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INTRODUCTION

‘HE bought himself a bottle of ink and a huge grey knitted shawl, which swathed him from head to foot, locked his formal clothes away so that he would not be tempted to go out and entered his novel as if it were a prison. He was very sad.’ This engagingly domestic report on victor hugo sitting down in the autumn of 1830 to write Notre-Dame of Paris is by his wife, Adèle, who in the 1860s published a quaintly titled memoir (dictated, some have hinted, by its subject himself): Victor Hugo Recounted by a Witness of His Life. The remark about her husband’s sadness is a shade enigmatic, for it was not necessarily the prospect of composition which had depressed him; Hugo was also having to compete at this time with the writer and critic Sainte-Beuve for the affections of his wife and in November of that year he even seems to have offered, very generously, to let Adèle choose between them. But the marriage somehow survived this crisis as it later survived his own spectacular infidelities.


Whatever its origin, Hugo’s sadness soon passed; once the book was under way, his optimism returned and Adèle deduced that he was feeling better when she found him working with the window wide open, defended no doubt against the autumnal cold by his voluminous wrapper.

Her image of the novelist being incarcerated in his novel is a picturesque one and is justified by two details in Hugo’s biography, one literary, the other financial. In the first place it follows neatly on from his previous work of fiction, The Last Day of a Condemned Prisoner, which had been published the year before. This is the supposed testament of a man in the condemned cell, waiting to be guillotined on the self-same Paris square where La Esmeralda is executed in Notre-Dame of Paris. The form of the book is a monologue and its aim polemical, since it was Hugo’s object to make prisons less brutal and to outlaw the ultimate enormity of capital punishment.

Here, then, the prisoner is a writer, giving an increasingly desperate account of his final six weeks of life; he is anxious to live yet fascinated by his inescapable extinction. But the weakness of the book is the shifts Hugo is forced into by a first-person narration, which means in the end that his hero has to scribble down his dying thoughts on the scaffold itself and so keep the executioner waiting. When it comes to the composition of Notre-Dame the terms of this curious equation are reversed: now it is the writer who is a prisoner, condemned not to death but to a period of unnatural seclusion in order not to keep his publisher waiting.

For the second justification of Mme Hugo’s image involved money: the manuscript of Notre-Dame was long overdue. Hugo had started making notes for a historical novel of this kind two years back, in 1828, when he had read industriously in the archives and the old historians of Paris – the fruits of his research are freely and sometimes awkwardly incorporated in the text of the finished novel, making it at once more convincing as history and less plausible as fiction. In November 1828 Hugo sold the first year’s rights in the unwritten novel to a publisher, Charles Gosselin, for a sum roughly equivalent to £900 (of 1978 money); the manuscript was to be handed in ‘around 15 April 1829’.

But it was never in fact begun; Hugo was at once sidetracked by his own unusual versatility as a writer. Even by this time, when he was still only twenty-six, he was the author of a substantial and varied œuvre: lyric poetry, literary journalism, two plays – the preface to the first of which, Cromwell, is the most resonant manifesto of an outright Romanticism in French literature – and two exotic works of fiction, Bug-Jargal and Han of Iceland. The first of these was originally written in a fortnight for a bet, when Hugo was eighteen, and is a steamy tale of the Negro uprising in San Domingo in 1791; Han of Iceland, published when he was twenty-one, is rather more characteristic of the later Hugo, dwelling as it does on the ferocious and grotesque. But the fact that these two callow romances should be set one in the lush Caribbean and the other in the chill of Norway is a convincing sign that even at this stage Hugo wanted his writing to embrace the world’s antinomies.

When he should have been starting Notre-Dame Hugo turned back instead to the theatre, and wrote two more plays, Marion de Lorme and Hernani, both costume dramas that embody uncompromising conceptions of honour, love and loyalty. Marion de Lorme was suppressed by the censorship, which was afraid that the historical King of France portrayed in it, Louis XIII, might be taken by alert audiences to be a slander on the unloved Charles X. So Hugo wrote Hernani, a melancholy play in which a romantic passion is stifled by the bigotry of age and authority. Hernani is celebrated now less for its merits on the stage than for having been the occasion of the most tumultuous of all public confrontations between the Classics and Romantics of Paris. The so-called ‘battle of Hernani’ was unarguably a crucial incident in the aesthetic history of the nineteenth century. It was joined in the theatre itself at the first performance of the play and perpetuated afterwards in newspapers, journals and reviews. It was a kind of literary Dreyfus Affair, when the literary world could let it be known whether it sided with Classicism, which stood for restraint, formal rigour and an adherence to the prevailing conventions of art, or with Romanticism, which stood for the overthrow of these stale ideals and a fresh approximation of art to life itself. Hernani takes what now seem quite polite liberties with the prevailing conventions of the French drama, yet, aggressively promoted, they were scandalous enough to polarize opinion and enlist the rowdy backing of the young. Hugo, already the accredited theorist of a Romantic ideology, after the preface to Cromwell, was now acclaimed for bringing practice into line with precept.

Understandably, these turbulent events kept him away from his projected novel. Gosselin, however, had money invested in it and became pressing. In June 1830 he got Hugo to sign a fresh contract; the text was now to be delivered by 1 December of that year and Hugo would pay a fine of 1,000 francs (a quarter of the total advance) for each week it was late. He was not rich, he had four children and a very pregnant wife; the incentive to begin was finally there.

He started writing on 25 July, which was a comically unlucky choice of date. On the 27th there was a revolution in the streets of Paris, and on the 28th his wife gave birth to their fifth child, a daughter, also called Adèle. Both as a parent and as a political thinker in rapid evolution from an ultra-conservative monarchism to an egalitarian social democracy, Hugo was distracted by these events. After three days of popular insurgency, the ‘three glorious days’ as they are often known, Charles X was driven out and Louis-Philippe, a more constitutional king, brought to the throne. In the words of Chateaubriand, worth quoting here for their aptness, Paris had just seen ‘yet another government flinging itself from the towers of Notre-Dame’.

The birth of a child would not have been enough on its own for Hugo to convince Gosselin that he must extend his deadline, but a revolution, however succinct, was a more ponderable excuse. The interruption had been real and the Hugo household was near enough to the action for bullets to pass over the garden. Hugo renegotiated with Gosselin; he explained that he had lost crucial notes while transferring his papers to greater safety and claimed, opportunistically, that the times were bad for fulfilling literary contracts: ‘it may of course be in your own interest’, he told his publisher, ‘that the manuscript should not be delivered so close in time to the revolution as 1 December.’ Whether or not Gosselin challenged this ambiguous postponement – it is hard to see why the mere delivery of a manuscript should be thought untimely – he allowed Hugo a further two months.

