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BOOK ONE

A Good Man

I

Monsieur Myriel

In 1815, Charles-François-Bienvenu Myriel was bishop of Digne. He was an old man of about seventy-five. He had been bishop of Digne since 1806.

If only for the sake of being accurate in every particular, although this circumstance in no way impinges on the basic substance of what we are about to relate, it may be worth mentioning here the rumours and gossip circulating about him at the time of his arrival in the diocese. True or false, what is said about men often figures as large in their lives, and above all in the fate that befalls them, as what they do. Monsieur Myriel was the son of a councillor in the parliament at Aix1 – judicial aristocracy.2 It was reported that his father, intending that his son should inherit his position, had married him off very young, aged eighteen or twenty, a fairly common practice among parliamentary families. This marriage, it was said, did not prevent Charles Myriel from being much talked about. He was good-looking, though rather short in stature, elegant, charming, witty. His entire early life was devoted to fashionable society and amorous intrigue. The Revolution came. Events moved fast. Decimated, driven out, hunted down, the parliamentary families scattered. During the very first days of the Revolution, Monsieur Charles Myriel emigrated to Italy. There, his wife died of a chest ailment that had long afflicted her. They had no children. What then happened to Monsieur Myriel? The collapse in France of the old world, the downfall of his own family, the tragic spectacles of ’93,3 perhaps even more terrifying for the émigrés watching from afar with magnifying horror – did these give rise in him to thoughts of renunciation and solitude? Was he, in the midst of one of those distractions and attachments that filled his existence, suddenly dealt one of those mysterious and terrible blows that by striking at the heart sometimes fell a man who would be left unshaken by public catastrophes that strike at his way of life and his fortune? No one could have said. All anyone knew was that when he returned from Italy he was a priest.

In 1804 Monsieur Myriel was parish priest of Brignolles. He was already old, and lived a very secluded life.

Around the time of the coronation4 some parish matter, no one quite knows what any more, took him to Paris. Among other influential individuals that he applied to on behalf of his parishioners was Cardinal Fesch.5 The worthy priest happened to be waiting in the antechamber one day when the emperor had come to visit his uncle. As Napoleon was on his way out, realizing he was being observed with some curiosity by this elderly gentleman, his majesty turned round and said abruptly, ‘What good fellow is this, staring at me?’

‘Sire,’ said Monsieur Myriel, ‘in this fellow you see goodness, in the man before me I see greatness. There’s advantage to both of us.’

That same evening the emperor enquired of the cardinal the name of the priest, and some time afterwards Monsieur Myriel was very surprised to learn he had been appointed bishop of Digne.

Anyway, what truth was there in the stories told of Monsieur Myriel’s early life? No one could tell. Few families had known the Myriel family before the Revolution.

Monsieur Myriel had to undergo the fate of every newcomer to a small town where there are plenty of tongues given to wagging and very few minds given to reflection. He had to be subjected to it although he was a bishop and because he was a bishop. But the rumours his name was associated with were after all perhaps just that: rumours, idle gossip, talk, empty words, not even words – palabres,6 in the muscular language of the south.

Be that as it may, after Monsieur Myriel had been living in Digne and serving as bishop for nine years, all this tittle-tattle, these topics of conversation that give small towns and small-minded people something to talk about, had been thoroughly forgotten. No one would have dared mention them, no one would even have dared call them to mind.

Monsieur Myriel had arrived in Digne accompanied by a spinster, Mademoiselle Baptistine, who was his sister and ten years his junior.

Their only domestic help was a woman of the same age as Mademoiselle Baptistine called Madame Magloire, who, having been ‘monsieur le curé’s servant’, now acquired the dual status of Mademoiselle’s maid and Monseigneur’s housekeeper.fn1

Mademoiselle Baptistine was long, pale, slight and meek. She was the perfect incarnation of the word ‘respectable’, for apparently a woman must be motherly to be venerable. She had never been pretty. Her whole life, which had been simply a succession of good deeds, had ultimately conferred on her a sort of paleness and brightness, and with advancing years she had gained what might be called the beauty of goodness. What had been thinness in her youth became transparency in her maturity, and this diaphanous quality revealed the angel. She was more of an essence than a virgin. Physically, she seemed to be made of shadow with hardly enough of a body to have any sexual identity: a little substance containing a glimmer of light, her big eyes always downcast, an excuse for a soul to remain on earth.

Madame Magloire was a busy, fat, round, little white-haired old woman, always out of breath, firstly because of her busyness and then because of her asthma.

On his arrival, Monsieur Myriel was installed in the episcopal palace with the honours dictated by imperial decree whereby a bishop ranks immediately below a brigadier. The mayor and the president of the local judiciary first called on him, and he in turn made his first call on the general and the police chief.

His installation complete, the town waited to see what the bishop would do.

II

Monsieur Myriel Becomes Monseigneur Bienvenu

The episcopal palace of Digne was next door to the hospital.

The palace was an immense and handsome residence, built of stone at the beginning of the last century by Monseigneur Henri Puget, doctor of theology at the Faculty of Paris and abbot of Simore, who had been bishop of Digne in 1712. A veritable baronial hall, was this palace. Everything about it was grand: the bishop’s apartments, the drawing rooms, the bedchambers, the very spacious court of honour with covered walks and arcades in the old Florentine style, the gardens planted with magnificent trees. In the dining room, a long and splendid gallery on the ground floor looking out over the gardens, Monseigneur Henri Puget had on the twenty-ninth of July 1714 held a ceremonial banquet for Monseigneurs Charles Brûlart de Genlis, prince-archbishop of Embrun; Antoine de Mesgrigny of the Capuchin Order, bishop of Grasse; Philippe de Vendôme, grand prior of France, abbot of St-Honoré de Lérins; François de Berton de Crillon, baron-bishop of Vence; César de Sabran de Forcalquier, seigneur-bishop of Glandève; and Jean Soanen, Oratorian priest, chaplain in ordinary to the king, seigneur-bishop of Senez. The portraits of these seven reverend figures adorned this room, and that memorable date, the twenty-ninth of July 1714, was engraved in letters of gold on a white marble table.

The hospital was a single-storey, low, narrow building with a small garden.

Three days after his arrival the bishop visited the hospital. At the end of his visit he left an invitation for the director to call on him.

‘Monsieur le directeur de l’hôpital, how many patients have you at present?’ he said.

‘Twenty-six, Monseigneur.’

‘That was the number I counted,’ said the bishop.

‘The beds are very close to each other,’ the director added.

‘That’s what I observed.’

‘The wards are no bigger than small bedrooms, and it’s hard to keep them aired.’

‘That’s what I would think.’

‘And then, when there is a ray of sunshine, the garden’s very small for those convalescing.’

‘That’s what I said to myself.’

‘In the event of an epidemic – we’ve had typhus this year, we had miliary fever two years ago, a hundred patients sometimes – we just don’t know what to do.’

‘That was the thought that occurred to me.’

‘There’s no point in complaining, Monseigneur,’ said the director. ‘We must accept things as they are.’

This conversation took place in the gallery dining room on the ground floor. The bishop remained silent for a moment, then suddenly turned to the director of the hospital.

‘Monsieur,’ he said, ‘how many beds do you think would fit into this room alone?’

‘Monseigneur’s dining room?’ exclaimed the director in amazement.

The bishop glanced around the room and appeared to be estimating measurements and making calculations.

‘Twenty beds easily!’ he said as though talking to himself. Then raising his voice, ‘Now, I tell you what, monsieur le directeur de l’hôpital, obviously something’s wrong here. You have twenty-six people in five or six small rooms. There are three of us here and we have room for sixty. Something’s wrong, I tell you. You’re in my house and I’m in yours. You give me back my house. This is where you belong.’

