
George Du Maurier: Beyond Svengali,
Illustrator, Author, and Critic
George Du Maurier, a polymath who excelled as an illustrator, author, and
critic, left an indelible mark on Victorian society with his keen observations,
witty humor, and artistic brilliance. Beyond his iconic creation Svengali, Du
Maurier's extensive body of work showcases his versatility and his
profound influence on British culture.

Early Life and Artistic Education

George Louis Palmella Busson Du Maurier was born in Paris on March 6,
1834. His father, Louis Mathurin Busson Du Maurier, was a prosperous
glass manufacturer, while his mother, Ellen Clarke, was English. Du
Maurier's upbringing was cosmopolitan, with his early childhood spent in
France, England, and Belgium.
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In 1846, Du Maurier enrolled at University College School in London, where
he developed a passion for drawing and illustration. He later studied at the
Slade School of Fine Art, where he was encouraged to pursue a career in
art.

Masterful Illustrator

Du Maurier's artistic career began with contributions to popular magazines
such as Punch and The Cornhill Magazine. His illustrations, characterized
by their wit, elegance, and satirical edge, quickly gained recognition.

He became known for his caricatures of prominent Victorian figures,
including politicians, artists, and literary personalities. His drawings for
William Makepeace Thackeray's novel The Newcomes (1854-1855)
catapulted him to fame as a master illustrator.

The Cultured Critic

Beyond his artistic talents, Du Maurier was also a respected literary critic.
He wrote incisive essays on contemporary literature, art, and society, which
were published in The Saturday Review and other influential journals.

His writing was characterized by its wit, erudition, and keen understanding
of human nature. He became a prominent voice in Victorian intellectual
circles, engaging in lively debates with other notable figures of the time.

Innovative Author

In 1894, Du Maurier published his first novel, Trilby, which became an
instant sensation. The story revolves around Svengali, a charismatic and
sinister music teacher, who exerts a hypnotic spell over the naive singer
Trilby.



Trilby was an extraordinary blend of realism, romance, and satire. Du
Maurier's complex characters and vivid descriptions of Victorian society
captivated readers, making the novel a bestseller both in Britain and the
United States.

Svengali: A Cultural Archetype

Svengali, the malevolent hypnotist from Trilby, is arguably Du Maurier's
most famous creation. The character became a cultural archetype,
representing the dangerous power of manipulation and control.

Du Maurier's Svengali has been adapted numerous times for stage and
screen, including in a popular silent film (1914) starring Lon Chaney Sr. and
a Broadway play (1927) with John Barrymore.

The Sociologist of the Drawing Room

Throughout his career, Du Maurier maintained a keen eye for social trends
and behaviors. His illustrations and writings provide a rich tapestry of
Victorian society, reflecting its values, prejudices, and aspirations.

He captured the nuances of class, gender, and social etiquette, earning him
the title of "the sociologist of the drawing room." Du Maurier's observations
continue to offer valuable insights into the complexities of Victorian life.

Legacy and Impact

George Du Maurier died on October 8, 1896, at the age of 62. His vast
contributions to literature, art, and criticism cemented his status as one of
the most influential figures of the Victorian era.



His illustrations remain iconic, his novels continue to resonate with readers,
and his critical writings provide a valuable lens into the intellectual and
social landscape of his time. Du Maurier's legacy extends beyond Svengali;
he was a master of his craft, an astute observer of humanity, and a true
polymath who left an unforgettable mark on British culture.

Additional Key Points

* Du Maurier's illustrations were heavily influenced by his French
upbringing and his admiration for artists such as Gavarni and Daumier. *
His critical essays were known for their acerbic wit, but they also
demonstrated a deep understanding of literature and the human condition.
* Trilby was not Du Maurier's only novel; he also published Peter Ibbetson
(1891) and The Martian (1897). * Du Maurier's popularity extended to the
United States, where his illustrations and novels were widely read and
admired. * His impact can be seen in the works of later artists and writers,
including James Whistler, George Orwell, and Evelyn Waugh.

Relevant Long Descriptive Keywords

* Victorian illustrator * Satirical caricaturist * Literary critic * Author of Trilby*
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