Hugo began to write in earnest on 1 September; the novel was finished, incredibly, on 14 or 15 January the following year: a book of almost 200,000 words written in four and a half months. Even allowing that Hugo’s notes were made and the novel itself planned in outline, this was a formidably single-minded achievement. Adèle, who has, admittedly, a weakness for imposing coincidences on the otherwise dull chronology of her married life, claims that Hugo finished novel and ink simultaneously, and that the huge manuscript was the product of a single bottle of fluid. Victor, she says, toyed with the idea of calling the book ‘What There Is in an Ink-bottle’.

Notre-Dame went on sale in March 1831. The reviews were not good, and one or two of Hugo’s more fastidious fellow writers were quick to condemn the book. ‘I should be in despair’, said Prosper Mérimée, whose own historical writings were altogether more cautious than Hugo’s, ‘if that were the sort of thing this century wants,’ while the venerable Goethe complained to Eckermann that the novel was too schematic and its characters marionettes. But the book was a success with the public, who found it easy, as they always will, to swallow the vulgarities so distasteful to the likes of Mérimée or Goethe. In the first eighteen months after its publication, 3,100 copies were sold, which was good, and by 1833 Notre-Dame was well enough established to be invoked by the great historian Michelet, who, like Hugo, was very willing to see words as a counterweight to masonry, and wrote, in his History of France, that Hugo had built ‘alongside the old cathedral, a cathedral as solid as the foundations of the other, as tall as its towers’.

Notre-Dame was the book by which Hugo became famous in England; between 1833 and 1839 no less than four different translations of it appeared, evidence certainly of the novel’s popularity if also of the disorganization of the local publishing business. Even before it was translated for the first time, British readers had been advised of its success in France and in 1831, in the Foreign Quarterly Review, Henry Southern declared that when reading it one was not ‘as in the writings of our Horace Smith [whose novels are a bad imitation of Scott’s], overwhelmed with masses of crude and undigested lore’, and concluded, in one of the perennial and incredible clichés of the literary publicist, that the book ‘would appeal to an appetite which is shared by the peer with the peasant’.

The first English version to appear was made by William Hazlitt the Younger and was published in August 1833. Hazlitt, an active and unyielding Liberal, also wrote an introduction which made much of the anti-royalism of the novel, as revealed in the unflattering portrayal of the devious King Louis XI, and tried to enrol Hugo as a foreign subscriber to his own political faction. In October a second translation came out, this time under the compelling but unsuitable title of The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, by which it has usually been known in English ever since. The switch of attention from the cathedral to its weird inhabitant was understandable but unfortunate, since it also meant a switch of attention from the book’s strengths to its weaknesses, from its ideas to its plot. To start with, and for a long time afterwards, Notre-Dame was commonly enjoyed as an accomplished weepie: ‘The concluding passages’, wrote a lachrymose English reviewer in 1835, ‘offer some of the most pathetic pages we ever remember to have bedewed with (irresistibly flowing) tears.’ Mercifully, we can now read the book with harder hearts and see (I shall try to show how in a moment) how much more intelligent and topical a work it is than one would suppose from reading these early accounts of it.

In the late 1830s and following decades, Hugo went into something of a decline in England, as his social and political beliefs moved towards an outspoken socialism, and even though he spent a large part of his years of exile from Paris, during the Second Empire of Louis Napoleon, in the Channel Islands. The romancer of Notre-Dame had emerged as a worryingly subversive radical. In this early novel, Hugo’s philosophy is tentative or incomplete; by the time of his longest, best and most majestic novel, Les Misérables (1862), it has achieved some sort of parity with the narrative elements, so that the story of the regeneration, against many obstacles, of the former convict Jean Valjean is at once an individual, a social and even a cosmic event, illustrating Hugo’s indomitable hopes for the future of the human race.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Hugo’s popularity, restored perhaps by his death in 1885, was again surprising. According to the diligent K. W. Hooker, in his The Fortunes of Victor Hugo in England (New York, 1938), no less than thirty-six separate editions of Notre-Dame appeared in England in the thirty years between 1885 and 1915. Hugo had found some imposing champions among English writers; Swinburne wrote flatteringly of his novels and so did Robert Louis Stevenson, while Kipling, writing long afterwards in his Souvenirs of France of his first visit to Paris as a child in 1878, recalls: ‘I discovered on my own account Quasimodo’s Notre Dame. (I believed profoundly in the phantasmagoria of Notre Dame, including Esmeralda and her Djali (translated).)’

All through these years, it was reasonable that Hugo, whose novels were both congenial and accessible, should have been seen abroad as the French novelist of the nineteenth century. It is in the twentieth century, with its demands for a greater intellectual seriousness and power of innovation, that he has fallen back into the second rank of French novelists, though still admired, if often grudgingly, as the greatest of French lyric poets. Nowadays, it is Stendhal, Balzac and Flaubert who are taken, rightly, to be the novelists who matter most, while Hugo, like Dickens in some quarters, suffers from having so obviously written down to a popular audience. Yet without that writing down there could be no ‘phantasmagoria’, to use Kipling’s apt term, and the ‘phantasmagoria’ of Notre-Dame is effective still today.



Notre-Dame of Paris is, it goes without saying, a historical novel; the action takes place in the year 1482, the year before Louis XI of France died. But what kind of historical novel is it? In many ways, an astonishingly modern kind, in that the history which it contains is more easily assimilated to contemporary historiography than to the historiography of Hugo’s own day. Unlike the great majority of historical novels, including most modern ones, Notre-Dame has little to do with the noisier events of recorded history, with battles, treaties or the squabbles of dynasties. Indeed, Hugo is quick to tell us, in only the second sentence of the novel, that the day in the past to which we have been removed – and he dates it, 6 January 1482 – ‘is not a day of which history has kept any record’.


As a novelist, then, Hugo does not mean to compete with historians in the interpretation of great events or the possible motivation of historical figures; he is preoccupied with what in recent years in France has come to be known as the ‘history of mentalities’, or the state of mind of a population at a given historical period. The sub-title of the novel is simply ‘1482’ and Hugo’s wish is to give us a convincing sense of what daily life might have been like for various classes of Parisian in that year. Thus the history in Notre-Dame is diffuse, it is to be found in representative attitudes and tendencies: the superstition of the populace, the hierarchy of the lawless truants, the movement towards a centralized administration, the capriciousness of justice, and so on; and to be found, too, in the very elaborately reconstructed décor of life, its buildings, institutions and ceremonies. The sole intervention of a more orthodox history is the presence in Paris of Flemish ambassadors, sent to agree marriage terms between the Dauphin of France and Margaret of Flanders, daughter of the imperial house of Austria. This marriage was arranged but finally abandoned several years later, and even here Hugo exploits rather than merely registers the few sure facts, such as the names of two of the ambassadors, Guillaume Rym and Jacques Coppenole, which are given in the best-known of primary sources for this period, the Memoirs of Philippe de Commynes; Hugo turns the hosier Coppenole into a precocious symbol of social democracy and of the eventual elimination of the monarchic principle from France.

