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Praise for

LES MISÉRABLES

“There are plenty of translations of this extensive, exuberant novel that cut out anything that feels superfluous. But God is in the detail, and Julie Rose has returned all the detail, making a language that is rich and gorgeous.”—JEANETTE WINTERSON, The Times (London)

“[A] bold new translation.”—GRAHAM ROBB, The Times Literary Supplement

“One of civilization’s great books in a new translation that couldn’t be more welcome.”—The Buffalo News (editor’s choice)

“I am absolutely loving these Modern Library re-issues and re-ups of the classics. The latest out … is Les Misérables.… Talk about value for your entertainment dollar; for a mere 28 bucks, you’ll bring home a riveting classic … with notes, introductions and more than a few useful what-nots.… What really distinguishes this edition [is] the introduction and the translation.… Some of us may have read Les Misérables back in the day, but … between Gopnik and Rose, you’ll get two introductions that will offer you all the pleasures of your college instruction with none of the pain.”—The Agony Column (bookotron.com)

“Julie Rose’s new translation of Les Misérables is very well done. Vibrant and readable, idiomatic and well suited to a long narrative, it is closer to the captivating tone Hugo would have struck for his own contemporaries.”—DIANE JOHNSON
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VICTOR HUGO

Victor-Marie Hugo was born in Besançon in 1802, the third and youngest son of Léopold Hugo, an officer in the Revolutionary and Napoleonic armies, and his wife, Sophie. The family followed Major Hugo to Italy, Elba, Corsica, and finally Spain, where Léopold rose to the rank of general thanks to the protection of Joseph Bonaparte, whom Napoléon had installed on the throne in Madrid. The Hugos’ marriage, however, was an unhappy one, and Madame Hugo left her husband for good in 1812, returning to Paris with their three sons. Madame Hugo blamed the collapse of the marriage on her royalist principles, a polite half-truth that her poet son echoed—famously describing himself as the son of “my father the old soldier, and my mother the Vendéenne”—but in fact their separation was due to far more banal causes. Sophie Hugo saw to it that her sons received an excellent education, which included the great works of French and classical literature, as well as political writings in sympathy with their mother’s beliefs. Victor and his two elder brothers were largely estranged from their father until their mother’s death in 1821.

Young Victor displayed a precocious literary talent while still in his teens, winning prizes for his poems and even founding, with his brothers, a literary magazine entitled Le Conservateur littéraire. He was barely twenty when he published his first collection of verse, Odes et poésies diverses, which earned him a national reputation and a royal pension that allowed him to marry Adèle Foucher, who had been his playmate as a child. In 1825, Hugo was named to the Legion of Honor, and invited to be the official poet of the coronation of Charles X, youngest brother of Louis XVI and the last Bourbon king of France.

But Hugo’s youthful royalism quickly gave way to a growing liberalism. The famous preface to his play Cromwell became a manifesto for a generation of French Romantics. In 1829 he published a remarkable novel, Le Dernier Jour d’un condamné (The Last Day of a Condemned Man), which was an eloquent denunciation of the death penalty (a lifelong cause of Hugo’s), and his poetry began to show more political ambiguity than had been evident in his earlier work. In the history of French literature, the legendary “bataille d’Hernani”—when the Parisian literary and political worlds were divided between pro- and anti-Hugo camps—marks the triumph of Romanticism in nineteenth-century France. Hugo’s play broke with all the rules of the neoclassical tradition that had dominated French theater. There were literally fistfights in the audience between Romantics and conservatives. In retrospect, the “bataille d’Hernani” came to be viewed as a cultural precursor of the Revolution of 1830.

Under the July Monarchy of 1830–48, Hugo’s status as the leading figure in French literature increased steadily as he successfully published the novel Notre-Dame de Paris (1831) as well as several collections of poetry, including Les Feuilles d’automne (1831), Les Chants du crépuscule (1835), Les Voix intérieures (1837), and Les Rayons et les ombres (1840); he also enjoyed considerable success as a playwright. Even after he became a member of the literary establishment, Hugo’s work continued to reveal a growing concern for social justice. In 1834, he published Claude Gueux, a brief account of a murderer who went to the guillotine; Hugo used his book to dare his bourgeois readers to consider their responsibility for a society that drove men to crime, and women to prostitution. In his poetry too, amid Romantic contemplations of nature and celebrations of his love for his children or his mistress, Hugo’s social and political conscience is clearly present. Publicly, the 1840s brought Hugo to new professional and political heights, as he was elected to the Académie Française and named by the king to the Chambre des Pairs. Personally, Hugo was devastated in 1843 by the sudden death by drowning of his eldest and favorite child, Léopoldine, a loss that would inspire some of his best-known poems.

It was in 1845 that he began work on a novel, first called Jean Tréjean renamed Les Misères, the story of a convict, a poor man persecuted by a system in which justice has been overshadowed by the law. Hugo had completed most of the book when the Revolution of 1848 drew him back into politics. Elected to the new National Assembly of the nascent Second Republic as a member of the center-right, Hugo was soon calling for such progressive measures as free public education, penal reform, including the abolition of the death penalty, and international cooperation. In June of 1848, Hugo played a leading role in the suppression of a popular insurrection that saw barricades raised up in the streets of Paris. It was a searing moment for Hugo, who was appalled by the misery that provoked the uprising, but felt compelled to side with civic order. Hugo also supported the return from exile of Napoléon’s nephew Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, as well as his subsequent candidacy for the presidency. By the time the so-called “prince-président” seized power as Emperor Napoléon III, Hugo had become one of his most vocal and courageous opponents. Hugo soon judged it prudent to leave France, eventually taking up residence in the English Channel Islands, where he would await the fall of the Second Empire for almost twenty years.

It was in exile that Hugo’s political transformation became complete. The poetry he wrote in exile—Les Châtiments, La Légende des siècles, La Fin de Satan—was politically and artistically daring, and revealed a greater commitment to changing the social order of France and Europe than his previous writings. Hugo also publicly lent his support to such movements as abolitionism in the United States and Italian unification under Garibaldi. This was the Hugo who in 1860 returned to Les Misères, which he had given up for politics in 1848. In 1861, sixteen years after he began, and with significant revisions to his original, unfinished novel, Hugo traveled to Belgium, where the book now called Les Misérables was to be published, and visited the battlefield of Waterloo, in order to verify certain details for a brief digression he intended to include in his novel. A massive publicity campaign in every capital of Europe preceded the publication of the first volume, Fantine, in April 1862. The Parisian literary establishment did not quite know what to make of the novel, which defied every expectation of the genre. Critical reaction was typified by the Goncourt brothers’ pronouncement that a man of genius had written a novel intended for the cabinets de lecture (i.e., the uneducated people who visited the reading rooms). Such cautious snobbery was not reflected in the book’s sales. In Paris, bookstores sold every copy within three days. Factory workers were reported to have pooled their money to buy shared copies. Conservatives denounced a book that presented a criminal as a hero. Pope Pius IX placed Les Misérables on the Church’s Index of proscribed books, and copies were publicly burned in Spain. In Paris and all around the world, Les Misérables solidified Hugo’s reputation as the champion of the poor and the enemy of tyranny. The novel was devoured by everyone from Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky to soldiers on both sides of the American Civil War.

When the Franco-Prussian War brought down the government of the Second Empire, Hugo returned to France, his status as a national icon unquestioned. He served again in government, the last time as a senator of the Third Republic. He also continued to write, including a sentimental verse collection entitled L’Art d’être grand-père. In 1874, his last novel, Quatre-vingt-treize (Ninety-three), reached back to the previous century to examine the lost opportunity that was the French Revolution.

Victor Hugo died on May 23, 1885. He had outlived his wife, his principal mistress, and three of his four children. More than two million people—a number greater than the official population of Paris—turned out to witness the funeral procession as, according to Hugo’s instructions, a pauper’s hearse bore his casket from the Arc de Triomphe, where Hugo had lain in state for twenty-four hours, to the Panthéon, which had been reestablished as a national mausoleum just in time to receive his mortal remains.
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INTRODUCTION

Adam Gopnik

One of the permanent and popular works of Western literature, Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables is a rare book that is both a major literary novel and a miracle of popular entertainment. I write these words having just returned from a packed Boxing Day performance of the operetta version of the book by Schönberg and Boublil, whose emblematic image of an embattled, wide-eyed nymphet, taken directly from the illustration of Cosette in the first French edition, has by now become familiar to the world. A thousand Christmas-sated New Yorkers sat, silent and rapt with emotion, at the nearly three-hour-long rendition of Hugo’s seemingly remote story of a failed revolt in 1832 Paris. Only the Dickens of Oliver Twist and A Tale of Two Cities rivals Hugo as a popular poet who is also a great writer—and Dickens, for all his radicalism, worked more comfortably within the essentially progressive and ameliorative society he was settled within than Hugo, who wrote in exile at a time of autocracy in France, ever could. Dickens was responsible to reform, and Hugo to revolution. Dickens was the storyteller to a nation; Hugo was the conscience of a people. A possibly apocryphal story relates that shortly after Les Misérables’ heavily hyped publication, Victor Hugo sent to his publisher a telegram with the single character “?” The response came back in perfect symmetry: “!” That exclamation point was meant to suggest the commercial success of the book, but it remains intact as a reader’s response too.