The following day the twenty-six paupers were moved into the bishop’s palace and the bishop was installed in the hospital.

Monsieur Myriel was not a man of means, his family having been ruined by the Revolution. His sister had a life annuity of five hundred francs, which was enough to meet her personal expenses at the presbytery. As bishop, Monsieur Myriel received from the state a salary of fifteen thousand francs. On the very day he took up residence in the hospital building, he determined once and for all the way in which this sum was to be used. We transcribe here a note made in his own hand:



	Note to regulate my household expenditure:
	



	For the seminary school:
	1,500 francs



	Congregation of the Mission:
	100 francs



	For the Lazarists of Montdidier:
	100 francs



	Seminary of Foreign Missions of Paris:
	200 francs



	Congregation of the Holy Spirit:
	150 francs



	Religious foundations in the Holy Land:
	100 francs



	Societies for Maternal Charity:
	300 francs



	An extra payment, for that of Arles:
	50 francs



	In aid of the improvement of prisons:
	400 francs



	In aid of the comfort and release of prisoners:
	500 francs



	To obtain the release of family men imprisoned for debt:
	1,000 francs



	To supplement the salary of diocesan teachers in need:
	2,000 francs



	Public granary of the Hautes-Alpes:
	100 francs



	Congregation of the Ladies of Digne, Manosque and Sisteron, for the free education of girls in need:
	1,500 francs



	For the poor:
	6,000 francs



	My personal expenses:
	1,000 francs



	Total:
	15,000 francs




Throughout the entire time that he occupied the see of Digne, Monsieur Myriel made no alteration to this arrangement. As we have seen, he referred to it as ‘regulating his household expenditure’.

The arrangement was accepted with total acquiescence by Mademoiselle Baptistine. For this saintly spinster, the Monseigneur of Digne was both brother and bishop, naturally dear to her and ecclesiastically her superior. She quite simply loved and venerated him. When he spoke, she deferred. When he acted, she approved. Their only servant, Madame Magloire, grumbled a little. The bishop had set aside for himself, it may have been noticed, only one thousand francs, which, added to Mademoiselle Baptistine’s income, amounted to a total of fifteen hundred francs a year. Both old women and the old man lived on these fifteen hundred francs.

And thanks to Madame Magloire’s unfailing thrift and Mademoiselle Baptistine’s clever management, whenever a village priest came to Digne the bishop still found the means to entertain him.

One day after he had been in Digne some three months the bishop said, ‘And with all that I still haven’t enough!’

‘I dare say you haven’t!’ exclaimed Madame Magloire. ‘Monseigneur hasn’t even claimed the allowance the départementfn2 owes him for the expense of a carriage in town and of visiting the diocese. That’s what bishops used to do in the past.’

‘Well, I declare!’ said the bishop. ‘You’re quite right, Madame Magloire.’

And he submitted his claim.

Some time afterwards the general council, taking his request into consideration, voted him an annual sum of three thousand francs that was registered as ‘Allowance awarded to the bishop for carriage expenses, mail-coach expenses, and the expense of pastoral visits’.

This provoked a great outcry among the local bourgeoisie, and at the time a senator of the Empire, former member of the Council of Five Hundred who had supported the 18th Brumaire and been given a magnificent senatorial estate near the town of Digne, privately wrote to Monsieur Bigot de Préameneu,7 the minister of public worship, an angry note on the subject, from which we quote the following lines verbatim:

‘Carriage expenses? What for in a town of fewer than four thousand inhabitants? The expense of pastoral visits? What good are these visits in the first place? And how can a mail-coach get about in these mountainous parts? There are no roads. You can only travel on horseback. Even the bridge over the Durance at Château-Arnoux can barely support ox-carts. These priests are all the same: greedy and miserly. This one pretended to be the good apostle when he first came here. Now he behaves just like the rest. He has to have a carriage and travel by post-chaise. He has to have luxury like the bishops of old. Oh, this priestly rabble! Things will be put right, Your Excellency, only when the emperor has delivered us from the clergy. Down with the pope!’ (Relations with Rome were not good.) ‘For my part, I am all for Caesar.’ Et cetera, et cetera.

Madame Magloire, on the other hand, was delighted. ‘Well,’ said she to Mademoiselle Baptistine, ‘Monseigneur put everyone else first but he had to come round to himself eventually. He’s taken care of all his charities. These three thousand francs are for us! At last!’

That same evening the bishop wrote out and handed to his sister a memorandum worded as follows:



	Carriage allowance and allowance for pastoral visits:
	



	To provide meat broth for the hospital patients:
	1,500 francs



	For the Society for Maternal Charity of Aix:
	250 francs



	For the Society for Maternal Charity of Draguignan:
	250 francs



	For the benefit of foundlings:
	500 francs



	For the benefit of orphans:
	500 francs



	Total:
	3,000 francs




Such was Monsieur Myriel’s budget.

As for episcopal emoluments – fees for marriage banns, dispensations, private baptisms, sermons, benedictions of churches and chapels, marriages, et cetera – the bishop was all the more assiduous in extracting them from the wealthy because he gave them to the poor.

After a while, offerings of money poured in. The haves and the have-nots came knocking at Monsieur Myriel’s door, the latter in search of the alms brought to him by the former. In less than a year the bishop had become the treasurer for all charitable donations and the dispenser of funds for all cases of financial distress. Considerable sums of money passed through his hands but nothing could induce him to make any change in his lifestyle or to add the least extra to his barest needs.

Far from it. As there is always more poverty below than fellow feeling above, everything was given away, so to speak, in advance of receipt. It was like water on dry ground: no matter how much money he received, he never had any. So he would stint himself.

It being the custom for bishops to state their baptismal names at the head of their episcopal decrees and pastoral letters, the local poor, with a kind of affectionate instinct, had selected from the bishop’s various names and first names the one that held some meaning for them, and they never called him anything but Monseigneur Bienvenu.fn3 We will follow their example, and thus refer to him where appropriate. Besides, this designation pleased him.

‘I like the name,’ he said. ‘Bienvenu compensates for Monseigneur.’

We would not say that the portrait we have presented here is one that seems very likely; all we say is that it is very like.

III

For a Good Bishop, a Demanding Bishopric

Even though he had converted his carriage into alms, the bishop made his pastoral visits nonetheless. The diocese of Digne is a punishing one. There are very few plains, a great many mountains, hardly any roads, as we saw earlier. Thirty-two parishes, forty-one vicariates and two hundred and eighty-five chapels of ease. To visit all these is quite a task. The bishop managed it. He went on foot to places nearby, travelled by cart on the plain, and on a donkey in the mountains. The two elderly women accompanied him. When the trip was too much for them, he went alone.

One day he arrived in Senez, an ancient episcopal town, riding an ass. His resources, which were very depleted at that time, did not allow him any better turn-out. The mayor came to welcome him at the gates of the town and watched, scandalized, as he dismounted from his ass. Some of the townsfolk around him were laughing. ‘Monsieur le maire,’ said the bishop, ‘and honourable citizens, I see I shock you. You think it very arrogant of a poor priest to ride on a mount which was that of Jesus Christ. I have done so out of necessity, I assure you, and not vanity.’

On his visits he was kind and indulgent, and did not so much preach as chat. He placed no virtue beyond reach. He never went looking very far for his arguments and his exemplars. To the inhabitants of one village he would cite the example of the neighbouring one.

