
TrilbyO'Ferral,theeponymousheroineof

Trilby（1894）,thenovelbyGeorgeDuMaurier

（1834-1896）,islovedbyalmostallmeninthe

novel.Asamodelforartistsandastage

performer,herbodybecomesanobjectof

men'sgaze.AlthoughTrilbyisliterallytone-

deaf,shebecomesagreatsingerwhenhypno-

tizedbyamysteriousmusician,Svengali.

Further,althoughfew scenesinthenovel

involvethepresenceofSvengali,readers

considerhimtobethemostinterestingchar-

acterbecauseofhisgrotesqueJewishlooks

andhismagicalpoweroverTrilby.When

hypnotizedby him,notonly can Trilby

changeintoagreatdiva,Madam Svengali,

butshealsobecomesatotally different

person－onewhocompletelyignoresLittle

Billee,asuccessfulEnglishpaintersheis

deeplyinlovewith.Throughhisabilityto

mesmerizeher,Svengalican controlher

according to his willand succeeds in

drawingoutamajesticvoicefromherbody.

Afterhissuddendeath,however,sheloses

herabilitytosingbeautifully.Moreover,

shefindsherselfdrainedofherphysical

strengthanddiesanuntimelydeath.

Therehasbeenlittleagreementamong

critics about whether Trilby should be

regardedasavictimoravictor.RuthBien-

stockAnolik,forexample,emphasizesthe

factthatTrilbyisavictim ofSvengali's

"demonicpossession"（Anolik168）,andAlison

WinteralsonotesthatSvengali"actually

erased her"and destroyed herindividual

identity（Winter339-41）.Ontheotherhand,

NinaAuerbacharguesthatTrilbyherself

possessedthepowertobringaboutherown

metamorphosis.Shealsostatesthat,infact,

TrilbydidnotneedSvengalito"inciteher

tonew incarnations"（Auerbach18）.My

aiminthispaperistoexploretheportrayal

ofthisstar-crossedheroinebyfocusingon

thedescriptionofeyes.

Atfirstsight,Trilbydoesnotseemtobe

averyattractivewoman:hereyesare"too

wideapart";hermouth,"toolarge";and

herchin,"toomassive"（13）.Thenarrator

emphasizesthelargenessofherfacialstruc-

ture,whichwouldsuit"asingularlyhand-

someboy"（13）.Moreover,sheisverytall

and wears male clothing.Allof these

characteristicsindicatethatshecannotadapt

herselftotheframeworkofconventional

femalevirtuesrequiredintheVictorianera.

Instead,thesecharacteristicssymbolizeher

independence,unconventionality,andfreedom

（Allingham）.Trilbyshowsnohesitation

whenshevisitsLittleBilleeandhisfriends'

studioaloneforthefirsttime.Inaddition,

sheisnotabashedbycuriouslooksfrom

menandisrelaxedbeforepeoplesheismeet-

ingforthefirsttime.Asamodel,shehas

beenaccustomedtothecompanyofmen.
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Svengalihappenstobepresentatthestudio

whenTrilbyvisitsit.Fromtheveryoutset,

hiseyes,whenheisstaringatTrilby,are

describedasintenseandominous,asifhe

couldpierceherwiththem:he"flasheda

pairoflanguishingblackeyesatherwith

intenttokill"（16）.However,sheistotally

unfazedbyhisattentionandneverreturns

hisgaze,althoughshelooksatwhatever

shelikesboth insideandoutsideofthe

studio.Whenshesays,"Ye'reallEnglish,

now,aren'tye?"（13）,itisobviousthatthe

figureofSvengali,whoseappearanceclearly

showsthatheisaJew,isoutofherlineof

vision.Thus,thepowerofhisgazehasno

effectuponherwhilesheembodiesafree

lifestyleandisunconsciousofthegazeof

themalecharacters.