But readers expecting simply the operatic version of the novel, the tale of Jean Valjean and his implacable pursuit by Inspector Javert, counterpoised with the love story of his adopted daughter, Cosette, with the romantic revolutionary Marius, may be struck, or puzzled, by the novel as it really is. Les Misérables is (to use an image Hugo would have liked) a huge Gothic cathedral of a book, ornamented with gargoyles of malice and flying buttresses of digressions and some suspiciously restored-looking statues of saints. It includes a famous, long descriptive analysis of the Battle of Waterloo, which plays very lightly on the action, essaylike paragraphs and pages on the meaning of names, the nature of genius, the importance of slang, and the social origins of prostitution, not to mention aphorisms of general applicability, only gently tied to the material, present on every page. It seemed a little old-fashioned to critics when it was first published in 1862, a time when Manet and Baudelaire were already working, and the stenographic irony and elegance of French modernism was already alive. It can still seem a little old-fashioned today.

There is, as a consequence, a natural urge on the part of the reader to skip the gassy bits and go directly to the dramatic bits. This would be a mistake, and one that this new translation by Julie Rose, which marvelously removes the yellowed varnish from Hugo’s prose and gives us the racy, breathless, and passionate intelligence of the original, makes easy to avoid. The gassy bits in Les Misérables aren’t really gassy. They’re as good as the good bits. They’re what give the good bits the gas that gets them aloft.

Hugo wrote Les Misérables on the Channel island of Guernsey in the late 1850s while in exile from the Second Empire of Louis-Napoléon, Napoléon’s nephew and the autocratic mountebank who began to build modern Paris. It was in some ways a self-chosen exile—an amnesty had been issued in 1859 which Hugo might have taken advantage of, though at the cost of self-censorship on his return. But it was serious exile, not at all the self-saving, semi-theatrical exile that Voltaire had known a century before in Switzerland. It was modern political exile, of the kind that countless Russian and German and South American writers would undergo in the next century, an uprooting with only a remote chance of ever getting home.

And it was an exile earned as the accumulated result of almost sixty years of national history, years about as “tumultuous” as any sixty years of history have ever been. In France, since Hugo’s birth in 1802, nearly every option of human governance, short of matriarchal Amazonianism, had been tried out—one regime after another, in rapid and disjointed succession and often with the same people playing similar roles in different hats. The French Revolution in 1789, the great unlooked-for revolt against a thousand years of hereditary absolutism, had been deformed into the Terror only a few years later, and then suddenly metamorphosed into Napoléon’s Empire—a thing not seen since the days of Alexander the Great, an imperial cult of charismatic conquest. That had ended, dramatically and abruptly, at Waterloo—the place where the French Revolution stops and modern French politics begins, which explains why Hugo spent so much time thinking about the mechanisms of the battle—only to be followed by a restoration as inept as had been envisioned but considerably less cruel than had been feared. This failed restoration led to the second revolution, of 1830, which brought a “bourgeois King” to the throne of France and created a crucial breathing space in which the civil society of France grew and became recharged. This was followed by the central event of Hugo’s maturity—the great, specifically liberal uprising of 1848, which was in turn shut down a mere two years later in a coup d’état organized by Louis-Napoléon, returning an autocratic, but far from charismatic, empire to the French: a corrupt, business-friendly regime, something like the Peronist regime in modern Argentina.

No nation in modern history has seen so many political options played out over the space of one lifetime. In Les Misérables Hugo is writing a kind of account book of all those possibilities, and the credits and debits they had incurred. Was Waterloo a triumph of reaction or a preamble to reform? Did the restoration of 1830 betray the Republic or provide it with a crucial breathing space? Had the revolution of 1848 been betrayed or fulfilled, ironically, in the only way it could be? Hugo’s own life had been formed, in the spirit of the melodramatic vertigo he admired, by all of these experiences. His father, an atheist Bonapartist, had been a high-ranking officer in la Grande Armée; his mother, on the other hand, with whom he lived for most of his boyhood, was a fanatic Roman Catholic reactionary; and his first poems and political writings were all for King and Faith. His movement toward Republicanism, so decisive in his later years, was in some sense a move away from his mother and poetry and toward egalitarianism and his father, with the proviso that he could only find Republicanism convincing if it wore a romantic, semimystical garb. There was always tension between his feeling for glory and dash and glow—the Napoleonic virtues—and his sympathy with reason and piety and fairness—the Republican principles. Les Misérables is a kind of long argument Hugo is having with himself about whether the Republic will ever be sufficiently romantic. His early hero, Chateaubriand, gloomy poet-prophet of French romanticism, always haunted him, but he was trying to turn Chateaubriand’s aristocratic pessimism into a form of liberal optimism while keeping the same poetic intensity—trying to turn aristocratic pessimism into liberal optimism without making it fatuous.

Though it was agonizing to live through these crazy oscillations—which didn’t really end until the Fifth Republic in 1958—Hugo’s particular, and particularly French, kind of humanism is rooted in them, too. Shifting from pole to pole is a good way to learn that the world is round. Though unequivocal in his own politics, Hugo, as a novelist, accepts the contradictions of social life rather than trying to wrest them round to a simple idea of good and evil. For Hugo, civilization is dialectic without a synthesis. Pointless riot and necessary revolution, romantic love and self-infatuated flirtation, poetry and slang, all mix together in a messy human whole. He loves the coexistence of extremes and hates the golden mean: “For everything there is a theory that proclaims itself ‘common sense,’ Philinte versus Alceste, the offer of a compromise between the true and the false; explanation, admonition, a somewhat arrogant mitigation that, because it is mixed with blame and excuse, believes itself to be wisdom yet is often only pedantry.”

Yet Les Misérables, though touched by a young man’s passions, is very much a mature writer’s book—Hugo had been a figure in French letters for almost forty years when he wrote it—whose interpolations and asides are part of a deliberate, “achieved” aesthetic. His first, instantly famous acts as a young writer involved taking sides against French classicism—against the neoclassical unities and the chilly, elegant formalism that have always been far more alluring in France than in England, something imbibed rather than inculcated. The first scandal connected with his name involved his now-unreadable plays of the 1820s Cromwell and Hernani, which made the case, forcibly, against neat plays with neat points, in favor of a “Shakespearean” drama of messy scenes and high emotion. Neatly woven stories were inadequate to modern times, Hugo always believed, while Gothic forms, with their shadows and side chapels and façade ornaments, spoke more directly to our experience. This paradox, central to all romantic art and fiction, where the Middle Ages are not the nostalgic past but the transposed theater of the present, informs his first great novel Notre Dame de Paris, which we know as The Hunchback of Notre-Dame. It luxuriated in its medieval setting while scoring its increasingly liberal points.

His choice, yet again, of an implicitly Gothic form for Les Misérables—a form that is as potent in its ornaments as in its architecture and defies every notion of “unity”—is neither accidental nor without a kind of politics of its own. Hugo does write in a way that will seem odd to the modern reader, who is accustomed to the smooth psychological flow of the Gustave Flaubert or Henry James novel. Hugo doesn’t just describe. He describes, then dramatizes, and then editorializes on the drama, in a way that violates the decorum of the psychological novel as we have inherited it. He imagines his characters, sees what they do, and then charts his course on that basis.

This “all-over,” freewheeling structure gives Hugo the opportunity to talk. What the reader is likely to remember longest and be stirred by most in Les Misérables is Hugo’s own voice as the narrator, and his wry, amused, impassioned, pluralistic, inclusive running commentary on the action. At a “micro” level, Hugo’s active delight at contradiction is expressed in the constant flow of antitheses that fill every page of the book and crowd its corners. The love of contradiction, expressed in sonorous antithesis, is there when he hymns the abandoned Napoleonic “Elephant” monument in Paris that has become a squatter’s delight: “O, the unforeseen usefulness of the useless! The charity of big things! The goodness of giants! The outsize monument that had once held an idea of the emperor’s had become a poky home for a little street kid.” It’s evident in Hugo’s wonderful descriptions of Paris in a time of revolution: “Only such vast enclosures can contain civil war and an indescribably odd tranquility at the same time.… People shoot at each other at street corners.… A few streets away, you can hear the clinking of billiard balls in the cafés. The curious laugh and chatter two feet away from these streets full of war; the theaters open their doors and perform vaudeville. The fiacres roll along; people go off to dine en ville.” (The whole tone of the French upper punditry still derives from Hugo’s prose—the praise of the “voluptuous cruelty of life” or the “horrible lucidity of journalism,” and so on, which one can still bump one’s shin against in any high-minded magazine.)

Though some of Hugo’s antitheses are merely sonorous, and a few baffling, their constant drumming presence do suggest a view of life more accepting, more deeply tolerant of moral frailty, than our own Anglo-American liberalism, which still tends to put characters into neat boxes marked nasty and nice. This is what Hugo’s humanism consists of, and what makes the long editorial digressions so passionate but still so convincing. It is in the opposites of his prose that what is romantic and “old-fashioned” and what is modern and ever-contemporary in Hugo meet. The “doubleness” in Hugo’s voice, his fascination with what Browning called “the dangerous edge of things” (“the honest thief, the tender murderer, the superstitious atheist”) means also that certain crucial scenes and actions in the book are a lot more complicated than we have chosen to recall them in popular memory.