In districts where they treated the destitute harshly he would say, ‘Look at the people of Briançon! They’ve granted to the poor, to widows and orphans the right to mow their meadows three days before everyone else. When their houses are falling down they rebuild them at no cost. Consequently, it’s a place blessed by God. There’s not been a single person guilty of murder for a whole century.’

To the villages bent on gain and on bringing in the harvest he said, ‘Look at the people of Embrun! If at harvest time the father of a family has his sons serving in the army and his daughters in service in town, and he happens to be ill and unable to work, the parish priest asks the congregation to pray for him. And after mass on Sunday all the people in the village – men, women and children – go to the poor man’s field and do his harvesting for him, and bring back the straw and the grain to his granary.’

To families divided by questions of money and inheritance he said, ‘Look at the mountain folk of Dévoluy, a landscape so wild that not once in fifty years has the nightingale been heard. Well, when the father of a family dies, the boys go off to seek their fortunes, leaving the property to the girls that they may find husbands.’

To those areas that were inclined to go to law and where the farmers ruined themselves paying duty on legal documents he said, ‘Look at the good countryfolk of the Queyras valley! They number three thousand souls. My God! It’s like a little republic. Both judge and bailiff are unknown there. The mayor does everything. He shares out the tax levy, taxes each person fairly, settles disputes free of charge, divides estates without remuneration, gives judgements at no cost. And he’s obeyed, because he’s a good man among simple folk.’

To villages where he found no schoolmaster, again he cited the people of Queyras. ‘Do you know what they do?’ he said. ‘Since a little village of a dozen or so dwellings can’t always support a teacher, they have schoolmasters paid by the whole valley who make the round of the villages, spending a week in this one, ten days in that, giving instruction. These teachers go to the country markets, where I’ve seen them. You can tell them by the quill pens they wear in their hat bands. Those who teach just reading have one quill. Those who teach reading and arithmetic have two. And those who teach reading, arithmetic and Latin have three quills. But what a shame to be uneducated! Do what the people of Queyras do!’

This is the way he talked, seriously and like a father, inventing parables in the absence of examples, going directly to the point with few fine words and many illustrations, which was Jesus Christ’s eloquence exactly, assured and persuasive.

IV

Deeds to Match Words

His conversation was affable and cheerful. He was sociable with the two old women who spent their lives with him. When he laughed it was the laugh of a schoolboy.

Madame Magloire liked to call him ‘Your Highness’. One day he rose from his armchair and went to his bookcase to fetch a book. This book was on one of the top shelves. As the bishop was rather small in stature he could not reach it. ‘Madame Magloire,’ he said, ‘bring me a chair. My Highness falls short of that shelf.’

One of his distant relatives, Madame la Comtesse de Lô, rarely let pass an opportunity when he was present to run through the list of what she called ‘the expectations’ of her three sons. She had several very elderly relatives close to death, and her sons were their natural heirs. The youngest of the three was to come into a good hundred thousand francs a year from his great-aunt, the second was to inherit the title of duke from his uncle, the eldest was to succeed to his grandfather’s peerage. The bishop usually listened in silence to this harmless and forgivable maternal swanking. On one occasion, however, he appeared to be more thoughtful than usual as Madame de Lô rehearsed once again the details of all these inheritances and all these ‘expectations’.

She broke off, saying impatiently, ‘For heaven’s sake, cousin! What is it you’re thinking about?’

‘I’m thinking,’ replied the bishop, ‘of something curious to be found, I believe, in St Augustine: “Place your hope in him who has no successor.”’

On another occasion, when he received a letter announcing the death of a local dignitary that included a full-page list of not only the dead man’s credentials but also the feudal and noble qualifications of all his relatives, he exclaimed, ‘What a broad back death has! What a remarkable load of titles is blithely heaped on it, and what a sense of humour men must have to use the grave like this to flatter themselves!’

He was sometimes capable of gentle mockery that almost always had a serious significance. Once, during Lent, a young vicar came to Digne and preached in the cathedral. He was quite eloquent. The subject of his sermon was charity. He urged the rich to give to the poor so as to avoid going to hell, which he depicted in the most dreadful terms he could, and to get to paradise, which he represented as desirable and delightful. Among his audience was a somewhat tight-fisted retired wealthy merchant named Monsieur Géborand, who had amassed half a million in the manufacture of coarse cloth, serge, caddis and felt caps. Monsieur Géborand had never in his life been charitable to any poor unfortunate. After that sermon it was noticed he gave one sou every Sunday to the old beggar-women at the cathedral door. They had to share it between six of them. One day the bishop saw him making his donation and said to his sister with a smile, ‘There’s Monsieur Géborand buying one sou’s worth of paradise.’

When charity was at stake he was not to be discouraged even by a refusal, and on such occasions he found words that gave pause for thought. Once he was collecting for the poor in one of the town’s salons. The Marquis de Champtercier was there. A rich and mean old man, he contrived to be both ultra-royalist and ultra-Voltairian. Such a type did exist. When the bishop came to him, touching his arm, he said, ‘Monsieur le marquis, you must give me something.’

The marquis turned round and responded drily, ‘Monseigneur, I have my own poor.’

‘Give them to me,’ replied the bishop.

One day he preached the following sermon in the cathedral:

‘Beloved brethren, my good friends, there are thirteen hundred and twenty thousand peasant dwellings in France that have only three openings, eighteen hundred and seventeen thousand that have but two, the door and one window, and finally three hundred and forty-six thousand hovels that have just the one – the door. And this is because of something called “the door and window tax”. Put poor families, old women and young children in those buildings, and see the fevers and illnesses you get! Alas! While God gives men fresh air, the law sells it to them! I’m not accusing the law but I thank God. In Isère, in the Var, in the two Alpes – Hautes and Basses – the peasants don’t even have wheelbarrows, the men carry the manure on their backs. They have no candles, they burn resinous sticks and bits of rope dipped in pitch. That’s the state of affairs throughout the Dauphiné highlands. They make bread for six months at a time. They bake it with dried cow dung. In the winter they break this bread with an axe and soak it for twenty-four hours in order to be able to eat it.

‘My brethren, have pity! See the suffering around you!’

Born a Provençal, he had readily familiarized himself with all the southern dialects. He would say, ‘Eh bé! moussu, sès sagé?’fn4 as in the lower Languedoc, ‘Onté anaras passa?’fn5 as in the lower Alps, ‘Puerte un bouen moutu embe un bouen froumage grase’,8,fn6 as in the upper Dauphiné. This pleased people and had contributed in no small way to his gaining acceptance by all. Both in a thatched cottage and up in the mountains he was perfectly at home. He could say the most noble things in the most unrefined language. Speaking everyone’s language, he found his way into everyone’s soul.

Furthermore, he was the same with everybody, whatever their social status.

He would not condemn anything without due consideration or without taking circumstances into account. He would say, ‘Let’s see how the wrong-doing was arrived at.’

Being, as he described himself with a smile, an ex-sinner, there was nothing off-puttingly doctrinaire about him, and he professed quite openly, and without the frown of the ferociously virtuous, beliefs that may be summed up thus:

‘Man exists in the flesh, which is at once his burden and his temptation. He drags it around with him and gives in to it.

‘He must be vigilant, keep it in check, repress it, and yield to it only in the last extremity. Yielding to it may still be wrong but in that case the wrong-doing is venial. In so falling he falls on his knees, and it may end in prayer.

‘To be a saint is the exception. To be a good man is the rule. Err, weaken and sin, but be among the good.

‘To sin as little as possible, that is the law of mankind. Not to sin at all is the angel’s dream. Everything earthly is subject to sin. Sin is a gravitational force.’