The peculiarities of Notre-Dame become clear when one compares it, as one should, with a slightly earlier historical novel also set in France in the reign of Louis XI, Sir Walter Scott’s Quentin Durward. Scott’s impact in Europe as a novelist was, we know, immense; he was esteemed, above all, as the first historical novelist to have documented himself intelligently on the periods he was writing about and the first to have made the past seem something more alien than a mere prototype of the present. Quentin Durward is the story of an untried Scottish youth who arrives in France to join the king’s renowned corps of Scottish archers. He eventually wins glory and an aristocratic bride in the service of the crown. Durward’s career is closely bound up with the incessant warring and scheming of Louis XI, and with the principal territorial conflict of his reign, against the Duke of Burgundy; Scott’s history is of a more public and eventful kind than Hugo’s.

Now Hugo knew Scott’s novel well, having reviewed it at some length when a French translation appeared in 1823 (made, curiously enough, by the wife of Gosselin, the eventual publisher of Notre-Dame, who later said she found Hugo’s novel inferior to Scott’s). Much of the admiration that Hugo gives to Scott’s work is of a conventional kind; he is impressed by Scott’s ability to deal as competently with the lower as with the upper classes, with ‘the rags of the mendicant and the robes of the king’, and by the ‘minute accuracy of his chronicle’, a fulsome phrase which he then goes on to disprove by listing some of the Scottish writer’s more glaring historical blunders. Perversely, one might think, he also complains of the choice of Louis XI as a fit king for a romance, which he attributes to the dimness or the malice of ‘the English Muse’.

But the most significant passage of the review – a very mature and assured piece for a critic only twenty-one years old – comes when Hugo criticizes Scott for his lack of colour and ambition, and for missing altogether the lyricism of the past. He himself has a different and higher idea of the possibilities of historical fiction: ‘After the picturesque, but prosaic romance of Walter Scott, a different romance remains to be created, yet more beautiful and complete in our view. This is the romance, at once both drama and epic, picturesque but poetic, real but ideal, true but great, which will enchase Walter Scott in Homer.’

This breathtaking prospectus is all of a piece with the propaganda that Hugo was later to make for Romanticism, and it is both just and sensible to apply its terms in the judgement of Notre-Dame itself. Young as he was in 1823, Hugo knew that he wanted to do not the same as Scott but more, he wanted to include in a historical romance elements that Scott had omitted, either from reticence or ignorance. In the same way, the essence of Hugo’s Romanticism, as it has been the essence of so many aesthetic reform movements, was the transcending of artistic conventions which were too exclusive. Romanticism is critical of Classicism because it finds Classicism stiff and inadequate in its representation of the world; Romanticism demands and tries to provide a wider, looser realism.

In view of the indiscipline of some Romantic writing, and such feverishly operatic plots as that of Notre-Dame, it may seem eccentric to argue that Romantic conventions are more realistic than the ones they replaced. But one should remember that realism is not reality, it is simply the level of lifelikeness that readers find acceptable in a given literature at a given time. Comparisons with what actually happens in life are beside the point; the only comparisons worth making are with previous conventions and with the expectations of contemporary audiences.

For Hugo, therefore, Romanticism entails the expansion of literature in terms of what it may and may not treat, as well as its deliverance from obsolete formal or linguistic constraints. There are few topics, genres or styles that he himself felt unable to pursue. He wrote a vast amount and was fond of the largest subjects: God, Satan, Napoleon, Shakespeare, nature, humanity, the city, war, revolution, the sea. The plot of a novel like Notre-Dame is contrived in part to display his own great range of interests and skills; he engages with every social class: royalty, gentry, burgesses, students, clerics, the lower orders; he describes the insides and outsides of buildings, and buildings of different scales and functions; and as if to deny the restrictions of an urban scene, he at one point expels the demented archdeacon Frollo from Paris into the countryside to show that he is as well equipped to write about nature as about townscapes. Much has been made of Hugo’s love of antithesis – rich against poor, light against dark, good against evil – but the antitheses themselves are a way of achieving comprehensiveness, since between their extremes, we must suppose, lies the whole of humankind.

This quest for size and completeness is the Homeric aspect of Hugo, and it is supported by his technique of enumeration, his taste for encyclopedic digressions. Hugo spares us little of his own specially accumulated knowledge of the world and its contents; the will to enlighten is strong. Once he touches on a subject – as he touches on architecture in Notre-Dame – he likes to write of it in the most extensive way imaginable; in this case a potted, dialectical history of the architecture of past and present, East and West. In other novels, these pedagogic interludes are even more massive, involving a god’s-eye view of the battle of Waterloo in Les Misérables or a natural history lesson on the octopus in The Toilers of the Sea.

Yet the proportions of epic are not to be achieved by simple accretion and one must look elsewhere to specify what it is that gives Notre-Dame a dimension absent from a novel like Quentin Durward. It is, without question, the ideas that Hugo deploys in the novel or, to use a more prestigious term, his ideology. Hugo was not, and has never been mistaken for, an intellectual, because he lacked all the detachment and finesse that we now associate with that title. But he was a man of many ideas and convictions, and eager to impose them on as many people as possible. It is worth, therefore, uncovering in Notre-Dame what is not always obvious, and that is the cluster of social and literary principles which are at work in it.

The first readers of the novel seem to have missed them, mesmerized as they must have been by the sentimental fantasies of the plot. Hugo was nettled by their blindness: in the introduction which he wrote for the so-called ‘definitive’ edition of 1832 – a splendidly pragmatic document which appears on pp. 26–9 of this translation – he expresses a rather wistful gratitude to those discerning readers of the novel who had troubled to look for something deeper than the story and who had consequently grasped that Notre-Dame was intended to be more than an entertainment. Some of Hugo’s ideas are easily located in the text, and are formulated openly and at length; others are more obscure or even tacit.

Given the title of the novel, a brief account of his ideas should start, logically, with architecture. Notre-Dame is a book written in praise of, and to some extent in imitation of, the Gothic style of architecture. This was a style that had long been under a cloud in France, from which it took Romanticism to save it. Hugo was not the first French writer o campaign in favour of the Gothic; Charles Nodier and Madame de Staël were already its champions. Nevertheless, even by late adolescence, he was aware of the injustice and partiality of current architectural preferences, which could accept the Romanesque style that had preceded the Gothic and extol the inert Classicism that finally succeeded it, while having only contempt for what it saw as the disorder and uncouthness of the Gothic itself.