Hugo is a champion of the people, but he is far from a sentimental populist; his portrait of the Thénardiers, the innkeepers who mistreat Cosette and then play a role on the barricades, is withering, and might have been written by that arch-reactionary Balzac. More important, the moral dilemmas that Jean Valjean faces throughout the book are rarely simple choices between Republican virtue and reactionary vice. Although Hugo is generally “anti-clerical,” he makes sure to have Valjean, at a crucial moment, rescued by a priest, who, out of Christian compassion, pretends to have made him a “gift” of silver candlesticks that Valjean has in fact stolen from him. At another early turning point in the narrative, Valjean, in his disguise as Madeline, a factory owner, has essentially escaped Javert’s pursuit; another man has been mistaken for him. Valjean’s decision to go to the wrongly accused man’s rescue and identify him, also involves the loss of his own small factory and the destitution of his workers. It’s not an obvious choice.

Even the novel’s climactic scenes on the barricades are not, as most people think or recall, images of the 1830 revolution or the glorious (if soon betrayed) ones of 1848, but of a smaller, largely forgotten Parisian fronde in 1832, which Hugo recognizes from the beginning as doomed and probably pointless, and certainly from a narrow strategic point of view counterproductive. It keys his great meditation on the difference between a riot and a revolution, a difference which Hugo, a passionate revolutionary, is willing to concede is much smaller and more contingent than one might like. In every case, where we recall a simple morality play, Hugo gives us a complicated essay on chance, contingency, and the cruel workings of moral necessity.

Above all, while the popular imagination remembers Inspector Javert as an implacable and relentless pursuer, it is not, for Hugo, Javert’s malice and mercilessness that drive him to hunt down Jean Valjean. It is Javert’s absolute, and on its own terms admirable, commitment to justice, which Javert interprets as a commitment to the rules and their administration, to the parallel paper universe of abstract principles and absolute laws. At what is perhaps the real climax of the book, Javert’s death, the drama is driven from inside by the poetry and is preceded and climaxed by a flurry of Hugo’s antithesis. The crisis for Javert is that he is not able to accept the multiplicity of motive in human life. After Valjean’s own mercy to Javert has persuaded the inspector to allow Valjean to carry Marius to safety, Javert “saw two roads before him, both equally straight, but he saw two of them, and this terrified him, for he had never in his life known more than one straight line.” As Hugo tells us in one of his most memorable aphorisms, thinking always involves a certain amount of inner revolt: I think, therefore I doubt. To be alive is to be skeptical about one’s own certainties. The complexity of Valjean’s behavior is so frightening to Javert that it drives him to his own death, ornamented by a sudden shower of those antitheses:


Jean Valjean threw him. All the axioms that had propped up his whole life collapsed before that man. Jean Valjean’s generosity toward him, Javert, devastated him.… A benevolent malefactor, a compassionate convict … offering forgiveness in return for hate, favoring pity over revenge, preferring to be destroyed himself to destroying his enemy, saving the one who had brought him down … this loathsome angel, this vile hero, who outraged him almost as much as he amazed him.



Devastating generosity, loathsome angels—what destroys Javert is not his implacable lack of compassion but his absolute certitude, which is inadequate not merely to the complexity of life but to Hugo’s conviction that life is necessarily double, inexorably two-pathed even when we struggle to stay on one.

Yet, though Hugo has a complex view of the world, the popular memory isn’t wrong to remember Les Misérables best as exhortation and example. In the end, Hugo kept Republican liberalism from seeming fatuous by insisting that its acceptance of pluralism was not timid compromise but a sign of wisdom. For Hugo, it is the rational, “procedural” liberal Republican who alone has mystic romantic insight into the intrinsic doubleness of life. Hugo is a romantic, and a Republican: he believes in individual acts, even heroic individual acts, and he believes that liberty is the precondition of that kind of heroism.

At the height of the twentieth century’s calamities, Hugo’s romantic republicanism could seem fragile and unconvincing. Beginning with Karl Marx himself, Marxists always condescended to Hugo. Marx wrote that Hugo had failed to see the inevitable workings of the bourgeois scheme in the making of the Second Empire and wrongly thought that the problem was Louis-Napoléon when the problem was the Republic, which was bound to be a fraud. Hugo, though, believed that liberty was not a bourgeois ruse but a gift, like fire, that ought to be available to everyone. Hugo thought the problem was not with the Republic but with Louis-Napoléon, who had betrayed it. The horror of capitalism lay in its cruelty to the poor—reform the cruelty and one could reconcile with capitalism. Any absolutist scheme that enslaved men was wrong; the Republican scheme, at least, pointed the way to their liberation. Though Hugo would have been, like Dickens, an exasperating man to talk practical politics with (and was a failure in them), he had a vision of political life that remains remarkably sane and prescient. True Republicanism meant increasing the sphere of liberty in every arena of life—more freedom to rise, to sing, to act without fear, to accept contradictions without panic—and it meant breaking down the false fears among people. That’s the “romantic” in Hugo, and that’s the vision of Les Misérables: all men are creatures of lust and will and cruelty, who can be broken not by slow education but by sudden passionate bursts of empathy and conscience, and indignation at the treatment of other human beings.

Almost exactly halfway through Les Misérables Hugo introduces an amazing extended metaphor of intellectual work as mining. Against the Enlightenment metaphor of intellectual work as tower-making or bridge-building, reaching upward toward heaven or the far shore, Hugo proposes that thinking is a kind of delving in the dark, a Dante-like descent toward something mysterious and unknown. At each level the miners find new jewels, but farther down is a deeper inferno of pure will. You dig deep to reach wisdom, but if you dig deeper you find raw hate and animal passion. It is a Freudian, self-canceling metaphor of the kind that modern literary critics love—the deeper into the darkness you go, the more light you shed (presumably the light from the sky that comes down into the shafts, but that isn’t clear or poetically convincing). But Hugo’s real point is apparent: sane minds are always forged over an inferno of passion and hatred; the job of the poet or philosopher is to open a vein into the mind that delves into the possibilities of the soul without getting us too deep into the rule of the will. It’s dark down there, but the darkness is the only place where we can work, and in the darkness something can be found. Accepting will, passion, lust, cruelty, rage, and violence—all the things Les Misérables describes—as inevitabilities of life, we can still believe in compassion, liberty, and light as the possibilities of civilization. The light of the mind is visible in human eyes, he tells us, and he means it.

It is a little startling to think that Hugo’s dream for France and Europe, albeit after a century of unprecedented cruelty and suffering, has actually been brought to pass: a democratic France in a united Europe, allergic to warfare, with poverty reduced to pockets. Republican revolution, completed, does not look at all Romantic. (It is hard for Francophiles today to realize that all the petty bureaucratic schemes of Brussels and the depressing sonorities of compromised politics are the dreams that men died on barricades for, but they are.) One need only look at life in South America or Asia, though, to see the same enduring conflicts between mass poverty and “mere” freedom, and, more deeply, between the frightened insistence on authority and the love of liberty. As Mario Vargas Llosa’s tribute to Hugo, The Temptation of the Impossible, has shown, Hugo’s vision is still contemporary in a “globalized” world, reminding us that a courageous championing of the poor and a love of liberty aren’t in tension but the same impulse expressed at different moments. Hugo’s romantic republicanism, of which this book is the permanent manifesto, looks a lot saner than all the alternatives that have risen to replace it. The question marks remain; Les Misérables continues to provide the exclamations.
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ADAM GOPNIK is the author of Paris to the Moon and Through the Children’s Gate, and editor of the Library of America anthology Americans in Paris. He writes essays on various subjects for The New Yorker, and has recently written introductions to works by Maupassant, Balzac, Proust, and Alain-Fournier.


TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

Les Misérables is not just a novel; it is a monument. As a piece of French patrimoine, it is as sacred in France as the “Marseillaise” and the notion of the Republic. It is a piece of world treasure, too, a projectile of the imagination, sacred to its readers everywhere as it soars over the rocky landscape of the modern world. Translating it has not been remotely like any other experience I’ve ever had, for if it’s true, as the saying goes, that you do not emerge from reading Les Misérables the same person, this is even truer of translating it. You are, for one thing, less inclined to take life lightly—or lying down.

Since I first sat down to work on this translation seasons have come and gone, some days bitterly cold, some days too hot to sit there, in my study, tapping away, without a fan. At one stage I had to wheel in an occupational therapist to reorganize the desk and lighting and come up with a more ergonomic chair; my hair didn’t quite go white with the struggle, like Jean Valjean’s does when he gives himself up to save another man’s skin, but gray hairs appeared and accumulated with building speed and toward the end I needed stronger reading glasses—for you don’t tackle a monument with impunity.

Hugo, it seems, wrote standing up, not something my occupational therapist thought of. He wrote Les Misérables standing in the room he’d nicknamed “the lookout” at the top of Hauteville House, on the isle of Guernsey, looking out over the water beyond St. Peter Port. When he wasn’t upstairs writing, or producing spectacular artworks way ahead of their time, he was downstairs entertaining visitors, enjoying family, or somewhere else in the house doing things with the maid. And when he wasn’t in the house, he was either down the road at his intimate friend Juliette Drouet’s, or out walking for mile after mile with one of his beloved dogs—Chougna, Ponto, or Sénat (Senate). Hugo, too, was a monument, a man of huge appetite and lust for life.

Keeping pace with this monumental man is a very physical challenge. For though some parts of Les Misérables are more compelling than others, Hugo’s energy never seems to flag. His interest in, his passion for, the real world, and the world beyond, beneath, and behind it, are indefatigable. I often thought of him, Victor Hugo, already a monument in his own lifetime, as I set out with my beloved dog, Poppy, heading for her favorite haunts along the Parramatta River. If all translators should have dogs, this is axiomatic when it comes to translators of Hugo.

