ReadingGroupGuides

The online community for reading groups

Fingersmith

by Sarah Waters

Aaingersmat h

About the Book

Sue Trinder is an orphan, |eft as an infant in the care of Mrs. Sucksby, a "baby farmer,” who raised her with unusual
tenderness, as if Sue were her own. Mrs. Sucksby's household, with its fussy babies calmed with doses of gin, also hosts
atransient family of petty thieves?ingersmiths?or whom this house in the heart of a mean London slum is home.

One day, the most beloved thief of all arrives?Gentleman, a somewhat elegant con man, who carries with him an
enticing proposition for Sue: If she wins a position as the maid to Maud Lilly, a naive gentlewoman, and aids Gentleman
in her seduction, then they will all share in Maud's vast inheritance. Once the inheritance is secured, Maud will be left to
live out her days in a mental hospital. With dreams of paying back the kindness of her adopted family, Sue agrees to the
plan. Once in, however, Sue begins to pity her helpless mark and care for Maud Lilly in unexpected ways....But no one
and nothing isasit seemsin this Dickensian novel of thrills and surprises.

The New York Times Book Review has called Sarah Waters a writer of "consummate skill" and The Seattle Times has
praised her work as "gripping, astute fiction that feeds the mind and the senses.” Fingersmith marks a major leap
forward in this young and brilliant career.

Discussion Guide

1. At the start of her story, Sue Trinder claims: "1 was Mrs. Sucksby's child, if | was anyone's.” Is this true? Why or why
not? Might she still make the same claim by the end of her saga?
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2. "Everything that came into our kitchen looking like one sort of thing, was made to leave it again looking quite
another,” Sue says of Mrs. Sucksby's kitchen (p.10). At Briar, she finds unbearable "two-facedness’ on the part of the
servants, "al on the dodge in one way or another.” (p.83) Compare and contrast the two households. In what ways does
each reinforce the activities of its inhabitants?

3. Deceptive appearances are a recurring theme throughout the novel. Is anything about Maud what it seems to be? What
about Gentleman? Mr. Lilly? Why do you think the author chose to come at the story twice, from two separate points of
view? |'s Sue's perception of the situation more or less "real” than Maud's? Why or why not?

4. Sue and Maud initially appear to be amost perfect opposites: where Sue's hands are toughened by work, Maud's are
smooth and childlike; where Sue is illiterate, Maud does nothing but pore over books. In what ways do the scale and
nature of their differences change as the novel progresses? In what ways have they grown alike by the end of their story?
How are they different?

5. Sue and Maud's relationship progresses through many incarnations. Discuss the manifestations of their relationship:
how do they fulfill and surpass their roles as villain and victim? Servant and master? Caretaker and dependant? How do
thelr transitions alter their destiny?

6. What effect has her occupation in her uncle's library had on Maud's psyche? |s she capable of distinguishing between
the content of the books and her own sexuality? What does her brutal treatment of Agnes indicate? How has she evolved
by the time she returns to Briar at the end of the novel ?

7. Sue's imprisonment in the asylum echoes Maud's incarceration at Lant Street, as well as her earlier situation at Briar.
Discuss the ways in which gender and constraint are demonstrated?and challenged?n their respective characters. In what
ways isthe desire for "rare and sinister liberty" (p. 210) at the heart of both Maud and Sue's actions?

8. Do you think Sue's recollection of her earliest memory ("l remember seeing...how the world was made up: that it had
bad Bill Sykesesin it, and good Mr. Ibbses; and Nancys, that might go either way. | thought how glad | was that | was
aready on the side that Nancy got to at last.?l mean, the good side, with sugar mice in.") would be altered by her
experiences? In spite of all the deceptions she has undergone, does she still regard "good" and "bad" so clearly? Why or
why not?

9. What does this novel ultimately say about the relationship between morality and love?
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