Notre-Dame is thus meant in part as a redemption of an architecture in eclipse. Hugo redeems it not simply with his applause and the attention he pays to its visible merits, but also by associating it with the Romantic spirit of the age, with the congenial movement of the contemporary mind towards a greater flexibility of thought. The Gothic style, for Hugo, is one of populism, aspiration and caprice. He compares it, whenever practicable, with the style that came before it in north-western Europe, the Romanesque. The Romanesque, whose defining characteristic is the rounded arch, he judges to have been a hierarchical and dogmatic style, the imposition of a superior caste on an immobile society. The Gothic, in which the rounded arch has been replaced by the pointed arch or ogee, is, on the contrary, a freer style, encouraging licence and dissent from authority.

It is also an architecture of the vertical rather than the horizontal axis. Hugo, in the words of Nodier, was early seized by ‘the demon ogee’ and all through Notre-Dame he lays stress on the pointed, upward aspects of Gothic architecture – its spires, steeples, staircases and lancets – as well as on the altitude of the cathedral itself. This pervasive feature of the Gothic consorts perfectly with Hugo’s humanist philosophy, because he saw humanity as engaged on a long but inevitably triumphant ascent from ignorance and crime to a harmonious state of grace on earth. Hugo cherishes the sky-scraping side of Gothic because it represents the opening of men’s minds to hopes denied them by the autocracy he reads into the Romanesque, and the cathedral of Notre-Dame, begun in a Romanesque age and finished in a Gothic one, is presented, very reasonably, as a monument of the transition from one style to the other and thus, more important, of the transition from one outlook to the other. It is an impoverishment of the novel to suppose that Hugo’s interest in architecture was merely that of a connoisseur or antiquarian; one should bear in mind that he interprets architecture as a sign of a much larger ideological shift.

There is something else besides in the Gothic which he esteems and on which he capitalizes, and that is the part it allows to the grotesque, as in the gargoyles on the cathedral of Notre-Dame. Hugo felt much solidarity with an art form which had realized a part of his own Romantic programme by acknowledging that reality was compounded of both the beautiful and the ugly and had given the ugly at least a token part to play in a harmonious whole. This was to enlarge the art and at the same time to popularize it, for Hugo is clearly right to maintain that the inclusion of such motifs is a blow against the élitism of classical styles.

It is here that we come to the most meaningful of Notre-Dame’s parallels between the inanimate and the animate, for it is obvious that the architectural juxtaposition of beauty and the beast, the rose-window, let us say, with the grinning water-spout, is repeated in the commerce in the novel between the beautiful gypsy, La Esmeralda, and the hideous bell-ringer, Quasimodo. Hugo works hard to identify Quasimodo with the building into which he has been received as a foundling and establishes him as its presiding genius. Quasimodo has his place there not in spite of his bodily deformity but because of it, and his professional function of ringing the bells makes of him the agent of its harmony.

Quasimodo, like all of Hugo’s central characters, like the bandit Hernani, or the ex-convict Valjean, or the lovelorn sailor Gillian in The Toilers of the Sea, is a social reject, the most typical of Romantic heroes. But Quasimodo is a reject because he is so repulsive to look at; he is an aesthetic reject, not a political or psychological one. Without wishing to dematerialize him into a symbol, one can say that he is a plea for a more enlightened aesthetic, one which can first find room for deformity and subsequently thrive on it. Quasimodo has aspirations, towards the conventional beauty of La Esmeralda and towards the cathedral he lives in, which he is able to scale with an abnormal agility – a skill, this, shared with Jean Valjean in Les Misérables, who is also able to climb upwards (never downwards) with inhuman ease; he is a benighted soul granted instincts by Hugo that are a promise of some ultimate social reconciliation. There is no such reconciliation in Notre-Dame because when he wrote it Hugo’s own social ideas had not developed fully; in Les Misérables the reconciliation between Valjean and society is total, even euphoric.

But before coming to the political and social attitudes that Hugo introduces into Notre-Dame, there is a final point to be made about the architectural concerns of the novel, for as the introduction of 1832 makes quite clear it is an episode in Hugo’s long-standing campaign against the vandalism of his contemporaries. I have said that before the Romantics championed it, the Gothic style was under a cloud, which would have been harmless enough if that were the full story; but often it was under the worse threat of decay, demolition or a philistine restoration. The Gothic spirit needed protection not only in the abstract but also in its substance, and some of Hugo’s most venomous polemic was directed against its enemies – generally, like today, municipal authorities. In his early travels about France, he came across grievous examples of threatened buildings of the Gothic or earlier periods and he eventually summarized his deep resentment at France’s neglect of its old architecture in a pamphlet which he called, fierily, War on the Demolishers!. It was published not long after Notre-Dame though most of it had been written several years before. It is one of Hugo’s most rollicking performances as he sets about the town councillors of Laon, in north-east France, who were talking of knocking down a famous old tower in their ancient city. Hugo’s prose style on these occasions has a bite and animus well worth quoting: ‘It took the nineteenth century, the marvels of progress! A goose quill, drawn more or less at random across a sheet of paper by a few infinitely insignificant men! The miserable quill of a fifth-rate town council! A quill that haltingly draws up the idiotic dictates of a peasant divan!1 The imperceptible quill of the Lilliputian senate! A quill that makes mistakes in French!…’ And so on, for page after vituperative page.

The tower, admittedly, came down, but Hugo’s verve was not altogether wasted, he had helped measurably to alert intelligent people to the neglect or destruction of much precious architecture. In 1830 the incoming Prime Minister, Guizot, formed a Historical Committee for Monuments and the Arts, and Hugo served on it between 1838 and 48. Later, Baudelaire wrote that ‘it was his powerful instigation which, by the hand of erudite and enthusiastic architects, is repairing our cathedrals and consolidating our old memories of stone’. This last phrase will have gratified Hugo above all, concurring as it does with his own remarkable defence of architecture in Notre-Dame as a form of script suitable to the ages that preceded the invention of printing, and as the most majestic and permanent repository of the national memory.

The social and political ideas involved in Notre-Dame were quite new to Hugo at the time when he wrote the novel. In the early 1820s he had been an extreme monarchist and orthodox Catholic, and the first literary review that he founded, with his brothers, was called Le Conservateur littéraire. But in September 1830, after the overthrow of Charles X and just at the moment when he was starting to write Notre-Dame, he recorded in his Journal the shift in his political opinions: ‘In the last ten years my former royalist and Catholic conviction of 1820 has crumbled piece by piece before age and experience.’ He was on the way to becoming as radical in politics as he had been for several years in art, in what still today seems a progressive awareness that styles of art may reflect social and political options and that the revolutionary artist is called on to be a revolutionary tout court.