Hugo once claimed that he’d had two great affairs in his life: Paris and the ocean. As I walked, I thought of that generous, gregarious yet wild man in self-imposed exile on a tiny island in the English Channel, cut off from his beloved Paris but in full possession of his other great love, the sea. And the connection with the oceanic quality of the novel, which is a book about everything, not merely a narrative, seemed obvious. So, too, did the connection with the level of detail and the loving specificity throughout the book.

There is Hugo, tramping over grass and rocks and along the shore, in the bracing salt sea air, taking in the briny tang in great gulps, remembering Paris. In as much detail as his phenomenal memory—or powers of invention—would allow, as though he was trying to bring back a face he loved (his mother’s face, he says) from out of the mists of time.

God is in the details, as we know. Hugo wrote from an omniscient narrator’s point of view with an eagle eye for detail—at a time when details of every stripe were being swept away. That turbulent century saw the sudden speeding up of History, the installment of change as a new mode of being—political, social, physical change.

Hugo bears witness to that process of change, to all the changes he had lived through. He describes everything he remembers—fixes forever—times, events, things, people, “facts,” standing on the seashore, facing the tidal wave of History, as though standing on shifting sands. He was standing on shifting sands.

That is the whole point of detail. And if I seem to be hammering the point, it’s because I have taken great care to give you, the reader, all of the detail that Hugo wanted you to read. I am, to my knowledge, one of the few translators to have rendered all of Hugo’s magnificent novel without censorship.

For there is a whole censorious tradition of translating Les Misérables. In this tradition, Hugo’s great, original, exuberantly wordy book is “cleaned up.” It’s cleaned up of rude words and vulgar images, which the translator views as offensive and unnecessary, as though Hugo’s use of such words and images was accidental or abhorrent. This is not merely losing bite and punch. Much more seriously, it’s misreading the entire book. For if Les Misérables can be reduced to a meaning, it is surely the connection Hugo is forever making between the sewer and society, the gutter and the stars.

Offensive matter is not the only thing this tradition has cleaned out of existence. It has also gone after mixed metaphors, grammatical improprieties, and, above all, detail, even where that detail is inoffensive.

We lose the vibrant density of what Hugo was writing about as a result. When Hugo says Cosette was married in “Binche guipure lace,” for example, that surely gives us something more than hearing she wore “a lace frock.” It tells us where the lace was made, that there was a whole industry of making lace of a very specific kind there, and it tells us what that lace was: guipure. Such a beautiful word. If you don’t know what it is, you can always look it up. Hugo’s descriptive scope was encyclopedic, and encyclopedias, like dictionaries, still exist, online and off. Knowledge, like virtue, is its own reward.

For some previous translators, Les Misérables has been valued solely for its central story and anything that departs from that narrative or doesn’t directly advance it is superfluous and should go—or be lopped, or banished to an appendix. When you see the book as a narrative—in fact, a detective story–cum–psychological thriller as well as a very moving moral tale—embedded in a much larger work, the impetus behind such a stance seems bizarre. Some of Hugo’s finest writing is in the discursive bits and these are tethered to the narrative of moral struggle by many threads, each digression investigating another battlefield, from the military campaign of Waterloo that changed the course of the century, to religious fundamentalism, to the dark battlefield of poverty and crime, and on to the disposal of human effluent, actual and metaphorical.

The digressions don’t detract from the narrative, they enhance it. Hugo the orator and polemicist clearly had a good time writing them, just as he had a wonderful time with certain of his characters, who instantly achieved what today we’d call iconic status, entering the language as so many proper nouns and staying there.

The relationship between translator and writer is very like a marriage. In this “marriage,” I’ve wanted to be completely faithful. And I hope the translation is more readable, not less, as a result. I did it in my house in Sydney, Australia, a place put on the modern map by Captain James Cook, whose Voyages Jean Valjean lugs around with him in his little suitcase as one of the few precious things he owns. The house was built in 1869, seven years after Les Misérables came out—in ten volumes over nine months, complete with its own advertising merchandise—to become the biggest hit in the history of publishing. The first owner of the house was a woman named Marie Paull, and she hailed from St. Hélier, Jersey. When Hugo docked there in 1855, already a world-renowned celebrity-hero, he was greeted by a crowd of fans. Whether Marie Paull was in the crowd or not we’ll never know, but I’d like to think she was. She would certainly have known of Hugo—and the Hugo of the Channel Islands, who conducted séances and talked to the spirits of the dead, would have liked the connection.

The whole effort of this translation has been to respect the work—all of it—and to let it speak, driven by the surprising freshness of Hugo’s prose, the muscularity of his rhythms, the vitality of the book’s cast and ideas, and the stunning prescience and relevance of a novel once called “the Magna Carta of the human race.”

At times I really did feel like I was “channeling” Hugo, and it was every bit as euphoric and draining as such a theatrical experience ought to be. In a sense, all translation is a performance, a piece of theater. You try to “be” the role you’re playing, to stay “in character.” This is one way of expressing how I was taken over by this masterpiece in the process of translating it. Censorship is an old tradition in translating—and adaptation. Think of Alexander Pope reinterpreting Shakespeare so primly that it was like a bad translation, with Hamlet thinking of taking up arms against a “siege” of troubles instead of a “sea” of troubles, to avoid the horrors of mixing metaphor. Hugo knew about translating. His son, François-Victor, translated Shakespeare. Yet Hugo claimed translation was censorship. I’ve done my humble best to prove him wrong.
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Heartfelt thanks to the team at Random House who’ve worked so hard on this edition: production editor Vincent La Scala; Holly Webber, a copy editor who misses nothing; and my editor, Judy Sternlight, for unerring judgment and support.

This translation is dedicated to Allan.

—Julie Rose, Sydney, February 2008


CHRONOLOGY



	1797
	Marriage of Joseph-Léopold-Sigisbert Hugo, an officer of the Revolutionary armies, and Sophie Trébuchet, in Nantes.
Birth of Abel Hugo.



	1800
	Birth of Eugène Hugo.



	1802
	Victor-Marie Hugo, the Hugos’ third son, is born in Besançon on February 26.
Publication of Chateaubriand’s René.



	1803–10
	Léopold Hugo joins the staff of Joseph Bonaparte, eventually becomes his aide-de-camp, serving in southern Italy when Joseph is named king of Naples by his brother, then follows him to Spain in 1809 after Napoléon’s conquest of that country and Joseph’s transfer to the throne in Madrid. He is promoted to the rank of general and named a count by Joseph in 1809.
As the Hugos’ marriage deteriorates, Sophie intermittently follows her husband to his postings with the children and eventually moves to Paris, where her lover, General Lahorie, acts as tutor to their children. In 1810, Lahorie is implicated in a conspiracy against Napoléon; he is arrested in Madame Hugo’s house and later executed by firing squad (1812).
Goethe’s Faust is published in 1808.



	1811
	Madame Hugo takes her sons to Madrid, where Joseph Bonaparte has encouraged the Hugos to resolve the conflicts in their marriage.



	1812
	Sophie Hugo returns to Paris with the children; she and General Hugo permanently separate.
Byron’s Childe Harold is published.



	1814
	General Hugo, having returned to Spain with the retreating French armies the previous year, is assigned by Napoléon to command the fortified border city of Thionville, in Lorraine, on the Moselle River. General Hugo refuses to surrender even after Napoléon’s abdication.



	1815
	During the Hundred Days, General Hugo rallies to Napoléon and is again given the command of Thionville; he again holds out long after Napoléon’s surrender, giving up the city in November, some five months after Waterloo. General Hugo lives mostly in the city of Blois during the Restoration, largely estranged from his children and feuding with Madame Hugo about financial support of their children.



	1817
	Victor-Marie Hugo is awarded honorable mention in a poetry contest sponsored by the Académie Française.



	1818
	Hugo begins work on his first novel, Bug Jargal (The Slave King), the story of a slave uprising in Saint-Domingue (modern-day Haiti).
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is published.



	1819
	Hugo’s poems, including an ode on the restoration of a statue of Henri IV on the Pont-Neuf in Paris, win first prize in the prestigious Jeux Floraux de l’Académie de Toulouse. With his brothers, he founds a literary periodical, Le Conservateur littéraire.
Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe is published.



	1820
	Hugo’s ode in honor of the recently assassinated Duc de Berry, nephew of Louis XVIII, is awarded 500 francs by the king. Hugo publishes Bug Jargal in serial form in Le Conservateur littéraire.



	1821
	Death of Sophie Hugo. Hugo and his brothers will reconcile with their father over the next several years.



	1822
	Publishes his first collection of poetry, Odes et poésies diverses. Hugo’s poems display sufficient orthodoxy and royalism to earn him a pension that allows him to marry Adèle Foucher, whom he has known since childhood. Hugo’s elder brother Eugène, who was also in love with Adèle, suffers a nervous breakdown the night after the wedding from which he will never recover, spending the rest of his life in institutions.



	1823
	Publishes his second novel, Han d’Islande (Hans of Iceland or The Demon Dwarf), a historical novel set in Scandinavia inspired by the work of Walter Scott.
Birth of a son, Léopold-Victor, who will die in infancy.