RegardlessofTrilby'sintention,notonly

SvengalibutalsoLittleBillee,whoisde-

scribed ashaving "thequick,prehensile,

aestheticeye"（15）,cannothelpturningtheir

gazeonher.Itislikelythatherextraordinary

clothes,especiallyhershortpetticoatthat

exposesherbareankles,hasastrongimpact

onthem.AccordingtoRiinaToya,ankle-

lengthpetticoats,called"miniskirts,"became

abigfadaroundthe1860s,andmenfound

hemlinesthatrevealedawoman'sanklesvery

attractiveatthattime（Toya38-39,95）.Du

Mauriersethisstoryinthe1850s,soitis

easilyconceivablethatTrilby'swhitebare

anklesattractmeninstinctivelyandirresist-

ibly.Thus,herbodybecomestheobjectthat

drawsLittleBillee'scovertandSvengali's

overtgreedygaze.

EvenbeforeTrilbymakesanappearance

inthenovel,thefactthatwomenarereduced

toobjectsofmen'sgazeisdemonstratedby

DuMaurier'sownillustration（Fig.1）.１ In

thispicture,ayoungwomanpainter,who

willneverbementionedsubsequentlyinthe

novel,isdrawnintheforegroundandoccu-

piesthemostspaceinthepicture.Thecentral

characters－thethreeEnglishartists,Taffy,

theLairdandLittleBillee－areonlysketched

roughlyassmallfiguresinthebackground.

Thefemalepainterinthepictureiseagerly

copying outa painting in themuseum;

however,nobody in thenoveltakesany

interestinherskillsandperformanceasa

painter.Eventhereader,justlikeLittleBillee

who enjoys the sightofthis unknown

womanpainterfromthebackground,cannot

helpcastingacuriousglanceatherown

body.

Trilby'sbodyisexposedtoandliterally

severedbytheintentgazeofmen.Little

Billeedrawsapictureofherleftfootonthe

wallofthestudio.Further,afterhypnotizing

Trilbyforthefirsttime,Svengalilooksinto

andchecksuphermouth,enumeratingthe

featuresheobservesinit:

'Himmel!Theroofofyourmouthislike

thedomeofthePanthéon;thereisroom

initfor"touteslesgloriesdelaFrance,"

andalittletospare!Theentranceto

yourthroatislikethemiddleporchof
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StSulpicewhenthedoorsareopenfor

thefaithfulonAllSaints'Day;andnot

onetoothismissing－thirty-twoBritish

teethaswhiteasmilkandasbigas

knuckle-bones!andyourlittletongue

isscoopedoutliketheleafofapink

peony,andthebridgeofyournoseis

likethebellyofaStradivarius－whata

sounding-board!andinsideyourbeauti-

fulbigchestthelungsaremadeof

leather!andyourbreath,itembalms－

likethebreathofabeautifulwhiteheifer

fedonthebuttercupsanddaisiesofthe

Vaterland!andyouhaveaquick,soft,

susceptibleheart,aheartofgold,mate-

moiselle（sic）－allthatseesitselfin

yourface!（50-51）

ByReportingwhatheseesinTrilby'smouth,

anddescribingeachfeatureintermsofan

image,SvengaliseversTrilby'sbodyinto

parts,andevenreferstotheorgansthathe

cannotactuallysee,suchasherlungsand

herheart.ItisnoteworthythatbothLittle

BilleeandSvengalibreakdownTrilby'sbody

inthismannerasthefirststeptogaining

possessionofher.Thisshowstheirpotential

fearofacceptingheraswhatsheis.２ The

healthy,well-grownandlivelyTrilbywho

embodiesfreedom ismorethantheycan

handle.