When he saw everyone condemning very loudly and being very quick to express indignation, ‘Oh my,’ he would say with a smile, ‘this looks like being a great crime that everyone commits. Here we have hypocrisies in fright, hurrying to protest and to take cover.’

He was forbearing towards women and the poor on whom the burden of human society falls. He said, ‘The failings of women, children and servants, of the feeble, the destitute and the ignorant, are the fault of their husbands, fathers and masters, of the strong, the rich and the learned.’

He also said, ‘Teach those who are ignorant as much as you can. Society is to blame for not giving free education. It’s responsible for the darkness it produces. In any benighted soul – that’s where sin will be committed. It’s not he who commits the sin that’s to blame but he who causes the darkness to prevail.’

As we can see, he had his own peculiar way of judging things. I suspect he had taken it from the Gospels.

One day he heard in a salon the story of a criminal case that was going to come to trial. Some poor wretch in desperate straits, out of love for a woman and the child she had borne him, had coined counterfeit money. At that time counterfeiting was still punishable by death. The woman had been caught passing off the first fake coin made by the man. She was detained, but there was evidence only against her. She alone could incriminate her lover and ruin him by confessing. She denied the accusation. She was pressed. She persisted in her denial. At this point the crown prosecutor had an idea. He alleged an infidelity on the part of the lover and by means of cunningly presented fragments of letters succeeded in persuading the poor woman she had a rival and that this man was deceiving her. Provoked by jealousy she denounced her lover, confessed all, proved all. It was the man’s undoing. He was shortly to be tried at Aix with his accomplice. It was this that was being talked of, and everyone was marvelling at the magistrate’s ingenuity. By bringing jealousy into play he had used anger to elicit the truth. He had brought about the justice of revenge. The bishop listened to all of this in silence.

When the discussion came to a close he asked, ‘Where are this man and woman to face judgement?’

‘At the court of assizes.’

He went on, ‘And where will the crown prosecutor face judgement?’

A tragic incident occurred at Digne. A man was condemned to death for murder. Not really educated but not completely uneducated, this poor wretch had been a fairground entertainer and a public letter-writer. The trial was the talk of the town. On the eve of the day set for the condemned man’s execution the prison chaplain fell ill. A priest was needed to attend the criminal in his final moments. They sent for the parish priest. Apparently he refused to come, saying, ‘It’s nothing to do with me. I can’t take on the responsibility of dealing with that charlatan, I too am unwell. In any case it’s not my job.’

This response was reported to the bishop, who said, ‘Monsieur le curé is right. It’s not his job. It’s mine.’

He went straight to the prison and down into the ‘charlatan’s’ cell, called him by name, took him by the hand, and spoke to him. He spent the whole day and the whole night with him, forgetting about food and sleep, praying to God for the condemned man’s soul, and asking the man to pray for his. He told him the best truths, which are the simplest ones. He was father, brother, friend to him, bishop only in blessing him. He taught him everything, sustaining and comforting him. This man was about to die in despair. Death was an abyss to him. As he stood trembling on that macabre threshold he recoiled in horror. He was not ignorant enough to be totally unaffected. Deeply traumatic, his condemnation had, as it were, rent here and there the screen dividing us from the mystery of things and what we call life. He kept looking beyond this world through these fateful chinks and saw only darkness. The bishop enabled him to see light.

When they came to fetch the poor man the following day the bishop was there. He went with him. He appeared before the crowd in his purple mozzetta with his episcopal cross round his neck, alongside that trussed-up criminal.

He climbed into the tumbril with him, he climbed on to the scaffold with him.

So crushed and despondent the previous day, the man facing death was radiant. He felt his soul had been reconciled and his trust was in God. The bishop embraced him and as the blade was about to drop said to him, ‘He whom man slays God restores to life. He who is cast out by his brothers returns to the Father. Pray, believe, enter into life! The Father is there.’

When he came down from the scaffold there was something in his expression that made the crowd draw aside. It could not be said which gave greater cause for wonder, his pallor or his serenity. Coming home to the humble dwelling he would refer to with a smile as his palace, he said to his sister, ‘I have just been officiating as bishop.’

As the most sublime things are often those least understood, there were people in town who, commenting on the bishop’s conduct, said, ‘It’s affectation.’ Actually, it was only in the salons this was said. The ordinary people, who see no harm in saintly deeds, were touched and felt admiration.

As for the bishop, it was a shock to him to have seen the guillotine, and it took him a long time to get over it.

There is something nightmarish about the scaffold when it is standing there ready. It is possible to feel a certain indifference about the death penalty, not to declare yourself, to say yes and no, so long as you have not seen a guillotine with your own eyes. But if you do come across one, it has a violent impact. You are forced to make a decision, to take sides, for or against. Some, like de Maistre, admire it. For others, like Beccaria,9 it is abhorrent. The guillotine is the law made concrete. Its name is retribution. It is not neutral and does not allow you to remain neutral. Whoever sees it shudders with the most mysterious of shudders. All social problems raise question marks around this blade. The scaffold is not a structure. The scaffold is not a machine. The scaffold is not an inert contraption made of wood, iron and rope. It is as though it were some kind of being with its own sinister initiative. To all appearances this wooden construction can see, this machine can hear, this contraption can understand, this wood, this iron and this rope have a will of their own. Its presence casts the soul into a ghastly trance in which the scaffold appears terrifying and involved in what it is doing. The scaffold is the executioner’s accomplice. It devours. It eats flesh. It drinks blood. The scaffold is a kind of monster put together by the judge and the carpenter, a spectre that seems to live by some dreadful life force created out of all the death it has inflicted.

So it left a deep and horrible impression. The day after the execution and for many days afterwards the bishop seemed devastated. Gone was that almost fierce serenity he had had at the fateful moment. The phantom of social justice haunted him. He who generally returned from everything he did with such radiant satisfaction seemed to reproach himself. At times he talked to himself and muttered lugubrious monologues under his breath.

This is one which his sister overheard one evening and recorded:

‘I didn’t realize it was so monstrous. It’s wrong to be so deeply absorbed in divine law that you become unaware of human law. Death depends on God alone. By what right do men meddle with this matter of destiny?’

With the passage of time these impressions diminished and probably faded away. Nevertheless, it was observed that from then on the bishop avoided crossing the square on which executions took place.

Monsieur Myriel could be summoned at any hour to the bedside of the sick and the dying. He was not unaware that this was his most important duty and his most important work. Widowed and orphaned families had no need to ask, he came of his own accord. He had the understanding to sit quietly with the man who had lost the wife he loved, with the mother who had lost her child. Just as he knew when to remain silent, so also he knew when to speak. O wonderful comforter! He did not try to blot out sorrow through oblivion but to magnify and dignify it through hope. He said, ‘Mind which way you look at the dead. Don’t think of what perishes. Look hard. You’ll see the living light of your dear departed up there in heaven.’ He knew that faith is healing. He sought to counsel and calm the disconsolate by pointing to the resigned, and to transform the grief that dwells on the grave by teaching the grief that dwells on a star.


V

Monseigneur Bienvenu Made His Cassocks Last Far Too Long

Monsieur Myriel’s private life was filled with the same thoughts as his public life. To anyone able to see it at close hand the voluntary poverty in which the bishop of Digne lived would have been a dignified and charming spectacle.

Like all old men and most thinkers, he slept little. This brief sleep was a deep sleep. In the morning he meditated for an hour, then said mass, either at the cathedral or in his private chapel. Once he had said mass, he breakfasted on rye bread dipped in milk from his own cows. Then he worked.