	1824
	Publishes his second volume of poetry, Nouvelles Odes.
Birth of a daughter, Léopoldine.



	1825
	Hugo is named chevalier of the Légion d’Honneur and official poet of the coronation of King Charles X, youngest brother of Louis XVI, who will be the last Bourbon king of France.



	1826
	Publishes a revised version of Bug Jargal and Odes et poésies diverses. Birth of a son, Charles.



	1827
	Publishes a play, Cromwell, which is never produced; the préface is a manifesto of the growing movement of French Romanticism, famously containing Hugo’s defense of the role of the grotesque in literature and art.
Publishes a long poem, Ode à la Colonne de la Place Vendôme, a celebration of the glory of the French military under the Empire, which is seen as a sign of his growing rift with royalism and conservatism.



	1828
	Hugo’s play Amy Robsart, an adaptation of Walter Scott’s Kenilworth, is produced but poorly received.
Birth of a third son, François-Victor.
Death of General Léopold Hugo. As the third son of an imperial count, Victor begins to use the title of baron, even though his father’s title was never recognized by the restored Bourbon government.



	1829
	Publishes the novel Le Dernier Jour d’un condamné (The Last Day of a Condemned Man), a first-person interior monologue of a man facing his imminent execution, and a powerful statement of opposition to the death penalty, which will be a lifelong cause of Hugo’s.
Marion de Lorme, the story of a courtesan who is reformed by love, is staged by the Comédie-Française before being banned by the government for its alleged moral and political subversiveness.
Publishes Les Orientales, a collection of poems heavily marked by the Romantic fascination with the exotic East.



	1830
	In February, the premiere of Hugo’s much anticipated play Hernani becomes a cultural and political event, provoking near riots between liberal Romantics and neoclassical conservatives.
In July, the government’s attempts to promulgate authoritarian laws provoke the July Revolution. The Bourbons go into exile, and their cousin Louis-Philippe d’Orléans accedes to the throne under a new constitutional monarchy.
Birth of another daughter, Adèle, named for her mother.
Stendhal publishes Le Rouge et le noir (The Red and the Black).



	1831
	Publishes Notre-Dame de Paris (The Hunchback of Notre-Dame).
Publishes Les Feuilles d’automne (Autumn Leaves), a collection of intimate verse inspired by paternity and family life.
Madame Hugo begins an affair with Charles-Augustin de Sainte-Beuve, celebrated literary critic and one of Victor’s closest friends. From this point on the Hugos’ marriage is a platonic partnership.



	1832
	Le Roi s’amuse (The King Takes His Pleasure) premieres at the Comédie-Française. The play is soon banned for its alleged immorality as it depicts the French king François I as a dissolute tyrant, abusing his power in pursuit of a young woman. This is the first act of censorship of the July Monarchy, of which Hugo was and remained a supporter. Giuseppe Verdi’s Rigoletto (1851) is based on Le Roi s’amuse.
The Hugos rent an apartment in the elegant place Royale (today’s place des Vosges), where they live until 1848.
Widespread unemployment and economic distress lead to insurrections in Lyon and Paris, events that would play a key role in Les Misérables.



	1833
	Premiere of Lucrèce Borgia, Hugo’s greatest popular and financial success in the theater. During rehearsals, Hugo falls in love with Juliette Drouet, an actress and celebrated courtesan who had a minor role in the play. She would be Hugo’s maîtresse en titre for the rest of her life.
Another historical play, Marie Tudor, was far less successful.



	1834
	Publishes Claude Gueux, a fact-based account of a poor man in prison who was executed for assaulting a guard; as with Le Dernier Jour, Hugo used literature to campaign against the death penalty.
Publishes Philosophie et littérature mêlées, a collection of critical essays.



	1835
	Publishes Chants du crépuscule (Songs of Twilight), a collection of poems, many of which suggest Hugo’s growing republican sympathies.
The historical play Angelo, Tyran de Padoue premieres at the Comédie-Française.
Balzac’s Le Père Goriot is published.



	1836
	Hugo is twice nominated, but not elected, to the Académie Française.



	1837
	Publishes Les Voix intérieures (Interior Voices), a collection of poems inspired by both Hugo’s personal life and political events.
His elder brother Eugène dies in Charenton asylum. Victor now uses the title of vicomte.



	1838
	Premiere of Ruy Blas, considered by many to be Hugo’s finest play. Ruy Blas is a servant who, disguised as a nobleman, becomes the lover of the queen of Spain. Hugo’s condemnation of a corrupt aristocracy scandalizes conservatives and enjoys great popular success.
Dickens publishes Oliver Twist.



	1840
	Publishes Les Rayons et les ombres (Rays and Shadows), a poetry collection that contains some of Hugo’s most famous poems.
Hugo again fails to win election to the Académie Française.



	1841
	Hugo is at last elected to the Académie Française.



	1842
	Publishes Le Rhin, ostensibly a travel narrative that reflects Hugo’s interests in history, legend, and politics, including an early call for international cooperation between the French and the Germans.
Publication of Eugène Sue’s Les Mystères de Paris, a sprawling novel chronicling the Parisian underworld. Sue’s novel is immensely popular, and heavily influences both Balzac’s Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes (The Splendor and Misery of Courtesans) and Hugo’s Les Misérables.



	1843
	Les Burgraves (The Robber Lords of the Rhine) is a critical and popular failure, marking the end of Hugo’s career as a playwright and, it is generally agreed, of the Romantic theater in France.
On September 4, his daughter Léopoldine, who had married Charles Vacquerie on February 15 and was pregnant, was killed along with her husband in a boating accident on the Seine at Villequier. The death of Hugo’s favorite child would cast a shadow over the rest of his life and inspire some of his best-known poetry.



	1845
	After being named a peer of France by King Louis-Philippe—Hugo is by now an intimate of the royal family, in particular of the crown prince and his wife—Hugo is arrested for adultery, caught in flagrante with Léonie d’Aunet (Madame Briard).
He begins work on a novel entitled Jean Tréjean, which will take on the working title of “Les Misères.”
Poe publishes The Raven.



	1848
	In February, the July Monarchy falls before popular insurrection provoked by continued economic hardship among the working class. Hugo is elected to the Constituent Assembly as a conservative. Hugo’s political activity will take precedence over his literary production for the next three years. He will not return to “Les Misères” until 1860.
In June, continued economic distress and unemployment lead to another violent popular insurrection; Hugo takes a major role in repressing the uprising, after which he begins a marked shift to the left in his politics.
With his son Charles as its public face and titular publisher, Hugo founds a political newspaper, L’Événement (The Event), which strongly advocates the election of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte as president of the new Republic.
The Communist Manifesto of Marx and Engels is published.



	1849
	Hugo, still viewed as a conservative, is elected to the National Assembly, where he gives a noted speech calling for an end to poverty.
Hugo serves as president of an international peace conference in Paris, where his public address calls for the formation of a “United States of Europe” (États Unis d’Europe).
Dickens’s David Copperfield is published.



	1850
	Hugo’s speeches in the Assembly call for universal suffrage, freedom of the press, and free, compulsory education for all children.



	1851
	Hugo directly challenges the increasing authoritarianism of the “prince-président” Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte in the National Assembly.
Charles and François-Victor Hugo are arrested and imprisoned for publishing articles in L’Événement that are critical of the government.
In December, Louis-Napoléon and his supporters stage a successful coup d’état which establishes the Second Empire. Hugo attempts to rouse public resistance before fleeing to Brussels in disguise and in the company of Juliette Drouet, soon followed by Madame Hugo and his three children.
Melville publishes Moby-Dick.



	1852
	In Brussels, Hugo publishes Napoléon le Petit, a scathing indictment of Louis-Napoléon’s rise to power, from the presidency of the Second Republic to the Second Empire.
The Hugos travel to London before taking up residence on the Channel Island of Jersey.
Harriet Beecher Stowe publishes Uncle Tom’s Cabin.



	1853
	Publishes Les Châtiments (Chastisements), a collection of satirical poems aimed at Louis-Napoléon.
Hugo begins to participate in séances, seeking to contact the spirit of Léopoldine.



	1854
	Hugo begins work on Dieu (God) and La Fin de Satan (The End of Satan), visionary poems inspired by biblical and literary accounts of God and the devil that will not be published until after his death.



	1856
	Publishes Les Contemplations; subtitled Memoires of the soul, Contemplations is often considered Hugo’s poetic masterpiece. The collection contains some of Hugo’s greatest and best-remembered poems, many inspired by the loss of Léopoldine.
The success of Les Contemplations enables Hugo to purchase Hauteville House, on the island of Guernsey.
Hugo’s daughter Adèle shows the first signs of mental illness.



	1859
	Publishes the first volume of La Légende des siècles (The Legend of the Centuries), a poetic retelling of human history, drawing heavily on the Bible as well as legend.
Hugo refuses an offer of amnesty from the government of Louis-Napoléon and issues a public call for the pardon of American abolitionist John Brown.



	1860
	Hugo returns to the unfinished manuscript of “Les Misères”; he will make significant revisions and additions to the manuscript of what will become Les Misérables.



	1861
	Hugo, accompanied by his wife, sons, and mistress, travels to Brussels, where his completed novel will be published. He makes a trip to the battlefield of Waterloo to verify his impressions of the terrain for the famous “digression” of Les Misérables.



	1862
	Les Misérables is published in Brussels, Paris, and throughout Europe. The novel is an instant popular success. Madame Hugo, who has been spending the winter season in Paris for some years, acts as Hugo’s representative among the French literary community.



