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Abstract: This paper delves into the portrayal of hypnotism as a central theme in George Du Maurier's 

novel "Trilby," set in the bohemian Paris of the 1850s. It examines how hypnotism is used both positively 

and negatively, drawing connections to modern psychology and exploring its influence on 19th-century 

society. The paper particularly focuses on the character of Svengali, who, as an evil mentor, exploits the 

innocent artist Trilby for fame, influence, and power. The analysis considers the roles of gender, social 

hierarchy, and interpersonal relationships in this dark narrative. "Trilby" serves as a lens to understand the 

mental and sexual exploitation Victorian women faced when they ventured beyond their prescribed 

societal roles. Through a meticulous examination of Du Maurier's work, this research uncovers the 

multifaceted nature of hypnotism and its implications in the cultural and psychological context of the time. 

The paper contends that "Trilby" offers a nuanced exploration of the power dynamics between mentor and 

protege, shedding light on the vulnerabilities of individuals in a society undergoing rapid transformation. 

In conclusion, this paper contributes to a deeper understanding of the literary, psychological, and societal 

dimensions of Du Maurier's "Trilby" and its enduring relevance in the study of 19th-century literature and 

culture. 
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Introduction 

The Paris of the 1850s serves as a captivating backdrop for George Du Maurier's literary 

masterpiece, "Trilby." This research paper embarks on a comprehensive exploration of the multifaceted 

elements within the novel, with a primary focus on the prominent themes of hypnotism and its far-reaching  

consequences. Moreover, it aims to cast light on the broader sociocultural context, particularly concerning 

gender dynamics, social hierarchy, and the transformative power of art. 

Hypnotism as a Psychological Device 

Hypnotism emerges as a central narrative and psychological device in "Trilby," captivating readers 

with its intriguing interplay between reality and illusion. The novel's portrayal of hypnotism delves into the 

intricate realm of psychology, where characters succumb to trance-like states. In these altered states, the 

boundaries between the tangible and the imagined blur, disconnecting individuals from their immediate 

surroundings and transporting them into a world teeming with vivid imagery and intense emotions. Here, 

we find echoes of Sigmund Freud's groundbreaking work, "The Interpretation of Dreams," which provides 

invaluable insights into the complex psychological dimensions of the characters' experiences. 

As the characters fall under the spell of hypnotism, they are essentially entrapped in their 

subconscious minds, where desires, fears, and suppressed emotions come to the forefront. The power of 

hypnotism in "Trilby" is not just a plot device but a reflection of the human psyche's capacity to navigate 

between the realms of reality and fantasy. The mesmerizing effects of hypnotism on the characters raise 

questions about the malleability of the human mind and the extent to which external influences can shape 

individual behaviours and perceptions. 
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Svengali's Manipulation of Trilby 

At the heart of "Trilby" lies the enigmatic character of Svengali, whose malevolence and 

manipulation cast a sinister shadow over the narrative. His grotesque appearance, unrelenting ambition, 

and complete disregard for ethical boundaries make him a captivating yet deeply unsettling antagonist. 

Svengali's exploitation of Trilby's innocence and dreams serves as a cautionary tale of mentorship gone 

awry. The novel's portrayal of Svengali serves as a stark reminder of the dangers that loom when ambition 

overrides ethical considerations. 

Svengali's character embodies a complex blend of charisma and malevolence. He is a man of 

considerable talent, particularly in the realm of music, which adds to his mystique. His ability to wield 

hypnotism as a means of control and manipulation is both fascinating and horrifying. Svengali's actions 

reflect the darker aspects of human nature, where the pursuit of personal gain and power can lead 

individuals down a morally treacherous path. 