A bishop is a very busy man. Every day he has to see the diocesan secretary, generally a canon, and nearly every day his vicars-general. He has congregations to supervise, privileges to grant, a whole library full of ecclesiastical publications to study – prayer books, diocesan catechisms, books of hours, et cetera – newsletters to write, sermons to approve, parish priests and mayors to bring together, a clerical correspondence, an administrative correspondence, with the state on the one hand and the holy see on the other, countless matters to be dealt with.

Whatever time was left to him by these countless matters, his religious services and his breviary, he gave first of all to the needy, the sick and the bereaved. Whatever time was left to him by the bereaved, the sick and the needy, he devoted to work. Sometimes he dug the soil in his garden, sometimes he read or wrote. For both these kinds of work he had just one word: he called this ‘gardening’. ‘The mind is a garden,’ he used to say.

At midday he had his lunch. Lunch was the same as breakfast.

At around two o’clock, when the weather was fine, he would go for a walk in the countryside or in town, often entering the humblest dwellings. He was to be seen walking by himself entirely absorbed in his thoughts, with his eyes on the ground, leaning on his long walking-stick, dressed in his very warm purple quilted coat, purple stockings and heavy shoes, and wearing his flat hat with three gold-braided tassels dangling from its three corners.

There was celebration wherever he appeared. He seemed to bring something bright and warming with him as he went by. Children and old folk came out on the doorstep for the bishop as if for the sun. He gave his blessing and they blessed him. Anyone in need of anything was directed to his house.

He would stop here and there, talk to the little boys and girls and smile at their mothers. As long as he had money he visited the poor. When he had none left he visited the rich.

Since he made his cassocks last a very long time and did not want anyone to notice, he never went into town without his purple quilted coat. This was a little uncomfortable in summer.

At half-past eight in the evening he had supper with his sister, with Madame Magloire standing behind them and serving them at table. Nothing could be more frugal than this meal. If, however, the bishop had one of his parish priests to supper Madame Magloire took advantage of the opportunity to serve Monseigneur some excellent lake-water fish or some choice game from the mountains. Every parish priest was an excuse for a good meal. The bishop did not interfere. Otherwise, his usual meal consisted only of boiled vegetables and soup with oil. Consequently it was said in town: ‘When the bishop does not dine like a parish priest, he dines like a Trappist monk.’

After supper he would chat for half an hour with Mademoiselle Baptistine and Madame Magloire, then retire to his own room and begin writing again, sometimes on loose pages, sometimes in the margin of a folio volume. He was well read and somewhat erudite. He has left five or six rather curious manuscripts – among others, a dissertation on the verse from Genesis: ‘In the beginning the spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.’ He compares this verse with three texts: the Arabic version that says, ‘The winds of God blew’; Flavius Josephus, who says, ‘A wind from on high came down upon the earth’; and finally Onkelos10 paraphrased it in Chaldaic as ‘A wind emanating from God blew upon the face of the waters.’ In another dissertation he examines the theological works of Hugo, bishop of Ptolemais,11 great-great-uncle of the author of this book, and establishes that the various tracts published during the last century under the pseudonym of Barleycourt are to be attributed to this bishop.

Sometimes in the middle of reading, no matter what the book he had in his hand might be, he would suddenly fall into a deep meditation, emerging from it only to write a few lines on the actual pages of the book. These lines often have no connection whatsoever with the book that contains them. We have now before our eyes a note written by him in the margin of a quarto volume entitled Correspondence of Lord Germain12 with Generals Clinton, Cornwallis and the Admirals of the American Station (Versailles, Poinçot, Bookseller, and Paris, Pissot, Bookseller, Quai des Augustins).

This is the note:

‘Oh, you who are!

‘Ecclesiastes names you Almighty, the Maccabees name you Creator, the Epistle to the Ephesians names you Freedom, Baruch names you Immensity, the Psalms name you Wisdom and Truth, John names you Light, the Book of Kings names you Lord, Exodus names you Providence. Leviticus, Sanctity. Esdras, Justice. Creation names you God. Mankind names you Father. But Solomon names you Mercy, and of all your names this is the most beautiful.’

About nine o’clock in the evening the two women would retire and go up to their rooms on the first floor, leaving him alone on the ground floor until morning.

At this point we need to give an accurate idea of the bishop of Digne’s accommodation.


VI

Under Whose Protection He Placed His House

The house where he lived consisted, as we have said, of a ground floor and a first floor – three rooms on the ground floor, three on the first, with an attic above. Behind the house was a garden of some quarter of an acre. The two women occupied the first floor. The bishop slept downstairs. The first room, which opened on to the street, served as his dining room, the second was his bedroom, and the third his private chapel. There was no way out of this chapel except through the bedroom, or out of the bedroom except through the dining room. At the far end of the chapel was a separate alcove with a bed in it for the use of guests. The bishop would offer this bed to priests brought to Digne by the needs of their rural parishes or on other business.

The hospital pharmacy, a small building added to the house and extending into the garden, had been turned into a kitchen and storeroom.

There was also in the garden an outbuilding, formerly the old hospital kitchen, where the bishop kept two cows. However much milk they gave, he invariably sent half of it every morning to the patients in the hospital. ‘I’m paying my tithes,’ he said.

His bedroom was quite big and quite difficult to heat in winter. As wood is extremely expensive in Digne he came up with the idea of having a wooden partition installed in the cowshed to create a separate closet. Here he spent his evenings when it was very cold. He called it his winter drawing room.

This drawing room had no other furniture than a square whitewood table and four straw-bottomed chairs, as in the dining room. The dining room also boasted an old sideboard painted with pink distemper. Out of a similar sideboard, appropriately draped with white cloths and imitation lace, the bishop had fashioned the altar that graced his chapel.

His wealthy penitents and the pious women of Digne had often contributed to a fund to pay for the expense of a new altar for Monseigneur’s chapel. Every time this happened he had taken the money and given it to the poor. ‘The most beautiful of altars,’ he said, ‘is the soul of one comforted in their distress who thanks God.’

There were two straw-bottomed chairs with kneelers in his chapel, and an armchair, also straw-bottomed, in his bedroom. When he happened to have seven or eight guests at the same time – the prefect, or the general, or the officers of the regiment in garrison, or several pupils from the seminary school – someone had to go and fetch the chairs from the winter drawing room in the cowshed, the chairs with kneelers from the chapel and the armchair from the bedroom. As many as eleven chairs could be thus assembled for visitors. With every new arrival a room was emptied of furniture.

It sometimes happened they were twelve in all. The bishop then disguised the awkwardness of the situation by standing in front of the chimney if it was winter or suggesting a stroll in the garden if it was summer.

There was yet another chair in the alcove but the straw bottom was half giving way and it was balanced on only three legs, which meant it could only be used propped up against the wall. Mademoiselle Baptistine also had in her room a very large bergère of wood that had once been gilt, and upholstered in a flower-patterned Peking silk. But this bergère had to be brought up to the first floor through the window as the staircase was too narrow. So it could not be included among the furniture available when needed.

Mademoiselle Baptistine’s ambition had been to buy a suite of drawing-room furniture, including a sofa, in yellow rose-patterned Utrecht velvet and mahogany, with swan-neck carving. But this would have cost five hundred francs at least, and seeing that she had been able to save up only forty-two francs and ten sous in five years, she eventually gave up the idea. Anyway, who ever attains their ideal?

