poor Trilby’s one shortcoming in some not too familiar medium – in Latin or Greek, let us say – lest the Young Person (in this ubiquitousness of hers, for which Heaven be praised) should happen to pry into these pages when her mother is looking another way.

Latin and Greek are languages the Young Person should not be taught to understand – seeing that they are highly improper languages, deservedly dead – in which pagan bards who should have known better have sung the filthy loves of their gods and goddesses.

But at least am I scholar enough to enter one little Latin plea on Trilby’s behalf – the shortest, best and most beautiful plea I can think of. It was once used in extenuation and condonation of the frailties of another poor, weak woman, presumably beautiful, and a far worse offender than Trilby, but who, like Trilby, repented of her ways, and was most justly forgiven –


‘Quia multum amavit!’



Whether it be an aggravation of her misdeeds or an extenuating circumstance, no pressure of want, no temptations of greed or vanity, had ever been factors in urging Trilby on her downward career after her first false Step in that direction – the result of ignorance, bad advice (from her mother, of all people in the world) and base betrayal. She might have lived in guilty splendour had she chosen, but her wants were few. She had no vanity, and her tastes were of the simplest, and she earned enough to gratify them all, and to spare.

So she followed love for love’s sake only, now and then, as she would have followed art if she had been a man – capriciously, desultorily, more in a frolicsome spirit of camaraderie than anything else. Like an amateur, in short – a distinguished amateur who is too proud to sell his pictures, but willingly gives one away now and then to some highly valued and much-admiring friend.

Sheer gaiety of heart and genial good-fellowship, the difficulty of saying nay to earnest pleading. She was bonne camarade et bonne fille before everything. Though her heart was not large enough to harbour more than one light love at a time (even in that Latin Quarter of genially capacious hearts), it had room for many warm friendships; and she was the warmest, most helpful and most compassionate of friends, far more serious and faithful in friendship than in love.

Indeed, she might almost be said to possess a virginal heart, so little did she know of love’s heartaches and raptures and torments and clingings and jealousies.

With her it was lightly come and lightly go, and never come back again; as one or two, or perhaps three, picturesque Bohemians of the brush or chisel had found, at some cost to their vanity and self-esteem; perhaps even to a deeper feeling – who knows?

Trilby’s father, as she had said, had been a gentleman, the son of a famous Dublin physician and friend of George the Fourth’s. He had been a fellow of his College, and had entered holy Orders. He also had all the virtues but one; he was a drunkard, and began to drink quite early in life. He soon left the Church, and became a classical tutor, and failed through this besetting sin of his, and fell into disgrace.

Then he went to Paris, and picked up a few English pupils there, and lost them, and earned a precarious livelihood from hand to mouth, anyhow, and sank from bad to worse.

And when his worst was about reached, he married the famous tartaned and tam-o’-shantered barmaid at the Montagnards Écossais, in the Rue du Paradis Poissonnière (a very fishy paradise indeed); she was a most beautiful Highland lassie of low degree, and she managed to support him, or helped him to support himself, for ten or fifteen years. Trilby was born to them, and was dragged up in some way – à la grâce de Dieu!

Patrick O’Ferrall soon taught his wife to drown all care and responsibility in his own simple way, and opportunities for doing so were never lacking to her.

Then he died, and left a posthumous child – born ten months after his death, alas! and whose birth cost its mother her life.

Then Trilby became a blanchisseuse de fin, and in two or three years came to grief through her trust in a friend of her mother’s. Then she became a model besides, and was able to support her little brother, whom she dearly loved.

At the time this story begins, this small waif and stray was en pension with le père Martin, the rag-picker, and his wife, the dealer in bric-à-brac and inexpensive old masters. They were very good people, and had grown fond of the child, who was beautiful to look at, and full of pretty tricks and pluck and cleverness – a popular favourite in the Rue du Puits d’Amour and its humble neighbourhood.

Trilby, for some freak, always chose to speak of him as her godson, and as the grandchild of le père et la mère Martin, so that these good people had almost grown to believe he really belonged to them.

And almost every one else believed that he was the child of Trilby (in spite of her youth), and she was so fond of him that she didn’t mind in the least.

He might have had a worse home.

La mère Martin was pious, or pretended to be; le père Martin was the reverse. But they were equally good for their kind, and though coarse and ignorant and unscrupulous in many ways (as was natural enough), they were gifted in a very full measure with the saving graces of love and charity, especially he. And if people are to be judged by their works, this worthy pair are no doubt both equally well compensated by now for the trials and struggles of their sordid earthly life.

So much for Trilby’s parentage.

And as she sat and wept at Madame Doche’s impersonation of La Dame aux Camélias (with her hand in Durien’s) she vaguely remembered, as in a waking dream, now the noble presence of Taffy as he towered cool and erect, foil in hand, gallantly waiting for his adversary to breathe, now the beautiful sensitive face of Little Billee and his deferential courtesy.

And during the entr’actes her heart went out in friendship to the jolly Scotch Laird of Cockpen, who came out now and then with such terrible French oaths and abominable expletives (and in the presence of ladies, too!), without the slightest notion of what they meant.

For the Laird had a quick ear, and a craving to be colloquial and idiomatic before everything else, and made many awkward and embarrassing mistakes.

It would be with him as though a polite Frenchman should say to a fair daughter of Albion, ‘D—— my eyes, mees, your tea is getting —— cold; let me tell that good old —— of a Jules to bring you another cup.’

And so forth, till time and experience taught him better. It is perhaps well for him that his first experiments in conversational French were made in the unconventional circle of the Place St Anatole des Arts.
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