AfterTrilbyfindsthatthestudioofthe

threeEnglishmenis"quitethenicest,home-

liest,genialest,jollieststudiointhewhole

QuartierLatin"（60）,shebeginstofrequent

itanddecidesto"makeherselfbothuseful

andornamental"（61）tothem.Itisinthe

studiothatshefirstdisplaysdissociationof

apersonality－namely,shedividesherself

into"TrilbyspeakingEnglishandTrilby

speakingFrench"（64）.Undertheinfluence

oflestroisAngliches,shebeginstogrow

"moreEnglisheveryday"（64）.AsElaine

Showalter notes,Trilby's transformation

canbeexplainedasaprocessofher"Angli-

cization"（Showalterxviii）.３ Wemaysay

that the transitional form of this

transformationfromaFrenchgrisettetoan

English "lady"（64） is evident in the

descriptionofher"sittingcross-leggedon

themodel-thronedarningtheLaird'ssocks

orsewingbuttonsonhisshirtsorrepairing

thesmoke-holesinhistrousers"（62）;that

istosay,shesitsasamodelfortheir

sketches,and also plays the role ofa

housewife.Her"Anglicization"parallelsher

reshapingasadomesticatedwoman.

AsTrilby'sloveforLittleBilleegrows,

evenherappearanceundergoeschanges.In

short,shebecomesmorefeminine:

Also,shegrewthinner,especiallyin

theface,wherethebonesofhercheeks

andjawsbegantoshow themselves,

andtheseboneswereconstructedon

suchrightprinciples...thattheimprove-

mentwasastonishing,almostinexplic-

able.

Also,shelostherfrecklesasthe

summerwanedandsheherselfwent

lessintotheopenair.Andshelether

hairgrow,andmadeofitasmallknot

atthebackofherhead,andshowed

herlittleflatears...（90）

Trilbybecomesthinner,andthatmakesher

looksmaller;thus,wemaysayitbecomes

mucheasierforLittleBilleetopossessher.

Further,thefactthatshebeginstogoout

lessthanshedidbeforeindicatesthather

lifestyle,whichhasbeenfreefrom social

conventions, gradually approaches the

domesticlifestyleofEnglish middle-class

women.Bylimitingherrangeofactivities,

Trilbyunderminesherownliberty.Thefact

thatshewearsherhairtiedbackinaknot

alsoseemstorepresenttherestraintshehas

imposedonherself.Itbecomesobviousthat
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theAnglicizationandfeminizationofTrilby

arecloselyconnected.

HerfeminizationiscompletedwhenLittle

BilleeseesherposingnudeatCarrel'sstudio.

Asamodel,Trilby hasbeen "absolutely

withoutthatkindofshame"（66）,butat

theverymomentthatsherecognizesthe

intenseshock on LittleBillee'sface,she

becomesconsciousofbeinggazedatbya

man,andnotjustanartist.Itisclearthat

TrilbyimbibesLittleBillee'svalues－English

middle-class values－ as she loves him.

Althoughshehasbeenusedtobeingstared

at,itisatthismomentthatthegazeofa

mangainsspecialsignificanceforher.Thus,

thefeelingofshame,anew oneforher,

comes to her like a revelation.Trilby

explainsheremotionsinthelettershewrites

totheLaird:"Itseemedasnaturalformeto

sitasforaman.Now Iseetheawful

difference"（85）.

WeshouldnotethatTrilbycannotseethis

differenceclearly untilsheconsidered in

"nicecleanEnglish"（82）.Itisworthpointing

outthatTrilbyseemstosticktohercleanli-

ness. The narrator also describes the

difference,usingtheword"cleanliness".

Hitherto,forTrilby,self-respecthad

meantlittlemorethanthemerecleanli-

nessofherbody,inwhichshehad

alwaysrevelled;...Itnowmeantanother

kind ofcleanliness,and she would

luxuriateinitforevermore;andthe

dreadfulpast－nevertobeforgottenby

her－shouldbesoliveddownasintime,

perhaps,tobeforgottenbyothers.（87,

emphasisadded）

ThefactthatTrilbybecomesablanchisseuse

defin,onewhosejobitistocleanclothes,

aftershestopsmodelling,maybesymbolic.