Nothing could be simpler to visualize than the bishop’s bedroom. A french window opening on to the garden, with the bed facing it, a hospital bed, iron-framed with a green serge canopy. Close to the bed, behind a curtain, the toilet articles that still betrayed the old stylish ways of the man of the world. Two doors, one by the fireplace leading to the chapel, the other by the bookcase leading to the dining room. The bookcase, a large glass-fronted cabinet full of books. The fireplace, with a wooden mantel painted to look like marble, usually without a fire. In the fireplace a pair of andirons decorated with two garlanded vases and flutings once silver-plated, which was a kind of episcopal luxury. Above, where a mirror would normally be hung, a crucifix made of copper with the silver plating worn off, set against threadbare black velvet in a wooden frame that had lost its gilt. By the french window, a large table with an inkstand laden with a jumble of papers and some thick volumes. In front of the table, the straw-bottomed armchair. In front of the bed, a chair with kneeler, borrowed from the chapel.

Hanging on the wall on either side of the bed were two portraits in oval frames. Small gilt inscriptions on the plain cloth background, beside these heads, indicated that one of the portraits was of Abbé de Chaliot, bishop of St-Claude; the other of Abbé Tourteau, vicar-general of Agde, abbot of Grand-Champ of the Cistercian Order in the diocese of Chartres. When the bishop took over this room from the hospital patients he found these portraits in it and had left them there. They were priests, probably benefactors – two reasons why he should respect them. All he knew about these two individuals was that they had been appointed – the one to his bishopric, the other to his living – by the king, on the same day, the twenty-seventh of April 1785. The bishop discovered this information, written in faded ink on a little square of paper yellowed with age and attached with four blobs of sealing-wax to the back of the portrait of the abbot of Grand-Champ, when Madame Magloire took the pictures down to shake the dust off them.

He had a very old window curtain of coarse woollen cloth that eventually became so old that to avoid the expense of a new one Madame Magloire was obliged to sew a large patch right in the middle of it. This patch was in the shape of a cross. The bishop often remarked on it. ‘How well that looks!’ he would say.

All the rooms in the house without exception, on the ground floor as well as the first floor, were whitewashed, which is a common practice in barracks and hospitals.

However, as we shall see, underneath the whitewashed paper Madame Magloire had recently discovered paintings that decorated Mademoiselle Baptistine’s room. Before it was a hospital this house had been the town council building. Hence the decoration. The bedroom floors were of red brick, washed every week, with a woven straw mat before every bed. Indeed, this place, looked after by two women, was immaculately clean from top to bottom. This was the sole luxury the bishop allowed. He said, ‘It takes nothing from the poor.’

It must be acknowledged, though, that of his former possessions he was still left with six silver forks and spoons and a large soup ladle that for Madame Magloire were a daily joy to see gleaming splendidly on the white linen tablecloth. And as we are painting a portrait of the bishop of Digne just as he was, we must add that he had more than once been heard to say, ‘It would be hard to give up eating off silver.’

To this silverware must be added two large candlesticks of solid silver that he had inherited from a great-aunt. These candlesticks held two wax candles and usually stood on the bishop’s mantelpiece. When he had someone to dinner Madame Magloire would light the two candles and set the candlesticks on the table.

In the bishop’s own bedroom, at the head of his bed, was a small cupboard in which Madame Magloire locked away the six silver forks and spoons and the large ladle every evening. It has to be said, the key was never removed.

A little spoiled by the rather ugly outhouses mentioned above, the garden consisted of four paths that formed a cross radiating from a drainage well. Another path ran all the way round the garden and along the white wall that enclosed it. These paths marked out four square plots edged with box. In three of these Madame Magloire grew vegetables. In the fourth the bishop had planted flowers. Here and there were a few fruit trees.

Madame Magloire had once said to him with a sort of gentle mockery, ‘Monseigneur is always one for putting everything to good use but this is a waste of a plot. It would be more useful to have salads here than bunches of flowers.’

‘Madame Magloire,’ replied the bishop, ‘you’re mistaken. The beautiful is just as useful as the useful.’ He added after a pause, ‘Perhaps more so.’

This plot, consisting of three or four flowerbeds, occupied the bishop almost as much as his books. He would gladly spend an hour or two at them, pruning, weeding and making holes in the ground here and there, in which he put seeds. He was not as hostile to insects as a gardener might have wished. Indeed, he had no botanical pretensions at all. He knew nothing of groups and solidism. He was not in the least concerned with deciding between Tournefort and the natural method. He did not favour utricles over cotyledons, or Jussieu over Linnaeus.13 He did not study plants. He loved flowers. He had a great deal of respect for the learned. He had even more respect for the uneducated. And without ever failing in his respect for both, he watered his flowerbeds every summer evening with a green tin watering-can.

The house had not a single door that could be locked. The door of the dining room which, as we have said, opened directly on to the cathedral square had formerly been fitted with locks and bolts like a prison door. The bishop had all these iron fittings removed, and day or night this door was always left on the latch. No matter what time it was, anyone that called by had only to push it open. At first the two women had fretted greatly about this door that was never locked, but the bishop of Digne said to them, ‘Have bolts fitted to your rooms if you like.’ They ended up sharing his trustfulness, or at least behaving as if they did. Madame Magloire alone had frights from time to time. As for the bishop, an explanation of his thinking, or at least a clue to it, can be found in a few lines he wrote in the margin of a bible. ‘There is a subtle distinction to be made: the doctor’s door should never be shut, the priest’s door should always be open.’

On another book, entitled Philosophy of Medical Science, he had written this note: ‘Am not I a physician like them? I too have my patients. In the first place, I have theirs, whom they call the sick. And then I have mine, whom I call those in distress.’

Elsewhere he wrote: ‘Don’t ask the name of anyone that asks you for shelter. It is especially the person whose name is a burden to him that has need of shelter.’

It so happened that a well-meaning priest – the parish priest of Couloubroux or Pompierry, I don’t remember which – one day took it upon himself, probably at Madame Magloire’s instigation, to ask whether Monseigneur was quite sure he was not acting a little unwisely in leaving his door open day and night to anyone that might choose to enter, and whether he did not after all fear some harm might come to those in a house so poorly guarded. The bishop touched him on the shoulder with gentle solemnity and said, ‘Nisi Dominus custodierit domum, in vanum vigilant qui custodiunt eam.’fn7 Then he spoke of something else.

He was fond of saying, ‘There’s the bravery of the priest as well as the bravery of a colonel of dragoons. Only,’ he added, ‘ours must be a bravery of peace.’


VII

Cravatte

This is the right place to recount an event we must not fail to mention, because it is one of those that best illustrate what kind of man the bishop of Digne was.

After the rout of Gaspard Bès’s gang that had infested the Ollioules gorges, one of his lieutenants, Cravatte, took refuge in the mountains. With his outlaws, the remnants of Gaspard Bès’s band, he went into hiding for a while in the county of Nice, then made his way to Piedmont, and suddenly reappeared in France in the vicinity of Barcelonnette. He was first seen at Jauziers, then at Tuiles. He hid in the caves of Joug-de-l’Aigle, and from there would descend on the hamlets and villages following the course of the Ubaye and the Ubayette. He even ventured as far as Embrun, entered the cathedral one night and ransacked the sacristy. His depredations were the despair of the locality. The gendarmerie were sent after him, but to no avail. He always escaped. Sometimes he put up a fight. He was a bold wretch. The bishop turned up on his pastoral round in the middle of this terror. At Chastelar the mayor came out to meet him and urged him to turn back. Cravatte had control of the mountains as far as Arche and beyond. It was dangerous even with an escort, which only meant needlessly putting three or four poor gendarmes at risk.