Hugo’s democratic beliefs can be observed gathering strength in Notre-Dame, supported passim by his espousal of an architecture itself valued for its populism. They are attached, mainly, to the figure of the Flemish hosier, Coppenole, a menacing and incongruous stranger to the feudal society which Hugo depicts. Coppenole is aggressively plebeian and much appreciated for his egalitarianism by the cowed plebs that witness it. Coppenole, predictably, is the master of ceremonies of the great popular cultural manifestation in the novel; the contest in face-pulling, which is so very much more successful a spectacle than the classical morality play of Pierre Gringoire. The face-pulling is subversive both artistically, in that it is a Romantic insult to a dead tradition, and socially, since it brings about the aggrieved withdrawal of the royal representative at the morality, the Cardinal of Bourbon. So it is no great surprise when, much later in the book, the outspoken Coppenole warns the King of France himself that the time will come when the people will rule the country, a warning delivered, with conspicuous irony, in the Bastille, whose storming in 1789 has always been taken for the true symbol of the French Revolution.

Hugo has allowed himself this prophecy for the good reason that he believed in the inevitability of democracy, sure that once this benevolent ideal was lodged in enough people’s minds nothing could prevent its final realization. For him the French Revolution was the pivot of human history, a telluric event that might be deplored in detail but could only be accepted as a whole because it was unavoidable. ‘The Revolution’, he wrote in 1793, his last novel, ‘is a form of that immanent phenomenon that crowds in on us from every side and which we call Necessity.’ In Notre-Dame, though there are still three hundred years to go before the Revolution, Louis XI is also shown to be conniving in that distant event. His efforts to break the power of the feudal aristocrats and to centralize the government of France in his own hands are presented by Hugo as the first stage of a process that would continue with Richelieu in the seventeenth century and end with Mirabeau in the late eighteenth. Hugo was always a man for the long, evolutionary view of human affairs and the historical components of Notre-Dame have been shaped accordingly.

What is necessarily missing from the novel is the prime agent of social improvement: enlightenment. Rather than political change, Hugo believed that the world would be saved by a social regeneration, and that regeneration could only be brought about by educating the masses. His trust in education was quite Utopian. In his Journal for 1830 – entitled Journal of a Revolutionary of 1830 – he looks radiantly ahead to the day ‘… when the shadows have at last finally and everywhere disappeared, when every head is in the light, when everyone governs everyone else’. If there is a political choice underlying this golden vision, it could only be anarchism, and Hugo often seems to have shared the puzzling faith of anarchists that an end of ignorance means the end of social conflict.

In Notre-Dame the struggle between darkness and light remains very much a pictorial element, a taste for chiaroscuro which Hugo indulges in such scenes as the nocturnal attack on the cathedral, with its interplay of inky blackness, the truants’ torches and Quasimodo’s lofty bonfire. In this respect, Notre-Dame is an early work, to be corrected in Les Misérables, where Valjean exchanges night for day after an encounter with an heroically altruistic bishop. Valjean, an ex-convict, steals the bishop’s one valuable possession, his candlesticks, but is saved from a further savage sentence in the hulks when the bishop untruthfully attests that the candlesticks were a gift from him to Valjean. The symbolism is easily penetrated: what has been transmitted from one to the other is the precious gift of light. This symbolism is foreshadowed in Notre-Dame in the lyrical account that the archdeacon Claude Frollo gives of his experiments with the hermetic philosophy. But just as Frollo is doomed irrespective of his intellectual attainments, so the creatures of darkness, the sordid hierarchies of the Court of Miracles, are brutalized far beyond the point of no return. Even so, they are only ignorant, not evil; for Hugo the creatures of darkness are criminals, that is to say anti-social, so that their eventual reconciliation with society can be achieved easily enough by removing those inequalities and injustices which create fresh contingents of social outcasts in each generation.

And though Frollo, unlike Valjean, is not saved, he still testifies to the supreme equation of power with knowledge. Above all, he is the guardian of the recorded word, a reader of manuscripts and a prophet of the coming age of printing. The doctrine he puts forward in his speech to Jacques Coictier and the ‘Compère Tourangeau’ in the chapter called ‘This Will Kill That’, of books replacing buildings as the permanent record of human thought, is, delivered in 1482, an exotic prophecy; written in 1830, it is Hugo’s retrospective account of the Gutenberg revolution and a strong statement of his own belief in the power of the word.

The whole novel, he says in the preface, was derived from a single inscription on a wall in Notre-Dame. That inscription was, to him, a challenge to resuscitate the past and reinvent the circumstances of its first appearance. Hugo’s novels are full of such inscriptions, whether in Frollo’s alchemist’s cell or in the death cell of The Last Day of a Condemned Prisoner. They are the poignant and the potent relics of a particular human life, a proof that we can leave messages for posterity and that words survive deeds. Hugo had a robust faith in words of the kind traditionally associated with French writers: ‘The inkpot will smash the cannon’ was a typically ebullient slogan, justified in his scheme of things by the undeniable fact that the inkpot has time on its side as against the immediacy of the cannon.

It is proper that a writer should hold such beliefs in the power of writing, however deluded they may look to us today. In Hugo’s case they were in any case guaranteed by his vatic assumption that he was the spokesman of providence. His determinism, unusually, was a thoroughly optimistic philosophy, whereby in the long term the moral and social betterment of the human race was assured.

Notre-Dame ends pathetically and badly, and over it presides the forbidding Greek word ’ANÁΓKH, or Fatality. But the plot of the novel hardly lives up to this sombre legend and its disasters can be traced to a single flaw, which is the celibacy of the priest, Claude Frollo. Had Frollo been in a position to act instinctively and satisfy his lust on the gypsy, all would have been well; there is nothing pessimistic ultimately about what transpires in the novel, since the trouble is brought on by observance of the rules of a specific society, and is not endemic in the structure of the universe. For Hugo the force of nature is benign and overwhelming; it is exemplified in Notre-Dame, as elsewhere in his work, by the unbreakable bond between mother and child. Hugo, like Rousseau before him, sees an unsatisfactory society as the source of human misery and the preferably peaceful renegotiation of the social contract as the means of its evolution into something better.

I hope that even so cursory a synopsis of the ideology of Notre-Dame will stop any one reading the novel as if it were merely picturesque. It undoubtedly is picturesque, because Hugo’s powers of visualization are remarkable. But there is more to Notre-Dame than the prolonged, often lyrical descriptions of Paris, its cathedral and its inhabitants, and much more to it than the melodramatic sufferings of the principal characters; it is, in short, something richer and less lowbrow than the mixture of ‘grandeur and absurdity’ described by Tennyson.