Evenaftershebreaksoutofherfive-year

tranceafterthesuddendeathofSvengali,

sheexpressestheearnesthopeofreturning

tocleanlinessbyagainservingasablanchi-

sseusedefin,the"cleanoldtrade"（263）.We

maynote,inpassing,thatcleanLittleBillee

andhisEnglishartistfriendsareapparently

contrastedwiththedirtyJewishSvengali.

Thecontrastisstressedinthesceneinwhich

Svengali,whose"eyesand templeswere

decidedlygrimy"（47）,findsLittleBilleeand

Taffyaresittinginthebathtubandwashing

themselveswiththe"energeticfashionof

Englishmen"（47）whenhevisitsthemtoask

foraloan,andlaughsheartilyatthem.

Throughthem,cleanandpureEnglishness

is counterposed to dirty and malicious

Jewishness.However,letusreturntoTrilby.

Nomatterhow ardentlyshewishesitto

happen,thefactthatherpastcannotbe

cleanedisstronglyindicatedbythereaction

ofMrsBagot,LittleBillee'smother,when

shefindsoutherson'sintentiontomarry

Trilby:MrsBogotneverconsentstoher

son'smarryingher.Trilby'sinneragony,

whichmakesherfeelunclean,comestothe

surfaceasthepaininhereyes.

ItisdefinitelyimportanttonotethatTrilby

hashadneuralgiainhereyes.Svengalifirst

takesadvantageoftheachesandpainsof

hereyesinordertoexercisehismesmeric

power.However,asmentionedabove,Trilby

wouldnotcomeunderhisinfluenceaslong

asshewascompletelyindifferenttowards

him.Therefore,hecandisplayhishypnotic

poweronly when shecallsforhishelp,

althoughsheisreluctanttoacceptit.Itis

known that Du Maurier himself was

seriouslyconcernedaboutthepossibilityof

turningtotallyblindatthetimehewas

writingTrilby.Therefore,itisnowonder

thatherepeatedlyusedvariousexpressions

concerning eyes and the act of seeing

（Showalterxiii）.Forexample,Trilby'seyes

aredescribedasfollows:
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ButsometimesLittleBilleewouldlook

upfromhisworkasshewassittingto

TaffyortheLaird,andfindhergrey

eyesfixedonhimwithanall-enfolding

gaze, so piercingly, penetratingly,

unutterablesweetandkindandtender,

suchabrooding,dovelikelookofsoft

andwarmsolicitude,thathewouldfeel

aflutterathisheart,andhishand

wouldshakesothathecouldnotpaint;

and in a waking dream he would

rememberthathismotherhadoften

lookedathim likethatwhenhewasa

smallboy,andsheabeautifulyoung

womanuntouchedbycareorsorrow;

（65）

Manyadjectivesandadverbsareusedto

describeTrilby'seyes,almostasifitis

impossibleto sketch hereyesin words.

Furthermore,theabovequotationimplies

thathereyeshavethepowertospellbind

LittleBillee.Theillustrationforthisscene,

titled"TheSoftEyes"（Figure2）,showsthat

allthethreepaintersaresimplylookingup

atherwiththeirbrushesinmid-air.４ In

particular,Little Billee's body seems to

stiffen,enchantedbyhereyes.Trilbycanbe

regardedastheMusewhogivesthemartistic

inspiration;however,atthesametime,she

canbeconsideredtobeMedusa,onewho

petrifiestheirbrushes.

Theabovequotationalsosuggeststhather

eyesremindLittleBilleeofhismother.Later,

whenhemeets"sweetAlice,"shelooksat

him "withTrilby'seyes;orhismother's"

（175）.Thathecannotdistinguishhereyes

from thoseofhisbelovedwomenindicates

thatLittleBilleehasbegun toassociate

Trilby with respectable English women.