‘Which is why,’ said the bishop, ‘I intend to go without an escort.’

‘Are you serious, Monseigneur?’ exclaimed the mayor.

‘So serious that I don’t want a single gendarme and I’m leaving within the hour.’

‘Leaving?’

‘Leaving.’

‘Alone?’

‘Alone.’

‘Monseigneur! You can’t do that.’

‘Up in the mountains,’ said the bishop, ‘is the smallest of humble communities, which I haven’t visited for three years. They’re my dear friends. Gentle and honest shepherds. They own one goat out of every thirty they tend. They make very pretty woollen cords of various colours, and they play mountain airs on little six-hole flutes. They need someone to tell them about the good Lord from time to time. What would they think of a bishop who was scared? What would they think if I didn’t go to them?’

‘But the brigands, Monseigneur! What if you were to run into the brigands!’

‘Well,’ said the bishop, ‘I’ve been thinking about that. You’re right. I may run into them. They too need someone to tell them about the good Lord.’

‘But Monseigneur, they’re a gang! A pack of wolves!’

‘Monsieur le maire, it may be that this very pack of wolves is the flock Jesus is placing in my pastoral care. Who understands the ways of providence?’

‘Monseigneur, they’ll rob you.’

‘I have nothing.’

‘They’ll kill you.’

‘A harmless old priest mumbling his prayers as he goes by? Bah! What for?’

‘Oh, my goodness! If you were to run into them!’

‘I’d ask them to give to my poor.’

‘For heaven’s sake, don’t go, Monseigneur! You’re endangering your life!’

‘But if that’s the only objection, monsieur le maire,’ said the bishop, ‘I’m not in this world to protect my life but to protect souls.’

There was no way of stopping him. He set out, accompanied only by a child who offered to serve as his guide. His stubborn determination caused a stir among the local people and greatly alarmed them.

He would take with him neither his sister nor Madame Magloire. He crossed the mountain on a mule, encountered no one, and came safe and sound to his ‘good friends’ the shepherds. He remained with them for a fortnight, preaching, administering the sacraments, teaching, edifying. When he was soon to depart he resolved to sing a solemn Te Deum. He told the parish priest. But how was it to be done? No episcopal vestments! All that could be placed at his disposal was a lowly village sacristy with a few old chasubles of threadbare damask trimmed with imitation braid.

‘Bah!’ said the bishop. ‘Let’s proclaim our Te Deum from the pulpit anyway. Something will turn up.’

A search of the local churches was made. All the finery of these humble parishes put together would not have provided suitable vestments for one cathedral chorister.

While they were in this quandary a large chest was brought and left in the presbytery for the bishop by two unknown horsemen who immediately rode off again. The chest was opened. It contained a cope of cloth-of-gold, a mitre ornamented with diamonds, an archbishop’s cross, a magnificent crosier, all the pontifical vestments stolen a month previously from the treasury of Notre-Dame d’Embrun. In the chest was a piece of paper with these words written on it: ‘From Cravatte to Monseigneur Bienvenu.’

‘Did I not say something would turn up?’ said the bishop. Then he added with a smile, ‘To him who is satisfied with a priest’s surplice, God sends the cope of an archbishop.’

‘Monseigneur,’ murmured the parish priest, nodding with a smile, ‘God … or the devil.’

The bishop looked steadily at the priest and corrected him with authority, ‘God!’

When he returned to Chastelar, and all along the way, people came to see him out of curiosity. He found Mademoiselle Baptistine and Madame Magloire waiting for him at the presbytery in Chastelar, and he said to his sister, ‘Well, I was right, wasn’t I? The poor priest went to visit those poor mountain-dwellers empty-handed, and he comes home with his hands full. I set out with only my trust in God. I’m bringing back a cathedral’s treasury.’

And that evening before he went to bed he said, ‘Never fear robbers or murderers. Those are dangers that come from without. Small dangers. Let us fear ourselves. Prejudices are the real robbers. Vices are the real murderers. The great dangers are within us. Never mind what endangers our life or our purse! Let’s be mindful only of what endangers our soul.’

Then turning to his sister, ‘Sister, no priest should ever guard himself against his fellow man. Whatever his fellow man does, God allows it. Let us simply pray to God when we believe some danger threatens us. And pray not for ourselves but that our brother may not fall into sin on our account.’

That apart, his life was usually uneventful. We relate what we know of, but generally he spent his life always doing the same things at the same time of day. One month of his year was like one hour of his day.

As to what became of the cathedral of Embrun ‘treasure’, being questioned on that subject would embarrass us. Very handsome indeed were those things, very tempting, and very good to steal for the benefit of the poor. Anyway, they were already stolen. The job was half done. The theft only needed to be redirected and helped a little on its way to reach the poor. However, we are not making any assertions in this regard. Only a rather obscure note was found among the bishop’s papers that may have some bearing on the matter. It is worded as follows: ‘The question is, whether it should revert to the cathedral or the hospital.’


VIII

After-Drinking Philosophy

The senator we have spoken of earlier was a calculating man who had made his way regardless of all those obstacles he would have encountered that we call conscience, solemn oath, justice, duty. He had moved straight towards his goal without once faltering in the pursuit of his career and his self-interest. He was a former prosecutor, with a weakness for success, not at all a wicked man, doing all the little favours he could for his sons, sons-in-law, relations, even friends, having wisely taken from life its good aspects, its good opportunities, its strokes of good luck. Anything else seemed rather foolish to him. He was witty and just sufficiently well read to consider himself a disciple of Epicurus14 while in reality being only a product of Pigault-Lebrun.15 He joked readily and pleasantly about things infinite and everlasting, and about ‘the dear bishop’s nonsense’. Sometimes he even joked about these, with a kindly authority, when Monsieur Myriel himself was there listening.

Some semi-official ceremony or other meant that Comte *** (this senator) and Monsieur Myriel were both dinner guests of the prefect. When it came to dessert, the senator, a little merry though still dignified, cried, ‘Dash it, monsieur l’évêque, let’s have a chat! It’s hard for a senator and a bishop to look at each other without winking. We’re both augurs. I’m going to be honest with you: I have my philosophy.’

‘Quite right too,’ replied the bishop. ‘As you make your philosophical bed, so must you lie in it. Yours is the bed of purple, monsieur le sénateur.’

Encouraged, the senator went on, ‘Let’s be good-natured about this.’

‘Devilish good-natured, even,’ said the bishop.

‘I tell you,’ continued the senator, ‘the Marquis d’Argens, Pyrrho, Hobbes16 and Monsieur Naigeon are no scoundrels. All the philosophers I have in my library are gilt-edged.’

‘Like yourself, monsieur le comte,’ the bishop interposed.