Notre-Dame has been regularly retranslated since that first outbreak of English versions in the 1830s. I have not consulted all these translations but those which I have seen have all seemed to me to betray Hugo to some degree by making him read like a historical novelist of a much stiffer, more archaic kind that he actually was. The striking thing about the French of Notre-Dame, as about Hugo’s style generally, is its formidable directness and resourcefulness, directness in syntax and resourcefulness in vocabulary. Stylistically, it was Hugo’s democratic intention to bring written French closer to spoken French, from which it had drifted apart during the long years of Classical hegemony. There is no strong sense, reading Notre-Dame today, of a story written in the French of 1830, and no disloyalty at all, consequently, in translating it into plain, colloquial English.


This translation has been made from what was at the time of writing, before the appearance of the Bibliothèque de la Pléiade edition of Notre-Dame, the best established French text, that edited by M.-F. Guyard in the Classiques Garnier; I have also drawn on M. Guyard’s very useful notes on a number of occasions. There is one specific difficulty in translating this novel, which is Hugo’s tireless introduction of archaisms, including, to make things worse, the archaic jargon of the 15th century underworld. Hugo believed – and the belief was certainly rarer then than now – that by reproducing the idiom of a given social group one could reproduce its mental outlook in a specific and informative way, and he loves the lexicology of secret languages. I do not see much point in the translator of Hugo striving to recreate these languages from the more arcane resources of his own language, and the vast majority of the ancient, very occasionally wholly obscure, French words in Notre-Dame have therefore found their way on this occasion into contemporary English. One exception seemed worth making: the enumeration of truants in Book Two, Chapter Two, rough equivalents for which I have taken from Thomas Harman’s lively Caveat for Cursetors, a traveller’s guide to comparable English rogues of the sixteenth century.

John Sturrock




NOTRE-DAME OF PARIS

A FEW years ago, when the author of this book was visiting, or rather exploring, Notre-Dame, he found, carved by hand on the wall in a dark recess of one of the towers, the word:’ ANAΓKH.1 The Greek capitals, black with age and cut quite deep into the stone, the forms and attitudes of their calligraphy, which had something peculiarly Gothic about it, as if to show that the hand which had inscribed them there was a medieval one, and above all their grim and fatal import, made a keen impression on the author.


He wondered, and tried to guess who the tormented soul might have been who had not wanted to depart this world without leaving behind, on the brow of the old church, this stigma of crime or misfortune.

Since then, the wall has either been distempered or scraped (I forget which) and the inscription has gone. For such is the treatment accorded to the marvellous churches of the Middle Ages for close on two hundred years. Mutilation has come on them from all sides, from both within and without. The priest distempers them, the architect scrapes them, then along comes the populace which demolishes them.

Thus, apart from the fragile memento here dedicated to it by the author of this book, there is today nothing left of that mysterious word engraved in the gloom of the tower of Notre-Dame, nothing left of the unknown destiny of which it was so cheerless a summary. The man who wrote that word on that wall was erased from the midst of the generations several centuries ago, the word in its turn has been erased from the wall of the church, and soon perhaps the church itself will be erased from the earth.

This book was written about that word.



1 March 1831

Note added to the Definitive Edition of 1832

THIS edition was wrongly advertised as augmented by several new chapters.1 That should have been unpublished chapters. If by new we mean newly written, then the chapters added to this edition are not new. They were written at the same time as the rest of the work, they date from the same period and share the same intention; they have always formed part of the manuscript of Notre-Dame of Paris. Their author, moreover, fails to understand how brand-new developments could be added to a work of this kind at a later date. One cannot do that at will. In his view, a romance is born in a more or less necessary way, with all its chapters; a stage play is born with all its scenes. You must not think that there is something arbitrary about the number of parts that make up the whole: that mysterious microcosm which you call a play or romance. Grafts or welds take badly on works of this kind, which should issue forth in a single draft and then be left alone. Once the thing is made, do not change your mind, do not tamper with it. Once the book is published, once the sex of the work, whether virile or not, has been recognized and proclaimed, once the baby has uttered its first cry, it is born, it is there, it is the way it is, and neither mother nor father can do anything more about it, it belongs to the air and the sunlight, you must let it live or die as it stands. Your book is a failure? Too bad. Don’t add a chapter to an unsuccessful book. It is incomplete? You should have completed it when giving birth to it. Your tree is stunted? You won’t straighten it. Your romance is consumptive? Your romance won’t survive? You won’t give it back the breath it lacks. Your drama was born lame? Don’t, believe me, fit it with a wooden leg.


The author is thus particularly anxious for the public to know that the chapters added here were not expressly written for this reprinting. There is a very simple reason why they were not published in the earlier editions of the book. At the time when Notre-Dame of Paris was first being printed, the folder containing these three chapters went astray. This meant either rewriting them or doing without them. The author reckoned that the only two of these chapters long enough to have some importance were chapters on art and history which in no way affected the underlying drama or story, that the public would not notice they had gone and that he alone, the author, would possess the secret of this lacuna in the text. He chose to go ahead. Also, if we are to make a full confession, his laziness recoiled from the task of rewriting three lost chapters. He would have found it quicker to write a new romance.

Now, the chapters have been found again and he has taken the earliest opportunity of restoring them to their place. His work is thus now whole once again, such as he conceived it and such as he wrote it; be it good or bad, long-lived or short, it is the way he wants it.

These rediscovered chapters will no doubt be judged of small worth by those otherwise very discerning people who have sought only the drama, the story, in Notre-Dame of Paris. But there may be other readers who have found some profit in studying the philosophical and aesthetic ideas concealed in the book, and have been willing, when reading Notre-Dame of Paris, to enjoy teasing out, from beneath the story, something which is not the story, and to pursue – if I may be permitted these somewhat ambitious expressions – the system of the historian and the intention of the artist through the creation as such of the poet.

It is for them, above all, that the chapters added to this edition will complete Notre-Dame of Paris, always supposing that Notre-Dame of Paris deserves completion.

In one of these chapters, the author expresses and enlarges upon the current decadence of architecture and the now, in his view, almost inevitable demise of this king of the arts, a view, unhappily, deeply rooted in him and deeply pondered. But he feels the need to say here that he very much wants the future one day to prove him wrong. He knows that art, in all its forms, has everything to hope for from the new generations, whose as yet embryonic genius can be heard germinating in our studios. The seed is in the furrow, and the crop assuredly will be a good one. He is only afraid, and you will be able to see why in Book Five of this edition, that the sap may have withdrawn from the old soil of architecture, which for so many centuries was art’s most fruitful terrain.