Further,Trilby'seyesalsohavethepower

tomakehimblindtothefactthathersocial

statusisdifferentfrom hisownandthat

shecannotbeasuitablebrideforhim.This

is something that a typicalrespectable

EnglishwomanlikeMrsBagotcannever

failstosee.

ThepowerofTrilby'svisualimageis

vividlyrevivedwhenLittleBilleeseesheron

stagefiveyearslater."[W]ell-remembered

sweetnessesofherchangingfacekeptpaint-

ingthemselvesonhisretina"（223-224）,and

thehauntingimageofTrilbyalmostdrives

him mad.Trilby's ability to transform

herselfalsoseemstoincreaseaftershefalls

undertheinfluenceofSvengali.InLondon,

herimagedominatesthestreets.

Acrowdofpeopleasusual,onlybigger,

isassembledinfrontofthewindowsof

theStereoscopicCompany in Regent

Street, gazing at presentments of

Madame Svengaliin all sizes and

costumes.Sheisverybeautiful－there

isnodoubtofthat;andtheexpression

ofherfaceissweetandkindandsad,

andofsuchadistinctionthatonefeels

animperialcrownwouldbecomeher

even better than her modest little

coronet of golden stars.（ 243-244,

emphasisadded）

Now,herimageisexposedtoandconsumed

bythepublic.Inaddition,Trilby,whohas

beenonlyapoorgrisetteintheQuartier

Latin,canbeaqueenoraGreekgoddessand
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canchangethesizeofherfigurewithout

anydifficultyinthephotograph.LittleBillee,

whobuysherpicturesin bulk,becomes

increasinglyobsessedwithher.

HefinallygetsherbackafterSvengali's

suddendeath,andtakeshertohishousein

Fitzroy Square.Aswehaveseen above,

TrilbyservedthreeEnglishpaintersastheir

housewifeintheirstudio;however,afterher

breakdown,itistheywhoserveTrilby.The

narratortellsusthatherportraitsdrawn

byfourpainters,includingLittleBillee,at

thattimeare"allsosingularlylikeher,and

sosingularly unlikeeach other!"（266）.

Dynamicandmultifacetedassheis,Trilby's

personalityisreflectedintheirdrawings.

IfLittleBilleetriedtoremouldherintoa

respectableEnglishwoman,wemaysaythat

Svengaliemancipatesherfrom theframe-

workoftherespectabilitytheformersetup.

ToechoGecko'swords,Svengaliaimsto

reshapeherinto"hisTrilby"（298）.Svengali

desirestoownherwhollyandhesucceeds

in making herafamoussingerthrough

hypnotism.

AlthoughTrilbyhasbecomedesperate,it

isimportantthatshegoestoSvengaliof

herownwill.Thisindicatesthatsheherself

haslaidthegroundworkforhernewincar-

nationasagreatstageperformer.Further-

more,itisinterestingtonotethatshedis-

guisesherselfbywearingmen'sclotheswhen

sheturnsupathisplace.Itisimpliedthat

Trilby,whohasimbibedthevaluesofrespect-

ableEnglish women underLittleBillee's

influence,getsridofthem bydiscarding

femaleclothes.Therefore,Svengalimight

haveonlylentthefinishingtouchtoher

metamorphosis.

Figure 3 shows Svengali and an

unconsciousTrilbyasadivaatthepinnacle

oftheircareer.５ Svengalistaresintentlyat

herandwieldsabatonlikeamagicwand,

butTrilbydoesnotseehim.Instead,hereyes

appeartobegazingfarabovehimintospace.

Although Trilby is under the complete

control of Svengali, paradoxically, she

appearstobedominatinghim,asshetowers

overhim.