Gender Dynamics and Social Hierarchy in 1850s Paris 

"Trilby" paints a vivid and evocative picture of the gender dynamics and social hierarchy 

prevailing in 1850s Paris. This era shackled women within predefined roles, stifling their aspirations and 

ambitions. Trilby's vulnerability as a woman seeking her place in the art world reflects the broader 

challenges faced by women in a society that imposed rigid norms. This section delves deep into the 

societal constructs and gender roles that prevailed during the time, offering crucial context for 

understanding Trilby's struggles and aspirations. 
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Women in 1850s Paris were expected to conform to specific roles and behaviours dictated by the 

prevailing social norms. They were confined to domestic spheres, primarily tasked with maintaining 

households and adhering to traditional ideals of femininity. Trilby's defiance of these norms, her pursuit of 

a bohemian lifestyle, and her determination to excel in the arts highlight the tension between societal 

expectations and individual aspirations. Her journey becomes emblematic of the broader struggle for 

women's emancipation and creative expression. 

Art as an Avenue for Escape and Transformation 

Trilby's artistic journey takes centre stage in the narrative, serving as a pivotal thread in the novel's 

intricate fabric. Her evolution from a modest artist's model to a celebrated singer mirrors the broader theme 

of art as a means of escape and self-discovery. Art becomes her sanctuary, a realm where she momentarily 

escapes Svengali's clutches and finds solace in her own creative expressions. This section delves 

extensively into the transformative power of art in "Trilby" and its profound role in Trilby's personal 

journey. 

Art, in "Trilby," serves as a form of catharsis and transcendence. It allows characters to transcend 

their limitations and express their innermost emotions. Trilby's metamorphosis from an aspiring but timid 

artist's model to a confident and celebrated singer is a testament to the liberating power of artistic 

expression. It underscores the idea that art can provide an avenue for individuals to break free from 

societal constraints, discover their true selves, and achieve a sense of fulfilment. 
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Trilby's Complex Character: A Victorian Woman Unconstrained 

Trilby emerges as a character of striking complexity, challenging the conventions of Victorian 

womanhood. Her unconventional path, adventurous spirit, and bold rejection of societal constraints make 

her a unique and trailblazing figure in literature. She defies the traditional roles and expectations thrust 

upon women, choosing freedom of mind and body over the suffocating norms of Victorian society. 

Trilby's character encourages readers to reevaluate their perceptions of women's roles in the 19th century, 

underscoring the enduring importance of autonomy and self-determination. 

Trilby's character defies easy categorization. She possesses a multifaceted personality that defies 

traditional gender norms. Her willingness to embrace a bohemian lifestyle, reject religious dogma, and 

engage in unconventional relationships challenges the Victorian ideals of womanhood. Trilby's agency in 

pursuing her desires, both artistic and personal, underscores her autonomy and her refusal to be confined 

by societal expectations. 

Conclusion 

"Trilby" offers readers a profound and multi-layered exploration of hypnotism, manipulation, 

gender dynamics, and social hierarchy within the captivating backdrop of 1850s Paris. George Du 

Maurier's masterful storytelling not only paints a vivid portrait of this bygone era but also delves deep into 

the complexities of the human psyche and the constraints imposed by societal norms. As we reflect on the 

pages of this timeless novel, it becomes evident that "Trilby" transcends its historical context to deliver a 

narrative that continues to resonate with readers, scholars, and artists alike. Beyond its warnings about 

ambition, "Trilby" serves as a testament to the enduring power of art as a catalyst for self-discovery and  
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transformation. Trilby's journey from a timid model to a celebrated artist serves as an inspiration to anyone 

who has dared to defy societal expectations and chart their own path. Her story underscores the profound 

impact that creative expression can have in liberating the human spirit, allowing individuals to break free 

from the shackles of conformity and embrace their true selves. In the world of literature and culture, 

"Trilby" continues to inspire and influence contemporary works. Its exploration of psychological 

manipulation and the complexities of human behaviour resonates with modern readers, offering valuable 

insights into the human condition. Furthermore, the novel's vivid portrayal of Paris in the 1850s remains a  

rich source of historical and cultural fascination, transporting readers to a bygone era filled with artistic 

fervour and societal upheaval. 

"Trilby" is not merely a relic of the past but a timeless masterpiece that invites us to contemplate 

the depths of human nature, the transformative power of art, and the enduring relevance of societal 

critiques. George Du Maurier's enduring legacy endures through the pages of this novel, serving as a 

lasting testament to the enduring power of storytelling to illuminate the human experience and inspire 

change in the world. 
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