Yet there is today so much life, so much potential, so much what one might call predestination in our young artists that, at this moment, particularly in our schools of architecture, the professors, who are execrable, are creating pupils who are excellent not only without knowing they are doing so but altogether in spite of themselves; the exact reverse of the potter in Horace, who conceived amphoras but produced cooking pots. Currit rota, urceus exit.1

But in any case, whatever the future of architecture and however our young architects may one day settle the question of their art, while we wait for new monuments we must conserve the old. We must, if it be possible, inspire the nation with a love of its national architecture. That, its author here declares, is one of the chief aims of this book; it is one of the chief aims of his life.

Notre-Dame of Paris may have opened up a few true perspectives on the art of the Middle Ages, that marvellous art hitherto unknown to some and, what is worse, misunderstood by others. But the author is very far from considering the task he has voluntarily set himself as over. He has already pleaded the cause of our old architecture on more than one occasion, he has already spoken out loudly against many profanations, demolitions and impieties. He will not tire of doing so. He has pledged himself to return frequently to this subject, and he will return to it. He will be as indefatigable in defending our historic buildings as the iconoclasts of our schools and academies are zealous in attacking them. For it is distressing to see the hands into which the architecture of the Middle Ages has fallen and the way in which our present plastersmearers are treating the ruins of this great art. We who are intelligent men should feel ashamed when we see them at work and are content merely to jeer at them. Nor am I talking here only of what is happening in the provinces, but of what is going on in Paris, on our own doorsteps, beneath our own windows, in this great town, this town of letters, the city of newspapers, talk and ideas. To end this note, we cannot forbear indicating some of the acts of vandalism projected, debated, begun, continued and quietly brought to a conclusion every day under our very eyes, under the eyes of the artistic public of Paris and in the face of critics bewildered by such audacity. The archbishop’s palace has just been demolished, a building in poor taste so the harm is not great; but along with the archbishop’s palace they have also demolished the bishop’s palace, a rare relic of the fourteenth century that the demolishing architect was unable to tell apart from the rest. He has pulled up the wheat with the tare. Who cares? They are talking of razing the admirable chapel of Vincennes, so as to use the stones for some fortification or other, for which, by the way, Daumesnil felt no need.1 They repair and restore an ungainly pile like the Palais Bourbon at great expense, and let the wonderful stained-glass of the Sainte-Chapelle be blown in by the equinoctial gales. For the past few days, there has been scaffolding on the tower of Saint-Jacques-de-la-Boucherie, and one of these mornings the pickaxes will get to work on it. Some mason has even been prepared to build a small white house between the venerable towers of the Palais de Justice. They have found another to castrate Saint-Germain-des-Prés, the feudal abbey with three bell-towers. Be in no doubt, they will find another to lay low Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois. All these masons claim to be architects, they are paid by the town authorities or by the royal purse and wear the green coats of the Academy. All the harm that false taste can do to true taste, they are doing. At the moment of writing, one of them – and what a lamentable sight it is! – has hold of the Tuileries, he is making a scar right across the middle of Philibert Delorme’s face; it is by no means one of the lesser scandals of our time to see this gentleman’s leaden architecture splayed so insolently right across one of the Renaissance’s most delicate façades!



Paris, 20 October 1832


BOOK ONE

ONE 
The Great Hall

THREE hundred and forty-eight years, six months and nineteen days ago today, the people of Paris awoke to hear all the churchbells in the triple enclosure of the City, the University and the Town in full voice.


Not that 6 January 1482 is a day of which history has kept any record. There was nothing noteworthy about the event that had set the burgesses and bells of Paris in motion from early morning. It was not an assault by Picards or Burgundians, it was not a reliquary being carried in procession, it was not a student revolt in the vineyard of Laas,1 it was not an entry by ‘our most redoubtable Lord Monsieur the King’, it was not even a fine hanging of male and female thieves on the gallows of Paris. Nor was it the arrival, so frequent in the fifteenth century, of an embassy, in all its plumes and finery. It was barely two days since the last cavalcade of this kind, that of the Flemish ambassadors charged with concluding the marriage between the dauphin and Marguerite of Flanders, had made its entry into Paris, much to the annoyance of Monsieur the Cardinal of Bourbon, who, to please the king, had had to put on a smile for this uncouth mob of Flemish burgomasters, and entertain them, in his Hôtel de Bourbon, with a ‘very fine morality, satire and farce’, as driving rain drenched the magnificent tapestries in his doorway.

What had ‘excited all the commonalty of Paris’, as Jean de Troyes puts it, on this January the sixth, was the twin ceremony of Twelfth Night and the Feast of Fools, which had fallen on the same day since time immemorial.

Today, there was to be a bonfire on the Grève, a maypole at Braque’s Chapel and a mystery play at the Palais de Justice. These had been trumpeted at the crossroads the previous evening by the provost’s men, in their handsome actons of mauve camlet, with large white crosses on the breast.

And so, first thing, the crowd of townsmen and women had shut up their shops and houses and made their way from every side towards one of the three appointed sites. Everyone had made his choice, some for the bonfire, others for the maypole, others for the mystery. We must pay tribute to the ancient good sense of the sightseers of Paris and tell you that the greater part of this crowd was making either for the bonfire, which was highly seasonable, or for the mystery, which was to be given in comfort and under cover in the great hall of the palace, and that by common consent they left the poorly arrayed maypole to shiver all alone under the January sky in the graveyard of Braque’s Chapel.

The people were mostly flocking the approaches to the Palais de Justice, for it was known that the Flemish ambassadors, who had arrived two days before, were intending to be present at the performance of the mystery, as well as at the election of the fools’ pope, likewise due to take place in the great hall.

It was no easy matter to get inside the great hall that day, although it had the reputation at the time of being the largest covered enclosure in the world. (True, Sauval had yet to measure the great hall of the Château of Montargis.) To the onlookers at their windows, the palace square, which was packed with people, resembled a sea into which, like so many river-mouths, five or six streets were constantly disgorging fresh torrents of heads. As they continued to swell, the waves of people collided with the corners of the houses which, here and there, jutted out into the irregular basin of the square like so many promontories. In the centre of the palace’s tall Godiic1 façade, twin streams flowed up and down the great staircase without interruption and then, after breaking halfway, below the entrance steps, spread down the two ramps at the sides in broad waves, so that the great staircase emptied ceaselessly into the square like a waterfall into a lake. The shouting and the laughter and the tramp of thousands of feet made a great noise and clamour. At times this noise and clamour were intensified, and the current that was sweeping all these people towards the great staircase faltered and turned back on itself, forming eddies. An archer had just lashed out or a provost Serjeant’s horse reared up to restore order: an admirable tradition which the provosts bequeathed to the constables, the constables to the marshals, and the marshals to our own Paris gendarmerie.

Doorways, windows, dormers and roofs were alive with the calm, law-abiding faces of thousands of good burgesses, who asked for nothing better than to stare at the palace and the mob; for many people in Paris are content merely to gaze at the gazers, and for us a high wall behind which something is going on is in itself an object of keen curiosity.