StephenKernstatesthatSvengali'scontrol

overTrilbyultimatelyfails,andarguesthat

hiscommandoverherisonlysuperficial

（Kern97-98）.However,theirrelationshipis

moreambiguous,forSvengalicanexercise

thepowerofhiseyesevenafterhisdeath,

throughalook"straightoutofthepicture"

（282）.６Hisphotographhasthepowertodrive

her to her death by draining the last

reservesofherstrength.Attheveryleast,

wecansaythatSvengalidoesnotallow

Trilby,whohasbeenprotectedunderLittle

Billee'sroof,tosurviveandrefusestohand

herovertothisEnglishpainter.

Withthemagicalpoweroftheeyes,Sven-

galiholdsTrilbyonastring,andmakesher

"thinkhisthoughtsandwishhiswishes"
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（299）.Nevertheless,weshouldnotoverlook

thefactthathehimselfistormentedbythe

obsessionofpossessinghercompletely.

Hehadforhiswife,slave,andpupila

fierce,jealouskindofaffection that

wasasourceofendlesstormenttohim;

forindeliblygraveninherheart,which

hewishedtooccupy alone,wasthe

never-fadingimageofthelittleEnglish

painter,andofthisshemadenosecret.

（245）

AfterSvengali'sdeath,Trilbyexplainsto

lestroisAnglichesthatshe"nevercouldbe

fondofhim inthewayhewished"（258）

whenshewasconscious;therefore,asKern

acutelypointsout,justlikeLittleBillee,

Svengaliispossessed"intryingtopossess

her"（Kern98）.

BothLittleBilleeandSvengaliwerehope-

lesslyattractedtoTrilbyandtheytriedto

remouldheraccordingtotheirdesires.On

theotherhand,althoughTrilbypossessed

thepowertometamorphose,sheneededto

comeundertheirinfluenceinordertouse

thispower.From thisperspective,wecan

concludethatbecomingconsciousofmen's

gazewasanessentialstepforhertoaccom-

plishhernewincarnation.Shehadtobecome

theobjectoftheirgazeandbeseveredby

theirlooks.Further,asshecontinuedtobe

affectedbythem,herhealthandliveliness

begantodecline,andshewasforcedtolead

atragiclifethatendedin heruntimely

death.Although Trilby's fully-developed

bodyhasbeenemphasizedatthebeginning

ofthenovel,thetransformation in her

appearance are depicted through her

becoming thinner.Asherbody actually

shrinks,hervisualimageisinsteadenlarged.

Herimagebecomesimmortalandhaunts

bothLittleBilleeandSvengali.Itwouldnot

beanexaggerationtostatethatitultimately

hastenstheirdeaths.Thus,inconclusion,

Trilby exhausted herself through her

relationshipswithLittleBilleeandSvengali;

however,both of them failed to gain

complete possession ofher.Trilby was

affectedbyLittleBilleeandspellboundby

Svengali,butsheherselfaffectedbothof

themandheldthemspellbound.Inaddition,

twentyyearslater,shecontinuestorules

thefantasiesofthesurvivors,Geckoand

Taffy,leavingadeepandlastingimpression

ofherintheirminds.Inthissense,Trilby

isavictor.

Notes

１ GeorgeDuMaurier,"AmongtheOld

Masters,"illustrationforTrilby,1894.

２ ElaineShowalterpointsoutthatthe

fragmentationofTrilby'sbody"canbe

seenasdisplacementsofanddefences

againstapotentiallyterrifyingfemale

sexuality"（xiv）.

３ Sarah Gracombealsofocuseson the

processofthe"conversion"ofTrilby.

ShejuxtaposestwoattemptsofTrilby's

conversion:oneisSvengali'sandthe

otherisLittleBillee's.Sheinterprets

LittleBillee'sattemptsasaneffortto

remakeTrilbyintoamodelof"English-

ness"whichisincontrastwithSvengali's

Jewishness.

４ GeorgeDuMaurier,"TheSoftEyes,"

illustrationforTrilby,1894.

５ GeorgeDuMaurier,"AuClairdela

Lune,"illustrationforTrilby,1894.

６ RuthBienstockAnolikarguesaboutthe

power that Svengali's representation

has.（176-78）.
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