	1863
	A stage version of Les Misérables, written by Charles Hugo, debuts in Brussels.
The Hugos’ daughter Adèle, in a state of delusion, runs away to Canada in pursuit of Charles Pinson, an English officer whom she discovers to be already married. She writes to her parents that she has married Pinson.



	1864
	Hugo writes the preface to a French edition of Shakespeare, translated by his son François-Victor. The preface is in fact a wideranging essay on the nature of genius.



	1865
	Publishes Chansons des rues et des bois (Songs of the Streets and the Woods), a collection of pastoral poems.
Tolstoy’s War and Peace begins to appear in serial form.



	1866
	Publishes Les Travailleurs de la mer (The Toilers of the Sea), a novel depicting the lives of fishermen of the Channel Islands.
Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment is published.



	1868
	Birth of Georges Hugo, Charles’s son and Hugo’s first grandson. Hugo’s wife, Adèle, dies in Brussels. Hugo accompanies her coffin to the Franco-Belgian border, en route to her burial in Paris.



	1869
	Publication of L’Homme qui rit (The Man Who Laughs or By the Order of the King), a historical novel set in seventeenth-century England, deeply infused with Hugo’s political, humanitarian, and literary preoccupations.
Hugo presides at an international peace conference in Lausanne, Switzerland.
Birth of Charles Hugo’s daughter, Jeanne.



	1870
	The Prussian invasion of France brings about the collapse of the Second Empire. Hugo returns to Paris a national hero on the day after the Third Republic is declared.



	1871
	The Franco-Prussian War ends in French surrender, following a four-month siege of Paris by the Prussian army. Hugo is elected to the National Assembly but resigns in frustration in the face of a conservative, Bonapartist majority.
The Republican insurrection known as the Commune takes control of Paris for fifty-four days; some 25,000 supporters of the Communard government, mostly working-class, are killed before the national government regains control of the capital.
Death of Charles Hugo.
Émile Zola publishes La Fortune des Rougon (The Rougons’ Fortune), the first volume of his great naturalist epic, the Rougon-Macquart series.



	1872
	Publishes L’Année terrible (The Terrible Year), a collection of poetry inspired by the political events of Paris since his return.
Hugo’s advocacy of amnesty for the Communards leads to his electoral defeat.
Troubled by a reactionary turn of the government, Hugo returns to Guernsey.
Hugo’s daughter Adèle returns to France from Barbados, where she had been living under the care of a housekeeper-cum-nurse for some time. She will be institutionalized until her death in 1915.



	1873
	Death of François-Victor Hugo.



	1874
	Publication of Quatre-vingt-treize (Ninety-three), Hugo’s last novel, set in Brittany during the French Revolution, specifically under the Convention and the Terror. The novel’s young hero, Gauvain, embodies the idealism and, implicitly, the lost opportunities of the Revolution.



	1875
	Publishes Actes et paroles (Actions and Words), a collection of his political speeches and essays.



	1876
	Hugo is elected to the Senate, where he advocates amnesty for the Communards of the 1871 insurrection.



	1877
	Publishes second volume of La Légende des siècles (The Legend of the Centuries) and L’Art d’être grand-père (The Art of Being a Grandfather), a collection of intimate verse inspired by his grandchildren.
Hugo plays a leading role in defending the Republic against an attempted reactionary coup d’état led by President MacMahon.
Zola’s L’Assommoir, the story of the miseries of the working class of Paris, is published.



	1878
	The stage adaptation of Les Misérables is presented at the Théâtre de la Porte-Saint-Martin.
Hugo suffers a mild stroke that effectively puts an end to his writing career; further publications will be of revised manuscripts.



	1879
	Publishes La Pitié suprême (Supreme Pity), a poem advocating amnesty, a cause he also takes up in the Senate.



	1880
	Publishes Religions et Religion and L’Âne (The Ass), two long poems composed in exile. Religions et Religion draws a sharp distinction between belief in God and organized religion; L’Ane satirizes the pretentions of erudition, science, and philosophy.
Hugo at last succeeds in obtaining amnesty for the Communards.



	1881
	Publishes Le Quatre Vents de l’esprit (The Four Winds of the Mind), a varied collection of poems.
Hugo’s seventy-ninth birthday—the beginning of his eightieth year—is declared a national holiday. Over the course of the day, an estimated six hundred thousand people file in tribute past his windows near the place de l’Étoile. His street, the avenue d’Eylau, is renamed the avenue Victor Hugo in his honor, a name it still bears today.



	1882
	Hugo’s play Torquemada, written in 1869, is performed.
Hugo is reelected to the Senate.



	1883
	Publishes the final volume of La Légende des siècles.
Juliette Drouet dies on May 11.



	1885
	On May 22, Hugo dies of pneumonia. His last words are reported to be “Je vois de la lumière neuve” (I see a new light).
Hugo lies in state under the Arc de Triomphe as a reported two million people come to pay tribute. The first of June is declared a national day of mourning. Legislation to reestablish the Panthéon as a national mausoleum is passed. According to Hugo’s wishes, his coffin is borne on a pauper’s cart, following eleven wagons overflowing with flowers, to his final resting place on top of Mount Sainte-Geneviève.
Zola’s Germinal, the epic story of a coal miners’ strike, is published.



	1886
	Publication of the unfinished La Fin de Satan, one of the visionary and metaphorical poems Hugo began in 1854. Its companion poem, Dieu (God), also unfinished, will be published in 1891.



	1902
	On the centenary of Hugo’s birth, his former home in the place des Vosges is established as a museum, the Maison de Victor Hugo.



	1905
	The first full-length feature film produced in the United States is an adaptation of Les Misérables.
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As long as social damnation exists, through laws and customs, artificially creating hell at the heart of civilization and muddying a destiny that is divine with human calamity; as long as the three problems of the century—man’s debasement through the proletariat, woman’s demoralization through hunger, the wasting of the child through darkness—are not resolved; as long as social suffocation is possible in certain areas; in other words, and to take an even broader view, as long as ignorance and misery exist in this world, books like the one you are about to read are, perhaps, not entirely useless.

—HAUTEVILLE HOUSE,1 January 1, 1862





PART ONE

FANTINE

 




BOOK ONE

A JUST MAN

I. MONSIEUR MYRIEL

In 1815, Monsieur Charles-François-Bienvenu Myriel was bishop of Digne.1 He was an elderly man of about seventy-five and he had occupied the seat of Digne since 1806.

There is something we might mention that has no bearing whatsoever on the tale we have to tell—not even on the background. Yet it may well serve some purpose, if only in the interests of precision, to jot down here the rumors and gossip that had circulated about him the moment he first popped up in the diocese. True or false, what is said about people often has as much bearing on their lives and especially on their destinies as what they do. Monsieur Myriel was the son of a councillor of the Aix parliament, a member of the noblesse de robe.2 They reckoned his father had put him down to inherit his position and so had married him off very early in the piece when he was only eighteen or twenty, as they used to do quite a lot in parliamentary families. Charles Myriel, married or no, had, they said, set tongues wagging. He was a good-looking young man, if on the short side, elegant, charming, and witty; he had given the best years of his life thus far to worldly pursuits and love affairs. Then the Revolution came along, events spiraled, parliamentary families were wiped out, chased away, hunted, scattered. Monsieur Charles Myriel emigrated to Italy soon after the Revolution broke out. His wife died there of the chest infection she’d had for ages. They had no children. What happened next in the destiny of Monsieur Myriel? The collapse of the old society in France, the fall of his own family, the tragic scenes of ’93,3 which were, perhaps, even more frightening for émigrés4 watching them from afar with the magnifying power of dread—did these things cause notions of renunciation and solitude to germinate in his mind? Was he, in the middle of the distractions and amorous diversions that filled his life, suddenly hit by one of those mysterious and terrible jolts that sometimes come and strike at the heart, bowling over the man public calamities couldn’t shake, threatening as these did only his existence and his fortune? No one could say; all that was known was that, when he came back from Italy, he was a priest.

In 1804,5 Monsieur Myriel was the curé of Brignolles.6 He was already old and lived like a real recluse in profound seclusion.

Around the time of the coronation, a small parish matter—who can remember what now?—took him to Paris. Among other powerful persons, he called on Cardinal Fesch,7 Napoléon’s uncle, to petition him on his parishioners’ behalf. One day when the emperor was visiting his uncle, the worthy curé, who was waiting in the anteroom, found himself in His Majesty’s path. Napoléon, seeing the old boy give him the once-over with a certain curiosity, wheeled round and said brusquely: “Who is this little man staring at me?”

“Your Majesty,” said Monsieur Myriel, “you see a little man, and I see a great man. Both of us may benefit.”

That very night, the emperor asked the cardinal what the curé’s name was and some time after that Monsieur Myriel was stunned to learn that he’d been named bishop of Digne.

But, when all’s said and done, what was true in the tales told about the first phase of Monsieur Myriel’s life? No one could tell. Few families had known the Myriel family before the Revolution.

Monsieur Myriel had to endure the fate of every newcomer in a small town, where there are always plenty of mouths blathering and not many brains working. He had to endure it even though he was the bishop, and because he was the bishop. But, after all, the talk in which his name cropped up was perhaps nothing more than talk; hot air, babble, words, less than words, pap, as the colorful language of the Midi8 puts it.