Were we, men of 1830, to be granted the power of mingling, in spirit, with these Parisians of the fifteenth century, and accompanying them as they shoved, elbowed and stumbled their way into the vast hall of the palace, so constricted on that 6 January 1482, the spectacle would lack neither interest nor charm and everything around us would be so old as to seem, to us, quite new.

If the reader agrees, we shall try to recapture, in the mind’s eye, the impression he, like us, would have got as he crossed the threshold of the great hall in the midst of this throng in surcoats, actons and cote-harthes.

And right away, our ears are dinned and our eyes dazzled. Above our heads, a double Gothic vault, with carved wood panelling painted sky-blue with gold fleur-de-lys; beneath our feet, a pavement of alternate black and white marble. A few yards away, an enormous pillar, then another and another; in all, seven pillars along the length of the hall, supporting the springings of the double vault at its mid-point. Around the first four pillars, the stalls of tradesmen, sparkling with glass and tinsel; around the last three, oak benches, worn away and polished by the hose of litigants and the robes of attorneys. All round the hall, along the high wall, between doors, casements and pillars, the endless row of statues of all the kings of France since Pharamond: the indolent kings, their arms dangling and their eyes lowered; and the valiant warrior kings, with head and hands raised boldly to heaven. Then, in the tall, pointed windows, stained-glass of every colour; at the wide exits from the hall, rich, delicately carved doorways; and the whole thing, vaulting, pillars, walls, door-frames, panelling, doors and statues, splendidly illuminated from top to bottom in blue and gold; this illumination was already somewhat tarnished by this time and had almost completely vanished beneath the dust and spiders’ webs by the year of grace 1549, when Du Breul could still admire it out of tradition.

If you now picture this vast rectangular hall to yourselves, lit by the pallid January daylight and invaded by a noisy, motley crowd drifting along the walls and swirling round the seven pillars, then you will already have a confused idea of the general picture, of which we shall now try and fill in some of the curious details.

Certain it is that if Ravaillac had not assassinated Henri IV. the documents for Ravaillac’s trial would not have been deposited in the record office of the Palais de Justice; there would have been no accomplices to profit from the disappearance of the aforesaid documents; hence, no incendiaries obliged, for want of a better method, to burn down the record office in order to burn the documents, and to burn down the Palais de Justice in order to burn down the record office; and so, finally, no fire of 1618. The old palace would still be standing together with its great hall, and I could say to the reader: Go and see it; and so we would both be spared, I from writing and he from reading a make-shift description of it. Which goes to prove this brand-new truth: that great events have incalculable consequences.

True, it is very possible in the first place that Ravaillac had no accomplices, and then, if by any chance he did have some, that they had no hand in the fire of 1618. There exist two other highly plausible explanations for this. First, the great flaming star, a foot across and a cubit high, which, as everyone knows, fell from the sky on to the palace after midnight on March the seventh. Secondly, Théophile’s quatrain:



A sad sport indeed it was

When in Paris Dame Justice

Ate too many sweeteners

And caused a palate-ial fire.1


Whatever your views on this threefold explanation – political, physical or poetical – of the burning-down of the Palais de Justice in 1618, the unfortunately certain fact is the fire. Thanks to this catastrophe, and thanks above all to the various restorations which successively finished off what it had spared, very little remains today of this first residence of the kings of France, a palace senior to the Louvre and already so old in the days of Philip the Fair that they searched for traces there of the magnificent buildings put up by King Robert and described by Helgaldus. Almost, everything has gone. What has become of the chamber in the chancellery where Saint Louis ‘consummated his marriage’? Or the garden where he meted out justice, ‘dressed in a camlet tunic, a surcoat of wincey without sleeves, and a cloak over-all of black sendal, lying on rugs, together with Joinville’? Where is the Emperor Sigismund’s chamber? Or Charles IV’s? Or John Lackland’s? Where the staircase from which Charles VI issued his Edict of Grace? The flagstone where, in the presence of the dauphin, Marcel cut the throats of Robert de Clermont and the Marshal of Champagne? The wicket-gate where the bulls of the anti-pope Benedict were defaced, and whence those who had brought them departed again, mockingly clad in copes and mitres, to make honourable amends all over Paris? And the great hall, with its gilding, its sky-blue, its pointed arches, its statues, its pillars, its huge vault all jagged with carvings? And the gilded chamber? And the stone lion that stood at the door, head down and tail between its legs, like the lions of Solomon’s throne, in the attitude of humiliation proper to might before justice? And the beautiful doors? And the beautiful stained-glass? And the carved ironwork which so disheartened Biscornette? And the delicate joinery of Du Hancy? What has time done, what have men done to these wonders? And what have we been given instead of all that Gallic history and all that Gothic art? For art, the heavy, depressed arches of M. de Brosse, the clumsy architect of the Saint-Gervais portal, while for history we have the garrulous memoirs of the big pillar, still echoing to the backbiting of our Patrus.1

Which is not much. But we must return to the real great hall of the real old palace.

The two extremities of this giant parallelogram were occupied, one by the famous slab of marble, so long, so wide and so thick that, as the old inventories put it, in a style to whet the appetite of Gargantua, there never was seen ‘such a slice of marble anywhere in the world’; the other by the chapel, in which Louis XI had had himself sculpted kneeling before the Virgin and to which he had had moved, not caring that it left two empty niches in the line of royal statues, the statues of Charlemagne and Saint Louis, two saints whom he imagined to be very influential in heaven because they had been kings of France. This chapel was still brand-new, having been built barely six years before, and was throughout in that charming style of delicate architecture and marvellous carving, with fine, deep incisions, which marks, with us, the end of the Gothic era and is perpetuated up until around the middle of the sixteenth century in the entrancing fantasies of the Renaissance. In particular the little open-work rose-window above the doorway was a masterpiece of slenderness and grace, like a lacework star.

In the centre of the hall, facing the main door, and with its back to the wall, was a platform of gold brocade, on to which a private entrance had been made by way of a window in the corridor of the gilded chamber; it had been erected for the Flemish envoys and other important persons invited to the performance of the mystery.

The play was to be performed, as was customary, on the marble slab. This had been got ready early that morning; its rich expanse of marble, scratched all over by the heels of the lawyers’ clerks, supported quite a tall woodwork cage, whose upper surface, visible from everywhere in the hall, would serve as a stage, while the inside, hidden by tapestries, would serve as a dressing-room for the characters in the play. Communication between stage and dressing-room had been ensured by a ladder, set artlessly up on the outside, whose steep rungs would do for both entrances and exits. No matter how unforeseen the character or how dramatic the turn of events, they would be obliged
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