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			Victor Hugo

			French novelist, poet, playwright and politician

			
					Born in Besançon in 1802

					Died in Paris in 1885

					Notable works:	Hernani (1830), play

	The Hunchback of Notre-Dame (1832), novel

	Le Misérables (1862), novel




			

			A poet, novelist, playwright and politician, Victor Hugo was the most symbolic writer of the French Romantic movement. Elected as a figurehead of the Romantics, he also led a politically engaged life, defending significant causes, such as the abolition of the death sentence. During the second empire, he was forced to go into exile (1851-1870) in Jersey, then in Guernsey, where he wrote Les Misérables.

			On his death, in 1885, the Republic organized a national funeral for him, and he was celebrated by the people as the most important French writer of all time.

		


		
			Les Misérables

			A multi-dimensional realistic fiction

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Hugo, V. (1956) Les Misérables. Paris: Gallimard.

					First edition: 1862

					Themes: poverty, love, death, religion, redemption, revolt

			

			Les Misérables is a novel in five volumes published in 1862. Of considerable length, the plot of this story focuses on the character of Jean Valjean, a former prisoner sentenced to the galleys, and his quest for redemption. The hero meets many people, who all serve for the author to describe the misery weighing on the people, against the background of historical reconstitutions.

			A phenomenal success at its publication, Les Misérables is now one of the most widely read works of French literature and a text that has generated the greatest number of by-works.

		


		
			Summary

			Volume I – Fantine

			After many years spent in prison for stealing a loaf of bread and having tried to escape several times, the prisoner Jean Valjean is finally freed. When he arrives in Digne looking for a place to spend the night, his status of former prisoner leads everyone to close their door to him, except Bishop Myriel, who offers him food and a place to rest. However, Jean Valjean flees during the night, stealing the silverware and two candelabras. He is taken by the police and brought back to the clergyman. The latter forgives him, declares him free and encourages him to become an honest man. After a last misdeed, Valjean decides to follow the priest’s advice.

			A young woman called Fantine lives in Paris. Abandoned by her companion while she was pregnant, she soon cannot provide for her daughter Cosette anymore. She finally decides to leave the French capital to go to Montreuil-Sur-Mer, where she hopes to find work. Aware that the child would be an impediment in doing so, she decides to entrust her to the Thénardiers, a couple of shady innkeepers who agree to take on Cosette in exchange for a monthly allowance.

			Fantine goes to her native town and sees that everything has changed: indeed, an industrialist, Mr. Madeleine, gave a new boost to the region’s economy. The young woman manages to find work that will enable her to provide for herself and her daughter, despite the regular rises in the allowance demanded by the Thénardiers under false 
pretexts. Unfortunately, the other workers, who are jealous of Fantine, discover that she is an unmarried mother and manage to get her fired, allegedly on the orders of Mr. Madeleine. Despaired, Cosette’s mother ends up prostituting herself to meet the ever-increasing financial demands of the innkeepers.

			One day, an altercation with a bourgeois man triggers her arrest by Javert. Despite her supplications, the inspector condemns her to six months of imprisonment. However, the sentence is contested by Mr. Madeleine, who has since become the mayor. As Fantine insults him because she deems him responsible for her misfortune, the mayor understands what happened in his factory and decides to repair the misunderstanding: he promises to pay off the debts she owes the Thénardiers and to bring Cosette to Montreuil. He also has Fantine taken care of, as she is in poor health.

			When they see that the debts are going to be paid off, the Thénardiers try to extort even more money from him, while still refusing to give him Cosette, who has become a source of income for them. As he decides to go and fetch the child himself, the mayor is told of a strange occurrence by the mayor: a man called Champmathieu was arrested, because he is supposed to be the terrible Jean Valjean. The criminal is to be judged the next day in Arras. Mr. Madeleine knows that it is not true, because he himself is Jean Valjean. After hesitating for a long time, he decides to go to the trial and to denounce himself in order to avoid having another man condemned in his stead.

			Once in Arras, he reveals his true identity and proves it by revealing details that only Jean Valjean could know. Champmathieu is declared innocent and Jean Valjean returns to Montreuil as quickly as he can, to be at Fantine’s bedside, who is very ill. Soon after this, Javert comes to arrest him at the hospital and reveals the true identity of Mr. Madeleine to Fantine, who understands that she will never see her child again and dies of sadness.

			Imprisoned, Jean Valjean escapes. Then, having taken all his financial assets and some personal belongings, he flees thanks to his servant’s lie.

			Volume II – Cosette

			After having gone through Waterloo (an opportunity for the author to remind us of the famous battle) and wandering for a long time, Jean Valjean is captured again. As he is about to board the Orion, the galley on which he has been condemned to row, he is allowed by his guard to attempt to save a sailor of the boat whose life is in danger. He manages to do so but falls in the sea and does not appear again: he is believed to be dead.