Whatever the case, after nine years as the resident bishop of Digne, all the usual gossip that initially consumes small towns and small people had died and sunk without a trace. No one would have dared bring it up, no one would have dared remember what it was.

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

They had only one servant, a woman the same age as Mademoiselle Baptistine, called Madame Magloire. Having been the servant of Monsieur le curé, she now went by the double title of personal maid to Mademoiselle and housekeeper to Monseigneur.9

Mademoiselle Baptistine was a tall, pale, thin, sweet person, the personification of that ideal expressed by the word respectable; for it seems a woman must be a mother to be esteemed. She had never been pretty, but her entire life, which had been merely a succession of holy works, had ended up laying a sort of whiteness and brightness over her; as she aged, she had gained what you could describe as the beauty of goodness. What had been skinniness in her youth had become transparency with maturity; and this diaphanous quality revealed the angel within. She was more of a spirit than a virgin. She seemed a mere shadow with scarcely enough of a body to have a gender; just a bit of matter bearing a light, with great big eyes always lowered to the ground, an excuse for a spirit to remain on earth.

Madame Magloire was a little old lady, white skinned, plump, round, busy, always wheezing, first because of always bustling about and second because of her asthma.

When he first arrived, Monsieur Myriel was set up in his episcopal palace with all the honors required by imperial decree, which ranked bishops immediately after field marshals.10 The mayor and the president of the local council were the first to visit him, and on his side, he made his first visits to the general and the chief of police.

Once he had moved in, the town waited to see their bishop on the job.

II. MONSIEUR MYRIEL BECOMES MONSEIGNEUR BIENVENU

The episcopal palace of Digne was next door to the hospital. The episcopal palace was a vast and handsome town house built in stone at the beginning of the previous century by Monseigneur Henri Puget, doctor of theology of the faculty of Paris and abbé of Simore,1 who had been bishop of Digne in 1712. The palace was truly a mansion fit for a lord. Everything about it was on the grand scale, the bishop’s apartments, the drawing rooms, the bedrooms, the main courtyard, which was huge, with covered arcades in the old Florentine style, and the gardens planted with magnificent trees. It was in the dining room, which was a long and superb gallery on the ground floor opening onto the grounds, that Monseigneur Henri Puget had, on July 29, 1714, ceremoniously fed the ecclesiastical dignitaries, Charles Brûlart de Genlis, archbishop prince of Embrun, Antoine de Mesgrigny, Capuchin bishop of Grasse, Philippe de Vendôme, grand prior of France, abbé of Saint-Honoré de Lérins, François de Berton de Crillon, bishop baron of Vence, César de Sabran de Forcalquier, lord bishop and lord of Glandève, and Jean Soanen, priest of the oratory, preacher in ordinary to the king, lord bishop of Senez.2 The portraits of these seven reverend fathers embellished the dining room and the memorable date of July 29, 1714, was engraved there in gold lettering on a white marble panel.

The hospital was a low, narrow, single-story house with a small garden.

Three days after his arrival, the bishop visited the hospital. When his visit was over, he politely begged the director to accompany him back to his place.

“Monsieur le directeur, how many sick people do you have in your hospital at the moment?”

“Twenty-six, Monseigneur.”

“That’s what I counted,” said the bishop.

“The beds are all jammed together,” the director went on.

“That’s what I noticed.”

“The living areas are just bedrooms, and they’re difficult to air.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Then again, when there’s a ray of sun, the garden’s too small for the convalescents.”

“That’s what I said to myself.”

“As for epidemics, we’ve had typhus this year, and two years ago we had miliary fever—up to a hundred were down with it at any one time. We don’t know what to do.”

“The thought did strike me.”

“What can we do, Monseigneur?” said the director. “You have to resign yourself to it.”

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

“Monsieur,” he said, “how many beds do you think you could get in this room alone?”

“Monseigneur’s dining room?” cried the astonished director.

The bishop sized up the room, giving the impression he was taking measurements and making calculations by eye alone.

“It could easily hold twenty beds!” he mumbled, as though talking to himself. Then he spoke more loudly. “Look, my dear director, I’ll tell you what. There has obviously been a mistake. There are twenty-six of you in five or six small rooms. There are three of us here and we’ve got enough room for sixty. There’s been a mistake, I’m telling you. You’ve got my place and I’ve got yours. Give me back my house. This is your rightful home, here.”

The next day, the twenty-six poor were moved into the bishop’s palace and the bishop was at the hospital.

Monsieur Myriel had no property, his family having lost everything in the Revolution. His sister got an annuity of five hundred francs, which was enough for her personal expenses, living at the presbytery. Monsieur Myriel received a salary of fifteen thousand francs from the government as bishop. The very day he moved into the hospital, Monsieur Myriel decided once and for all to put this sum to use as follows. We transcribe here the note written in his hand.

HOUSEHOLD EXPENDITURE

For the small seminary

1500 livres

Mission congregation

100 livres

For the Lazarists of Montdidier

100 livres

Seminary of foreign missions in Paris

200 livres

Congregation of the Saint-Esprit

150 livres

Religious institutions in the Holy Land

100 livres

Societies of maternal charity

300 livres

For the one at Arles

50 livres

For the betterment of prisons

400 livres

For the relief and release of prisoners

500 livres

For the release of fathers of families imprisoned for debt

1000 livres

Salary supplement for poor schoolteachers in the diocese

2000 livres

Upper Alps public granary

100 livres

Ladies’ Association of Digne, Manosque, and Sisteron,3 for the free education of poor girls

1500 livres

For the poor

6000 livres

My personal expenses

1000 livres

TOTAL

15000 livres

The whole time Monsieur Myriel held the see of Digne, he made almost no change in this arrangement—what he called, as we shall see, “taking care of his household expenses.”

Mademoiselle Baptistine accepted the arrangement with absolute submission. For this devout spinster, Myriel was both her brother and her bishop, the friend she grew up with and her superior according to ecclesiastical authority. Quite simply, she loved him and revered him. When he spoke, she listened, and when he took action, she was right behind him. Only the servant, Madame Magloire, grumbled a bit. As you will have noticed, the bishop kept only a thousand livres for himself which, added to Mademoiselle Baptistine’s pension, meant fifteen hundred francs a year. The two old women and the old man all lived on those fifteen hundred francs.

And when some village curé came to Digne, the bishop still managed to find a way of entertaining him, thanks to the assiduous scrimping and saving of Madame Magloire and Mademoiselle Baptistine’s clever management.

One day, when the bishop had been in Digne for about three months, he said, “With all that, things are pretty tight!”

“They certainly are!” cried Madame Magloire. “Monseigneur hasn’t even claimed the money the département owes him for the upkeep of his carriage in town and his rounds in the diocese. In the old days, that was standard for bishops.”

“You’re right, Madame Magloire!” the bishop agreed. And he put in his claim.

A short while later, after considering this application, the department council voted him an annual stipend of three thousand francs, under the heading, Bishop’s Allowance for Carriage Upkeep, Postal Costs, and Travel Expenses Incurred in Pastoral Rounds.

The local bourgeoisie was up in arms over this and an imperial senator,4 who had been a member of the Council of Five Hundred5 promoting the Eighteenth Brumaire and was now provided with a magnificent senatorial seat near Digne township, wrote a cranky little private letter to the minister of public worship, Monsieur Bigot de Préameneu.6 We produce here a genuine extract of a few lines:

“Carriage upkeep? Whatever for, in a town with less than four thousand people? Travel expenses incurred in pastoral rounds? To start with, what’s the good of them anyway? And then, how the hell does he do the rounds by post chaise in such mountainous terrain? There are no roads. One has to proceed on horseback. Even the bridge over the Durance at Château-Arnoux7 can barely take a bullock-drawn cart. All these priests are the same. Greedy and tight. This one played the good apostle when he first turned up. Now he acts like all the rest. He must have a carriage and a post chaise. He must have luxury, the same as the old bishops. Oh, these bloody clergy! Monsieur le comte, things will only come good when the emperor has delivered us from these pious swine. Down with the pope! [Things were not good with Rome at that point.]8 As for me, I’m for Caesar alone.” And so on and so forth.

Madame Magloire, on the other hand, was delighted.

“Hooray!” she said to Mademoiselle Baptistine. “Monseigneur put the others first but he’s wound up having to think of himself, finally. He’s fixed up all his charities. Here’s three thousand livres for us. At last!”

The same night, the bishop wrote a note, which he handed to his sister. It went like this:

CARRIAGE UPKEEP AND TRAVEL EXPENSES

Beef broth for the sick in the hospital

1500 livres   

For the society of maternal charity of Aix

250 livres

For the society of maternal charity of Draguignan

250 livres

For abandoned children

500 livres

For orphans

500 livres

TOTAL

3000 livres

And that was Monsieur Myriel’s budget.

As for the cost of episcopal services, redemptions, dispensations, baptisms, sermons, consecrations of churches and chapels, marriages and so on, the bishop took from the rich all the more greedily for giving it all to the poor.

It wasn’t long before offerings of money poured in. The haves and the have-nots all knocked on Monsieur Myriel’s door, some coming in search of the alms that the others had just left. In less than a year, the bishop became treasurer of all works of charity and cashier to all those in distress. Large sums passed through his hands, but nothing could make him change his style of life in the slightest or get him to embellish his spartan existence by the faintest touch of the superfluous.