The senator went on: ‘I hate Diderot.17 He’s an ideologue, a ranter and a revolutionary, who basically believes in God and is more sanctimonious than Voltaire. Voltaire scoffed at Needham,18 and he was wrong. For Needham’s eels prove that God is unnecessary. A drop of vinegar in a spoonful of flour paste replaces the fiat lux.fn8 Suppose the drop were larger and the spoonful bigger, and there you have the world. Man is the eel. So what use is the Eternal Father? The Jehovah hypothesis bores me, monsieur l’évêque. All it can do is produce people of no substance, who ring hollow. Down with the great Whole that drives me to distraction! Long live Nothingness that leaves me alone! Between you and me, and to come clean and confess to my pastor as one should, I admit I have common sense. I’m not mad about this Jesus of yours who’s constantly preaching self-denial and sacrifice. A miser’s counsel to the poverty-stricken. Self-denial! Why? Sacrifice! For what? I don’t see any wolf sacrificing itself for the sake of another wolf’s happiness. So let’s stick with nature. We hold pride of place. Let’s have the superior philosophy. What’s the point of being on top if you can’t see further than the end of other people’s noses? Let’s enjoy life. Life is all. The idea that man has another future elsewhere, up above, down below, wherever – I don’t believe a single word of it. Oh! I’m told to make sacrifices and be self-denying, I must beware of everything I do, I have to worry about good and evil, right and wrong, the fas and the nefas.fn9 Why? Because I shall be called to account for my actions. When? After my death. What a charming fantasy! After my death it will take a lot of cunning to nab me. Just you make a disembodied hand grab a handful of dust. Let’s speak the truth, we who are among the initiated and have lifted Isis’18 skirt: there is neither good nor evil, there’s vegetation. Let us seek out reality, delve deep, dig to the bottom, damn it! You have to sniff out the truth, burrow underground and snatch it up. Then it gives you exquisite pleasure. Then you become strong and you laugh. I’ve got my feet on the ground. Monsieur l’évêque, the immortality of man is wishful thinking. Oh! what a delightful promise! Believe it if you will! What an assurance Adam has been given! We’re souls, we’re going to become angels, we’ll have blue wings on our shoulder blades. Help me out here: isn’t it Tertullian20 who says that the blessed will migrate from star to star? Very well. We shall be grasshoppers among the stars. And then we shall see God. Blah, blah, blah. All these paradises are just twaddle! God is a monstrous piece of nonsense. I wouldn’t say so in Le Moniteur,21 of course, but I whisper it among friends. Inter pocula.fn10 To sacrifice the world for paradise is to let go the substance for the shadow. Be taken in by the everlasting? I’m not such a fool! I’m nothing. I call myself Monsieur le Comte of Nothingness, senator. Did I exist before my birth? No. Shall I exist after my death? No. What am I? A little dust bound together by an organism. What am I to do on this earth? I have the choice: to suffer, or to enjoy myself. Where will suffering get me? To non-existence. But I shall have suffered. Where will enjoyment get me? To non-existence. But I shall have enjoyed myself. My choice is made. Of necessity, it is either eat or be eaten. I shall eat. Better to be the tooth than the grass. Such is my wisdom. After that, however long you manage to keep going, the grave-digger is there, the Panthéon for some of us, but all end up in the great hole in the ground. The End. Finis. Total elimination. This is the vanishing-point. Death is final, believe me. I laugh at the idea of there being anyone who has anything to tell me on this subject. Nursery make-believe – the bogeyman for children, Jehovah for adults. No, our future is darkness. Beyond the tomb there’s nothing but equal non-existences. Whether you were Sardanapalus22 or Vincent de Paul,23 it makes no difference. That’s the truth of the matter. So above all, live your life. Make use of your self while it’s yours. Monsieur l’évêque, I tell you truly, I have my philosophy and I have my philosophers. I don’t allow myself to be inveigled by humbug. Of course, there must be something for those at the bottom of society, the barefoot tramps, the ones living on a pittance, the wretched poor. They’re given legends to swallow, chimeras, the soul, immortality, paradise, the stars. They chew on that. They put it on their dry crusts. Whoever has nothing has the good Lord. That’s the very least he deserves. I’ve no objection to that but I keep Monsieur Naigeon for myself. The good Lord is good enough for the populace.’

The bishop clapped his hands.

‘Well said!’ he exclaimed. ‘What an excellent and truly marvellous thing that kind of materialism is! It takes more than wanting to come by it. But when you do, ah, you’re no longer fooled. You don’t stupidly allow yourself to be exiled like Cato, or stoned like Stephen, or burned alive like Joan of Arc.24 Those that do manage to avail themselves of this admirable materialism have the pleasure of feeling irresponsible and of thinking they can gobble up everything without worrying – positions, sinecures, distinctions, power whether honestly or dishonestly come by, lucrative retractions, advantageous betrayals, delectable compromises with their conscience – and that they shall go to their graves having digested the lot. How satisfying! I don’t say this for your sake, monsieur le sénateur. However, I can only congratulate you. You fine gentlemen, as you say, have a philosophy of your own, for yourselves. An exquisite, refined philosophy available only to the rich, to be served up in all kinds of ways, wonderfully adding relish to the pleasures of life. This philosophy is extracted from the hidden depths and unearthed by expert seekers. But you are kindly princes and you don’t mind that belief in God should be the philosophy of the people, rather in the same way that goose stuffed with chestnuts is the truffled turkey of the poor.’


IX

The Brother as Described by His Sister

To give some idea of the bishop of Digne’s domestic arrangements and of the way those two saintly women subordinated their actions, thoughts, even their instincts, easily frightened as they were, to the habits and wishes of the bishop without his even having to take the trouble to say anything to convey them, we can do no better than to transcribe at this point a letter from Mademoiselle Baptistine to her childhood friend Madame la Vicomtesse de Boischevron. We have the letter in our hands.


Digne, 16th December, 18—

My dear madame,

Not a day passes that we do not speak of you. This is something of a habit of ours but there is yet another reason for it. Just imagine, while washing and dusting the ceilings and walls, Madame Magloire has made some discoveries. Our two bedrooms with old whitewashed paper on the walls would now not discredit a château like yours. Madame Magloire has pulled off all the paper. There was something underneath. My drawing room, containing no furniture, that we use for hanging out the linen after it has been washed, is fifteen foot high by eighteen foot square, with what was once a painted gilded ceiling with beams like yours. It was concealed under baize from the days when this was the hospital. Would you believe, wooden coffering from our grandmothers’ day. But you should see my room! Under at least ten layers of paper pasted over them, Madame Magloire has discovered some paintings that without being good are passable. Of Telemachus being knighted by Minerva, and of him again in the gardens. The name escapes me. You know, where Roman ladies would go, on just one night. What shall I say? I have Romans, men, women [an illegible word here],fn11 and all the rest. Madame Magloire has cleaned it all up, and this summer she is going to have some slight damage repaired, and the whole thing revarnished, and the room will be a veritable museum. She has also found in a corner of the attic two old-fashioned wooden console tables. It would have cost us twelve francs to have them regilded but it is much better to give the money to the poor. In any case they are very ugly, and I would far rather have a round mahogany table.

I am just as happy as ever. My brother is so good. He gives all he has to the poor and the sick. Life is very difficult. The winters are hard in this part of the world, and we really have to do something for those in need. We are fairly well provided with heat and lighting. You see, such things are great luxuries.

My brother has his own ways. In conversation, he says this is how a bishop should be. Would you believe, the door of our house is never locked. Anyone can walk in, straight into my brother’s rooms. He is not afraid of anything, even at night. That is his form of bravery, he says.

He does not want me or Madame Magloire to fear for his safety. He exposes himself to all kinds of danger and he does not even want us to look as if we notice. We must be understanding.

He goes out in the rain, walks in the wet, travels in winter. He is not afraid of the dark or of dangerous roads or of whom he might encounter.

Last year he went off by himself into a region of robbers. He would not take us with him. He was away for a fortnight. When he came back nothing had happened to him. We thought he was dead, and he was in fine fettle. And he said, ‘Look how I’ve been robbed!’ And he opened up a trunk full of all the treasure belonging to the cathedral of Embrun, which the robbers had given him.

Coming home on that occasion, after I had gone five miles out of town with some of his other friends to meet him, I could not help scolding him a little, taking care to speak only when the
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The Bishop in the Presence of an Unknown Light
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Monseigneur Bienvenu’s Isolation
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