Far from it. As there is always more misery at the bottom of the ladder than there is fraternity at the top, everything was given away, so to speak, before it was received, like water on thirsty soil. A lot of good it did him to be given money, he never had any. And so, he robbed himself.

The custom being for bishops to put their full baptismal names at the head of their mandates and pastoral letters, the poor people of the area had chosen, out of a sort of affectionate instinct, the one among all the bishop’s various names that made the most sense to them, and so they called him Monseigneur Bienvenu—Welcome. We’ll do likewise whenever the occasion arises. Besides, the nickname tickled him.

“I like that name,” he said. “Bienvenu pulls Monseigneur into line.”

We are not saying that the portrait of the man we offer here is accurate; we will restrict ourselves to the claim that it is a passing likeness.

III. A GOOD BISHOP FOR A HARD BISHOPRIC

Though he may have converted his carriage into alms, that didn’t stop the bishop from doing his rounds. Digne was a particularly exhausting diocese to tour. There was precious little flat land and a great deal of mountain. And there were almost no roads, as we said earlier. Thirty-two parishes, forty-one vicarages, and two hundred and eighty branch parishes. To visit all of that is no mean feat. But the bishop somehow managed. He did it on foot locally, in a cart on the plains, and in a chair on a pack mule in the mountains. The two old women went with him. When the going was too tough for them, he went on his own.

One day he rode into Senez, a town that was once an episcopal city,1 mounted on a donkey. He had been bled dry at the time and couldn’t afford any other mode of transport. The mayor of Senez, who had come to greet him at the gate of the bishop’s palace, watched him get down from his donkey, completely scandalized. A few good burghers stood around snickering.

“Monsieur le maire,” said the bishop, “and you dear gentlemen, I see I’ve shocked you. You think it’s terribly arrogant of a poor priest to ride the same beast that Jesus Christ rode. I only did so out of necessity, let me assure you, and not out of vanity.”

On his rounds, he was giving and gentle and he didn’t preach so much as chat. He never represented a virtue as though it were beyond an ordinary person’s reach. He never drummed up far-fetched arguments or examples. To the inhabitants of one area, he cited the example of the inhabitants of a neighboring area. In cantons where those in need were dealt with harshly, he would say, “Look at the good folk of Briançon. They have given their poor and widows and orphans the right to mow their meadows three days before everyone else.2 When their houses are tumbling down, they rebuild them for free. And so it is a place blessed by God. For a whole hundred years, they have not had a single murderer.”

At harvest time in villages where people were greedy for gain he would say, “Look at the good folk of Embrun. If a man with a family finds himself at harvest time with his sons in the army and his daughters working as domestics in town, and he’s sick and can’t work, the curé offers up prayers for him and on Sunday, after mass, all the people in the village, men, women, and children, go into the poor man’s field and harvest his crop for him and they take the straw and grain and put it in his granary.” To families torn by money worries and inheritance wrangles he would say, “Look at the Devolny mountains, a place so wild you’ll only hear the nightingale there once every fifty years. Well, when the father in a family dies, the boys go off to seek their fortunes and leave the girls the property, so they have a better chance of finding a husband.” In cantons where people had a taste for litigation and where farmers went broke over engraved stationery,3 he would say, “Look at the fine peasants of the valley of Queyras. There are three thousand souls there. Lord! It’s like a small republic. Judges and bailiffs are unheard-of. The mayor does everything. He divvies up taxes, assessing each person fairly, mediates quarrels for free, distributes personal assets without charging any fees, hands down sentences without cost. And he is obeyed because he is a just man among simple men.” In villages that he found to be without a schoolteacher, he also cited the case of Queyras. “Do you know what they do?” he would ask. “Since a tiny place of some twelve to fifteen households can’t always feed a teacher, they’ve got teachers who are paid by the whole valley, who whip around the villages, spending a week here, ten days there, teaching. These teachers do the fairs—I’ve seen them. You can recognize them by the quills they wear in their hatband. The ones who only teach how to read wear one feather, those who teach reading and sums have two feathers, and those who teach reading, sums, and Latin have three feathers. Those last I mentioned are real scholars. What a shameful thing it is to be ignorant! You should do what the folk of Queyras do.”

That’s how he talked, in a fatherly fashion, gravely. If he lacked examples, he made up parables that went straight to the point, with few pretty phrases and lots of images—and with the same eloquence as Jesus Christ himself, sincere and persuasive.

IV. HE PUTS HIS MONEY WHERE HIS MOUTH IS

In conversation, he was affable and cheery. He spoke at the same level as the two old ladies that spent their lives by his side; when he laughed, it was the laugh of a schoolboy.

Madame Magloire liked to call him Your Highness. One day, he got up out of his armchair and went to find a book. The book happened to be on one of the top shelves and, as the bishop was fairly short, he couldn’t reach it. “Madame Magloire,” he said, “bring me a chair, will you. My Highness doesn’t extend to this shelf.”

One of his distant relatives, Madame la comtesse de Lô, rarely let an opportunity slip to enumerate in his presence what she called “the hopes” of her three sons. She had several very elderly relatives at death’s door of whom her sons were the natural heirs. The youngest of the three was to collect from a great-aunt a tidy sum of a hundred thousand livres in bonds; the middle son was to step into his uncle’s title as duc; and the eldest was to succeed to a peerage held by his grandfather.1 The bishop would listen in silence to this innocent and forgivable maternal showing off. Once, though, he seemed more dreamy than usual as Madame de Lô was going over all these successions and “hopes” in lavish detail. She stopped midsentence somewhat impatiently.

“Heavens, cousin! A penny for your thoughts!”

“I was thinking,” said the bishop, “about something strange that is, I think, in Saint Augustine.2 ‘Put your hope in Him who has no successor.’ ”

Another time he received the death notice of a gentleman of the district, which laid out, in one long page, not only the honors of the deceased but all the feudal ranks and titles of nobility of every one of his relations.

“What a broad back has Death!” he cried. “You can cheerily pile up any number of titles on it. And how cunningly people manage to feed their vanity via the tomb!”

He occasionally went in for gentle raillery but there was almost always a serious message involved. One year, during Lent, a young vicar came to Digne and preached eloquently enough in the cathedral. The subject of his sermon was charity. He called upon the rich to give to the poor and thereby avoid hell, which he painted in the most alarming colors imaginable, and to get to heaven, which he made out to be desirable and extremely pleasant. In the audience there was a well-heeled retired merchant, a bit of a cheapskate, named Monsieur Géborand, who had made half a million manufacturing serge and other kinds of coarse woolen cloth, known as cadis and gasquets. Monsieur Géborand had never in his life given alms to those less fortunate than himself. But from the date of this sermon, everyone noticed that he gave a sou every Sunday to the old beggar women who hung around the door of the cathedral. There were six of them who had to share that sou. One day, the bishop saw him performing his act of charity and said to his sister with a smile, “I see Monsieur Géborand’s busy buying a sou’s worth of paradise.”

When it came to charity, he did not allow himself to be put off, even by a knock-back; in such a case, he would find words that gave pause for thought. Once he was collecting money for the poor in a salon in town. The marquis de Champtercier happened to be there—a rich old tightwad who had found a way to be an ultra-royalist and an ultra-Voltairean at once,3 though at the time he was not alone in such a feat. The bishop came to him and put a hand on his arm. “Monsieur le marquis, you must give me something.” The marquis turned to him and said sharply, “Monseigneur, I have my own poor.” “Give them to me,” came the bishop’s reply.

One day he gave the following sermon in the cathedral:

“Dearly beloved brethren, my good friends, there are in France thirteen hundred and twenty thousand peasant’s homes that have only three openings; eighteen hundred and seventeen homes that have only two openings, the door and one window; and, lastly, three hundred and forty-six thousand cabins that have only one opening, the door. This, thanks to something called the tax on doors and windows.4 You put poor families, old women, young children, in such abodes, and just watch the fevers and diseases! Alas! God gives men air, the law sells it to them. I do not blame the law, I praise God. In the Isère, in the Var, in the two alpine regions, the Upper Alps and the Lower Alps, the peasants don’t even have wheelbarrows; the men carry cow dung on their backs. They don’t have candles; they burn twigs and rope soaked in pine resin. It’s the same throughout the highlands of the Dauphiné. They make bread to last six months, they bake it with dried cow dung. In winter they break the bread with the aid of an ax and soak it in water for twenty-four hours before they are able to eat it. My brothers, have pity! Look at all the suffering around you.”

A native of Provence, he had easily picked up all the different dialects of the south. He could say, “Eh bé! moussou, sès sage?” (Hey there! Mister, you behavin’?), as they said in the Lower Languedoc, and “Onté, anaris passa?” (’Morning, what gives?), as they said in the Lower Alps, and “Puerte un bouen moutou embe un bouen froumage grase” (A good sheep gives a good fat



























V. HOW MONSEIGNEUR BIENVENU MADE HIS CASSOCKS LAST TOO LONG





















VI. HOW HE PROTECTED HIS HOUSE



























VII. CRAVATTE






































VIII. PHILOSOPHY AFTER A DRINK OR TWO













IX. THE BROTHER AS THE SISTER TELLS IT


























X. THE BISHOP BEFORE AN UNKNOWN LIGHT





























































































XI. A QUALIFICATION
















XII. MONSEIGNEUR BIENVENU’S SOLITUDE





XIII. WHAT HE BELIEVED













XIV. WHAT HE THOUGHT
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