			Cosette has now been at the mercy of the shady Thénardiers for five years. Mistreated, she is in charge of the worst chores at the inn. One day, as night falls, she is sent by her tormentors to fetch water from the river. Terribly frightened, she nevertheless manages to accomplish her chore. As she struggles to get back to the inn, a man helps her to carry her heavy load and brings her back safely: he is a traveler looking for a place to stay. Once at the inn, he prevents the Thénardiers from mishandling her and, even better, gives the girl many presents, which greatly annoys the innkeeper. The next day, the traveler bargains for Cosette’s freedom in exchange for money. Thus, Fantine’s daughter leaves the place with her mysterious benefactor, who is none other than Jean Valjean.

			They arrive in Paris. Jean Valjean rents a room in an old building, the house of Gorbeau, in order to hide there with Cosette. They lead a simple and quiet life. Very soon, the former prisoner becomes famous for his generosity. His mercy is all the more striking since he often asks the concierge for change of thousand franc notes, a fortune that contrasts with his miserable appearance. This mystery reaches the ears of Inspector Javert, who decides to lead his own investigation. Aware that he is being watched, Valjean decides to flee. However, he is caught by the policeman, who, having carefully thought about everything, realized his true identity. After a chase through the streets of the capital, the prisoner and the young girl manage to escape by landing in the gardens of the Picpus convent.

			There, Valjean is recognized as being Mr. Madeleine by Fauchelevent, a former merchant who became a gardener, and whose life the mayor had saved. He agrees to help the prisoner and his child: he can introduce them in the convent by passing them off as his brother and his daughter. The problem is that, in order to do this, the two newcomers will have to symbolically pass the gates of the convent, in order to be accepted. Although getting Cosette out of the cloister would not be difficult, it is more complicated where Jean Valjean is concerned. Fortunately, the death of a nun they wish to bury illegally under the altar makes things easier: the prisoner will take the place of the body in the coffin that will officially leave the convent. Fauchelevent being friends with the grave digger, he will manage to get the former prisoner out of the coffin and fill the hole again afterwards. Everything happens as planned, despite a slight mishap. After finding Cosette again, who is staying nearby, she and Jean Valjean enter the convent where they lead a quiet life.

			Volume III – Marius

			Gavroche, a poor young boy who wanders the streets of Paris, goes to visit his parents, the Jondrettes, who live in the house of Gorbeau. In the room next to theirs, lives a poor young man called Marius. The latter is the son of the colonel Pontmercy, a former soldier of Napoleon saved by chance by Thénardier, who was trying to rob him, at the battle of Waterloo.

			Divested of his titles at the fall of the empire, Colonel Pontmercy marries the daughter of the rich bourgeois Gillenormand, who dies when giving birth to Marius. Threatening to disinherit the child if it is not given to him, Mr. Gillenormand monopolizes the child and forbids his father to see it. The former colonel often goes against the rule by going to watch his son for a few seconds when the child is on his way to the church. Soon after that, he goes into the church and explains his situation to Father Mabeuf. 

			One day, Marius receives a letter from his father telling him that he is dying and would like to see him one last time; Gillenormand consents, but Marius arrives too late. Soon afterwards, Marius learns the truth about his father from Father Mabeuf. It is a shock for the young man who, after many inquiries, discovers the nature of his father. He decides to adore him, takes the names Marius de Pontmercy and starts looking for his father’s savior, a man called Thénardier. When his grandfather hears of this, an argument breaks out, following which the young man leaves the family house. 

			Then, Marius arrives in Paris, penniless. Soon, he befriends the members of the Friends of the ABC, a small group of pro-republicans. Three years later, his financial situation is finally stable: he rents a small room at the house of Gorbeau and manages to live well enough, despite his meagre means. He often visits Father Mabeuf, who lives nearby, and wanders in the gardens of the Luxembourg during his free time. 

			In the park, the young man encounters a young woman accompanied by an old man, whom he believes to be his father. He calls them Mr. Leblanc and Miss Lenoir. Falling heedlessly in love with the mysterious young lady, Marius goes each day to the park to get a glimpse of her. Then, one day, the pair starts coming less often, then not at all, which profoundly affects the young man. He tries in vain to obtain their address.

			A few weeks later, Marius observes his neighbors, the Jondrettes, through the thin separation between their rooms, and cannot help but notice that they live in extremely poor conditions. He notices that they sometimes receive the visit of benefactors, among whom he recognizes the young woman and the older man from the garden. The old man promises the family to come back at six o’clock to give them money. As the pair leaves the room, Marius hears that Jondrette intends to ambush Mr. Leblanc when he comes back, in order to rob him. Frightened, the young man goes to Javert for help, and together they make a plan: Marius will have two pistols with him and will observe the scene from his hideout. When things start to turn ugly, he will have to fire: that will be the signal for the inspector and his men to intervene. 

			Later, when Mr. Leblanc arrives at the Jondrettes’, he is met by the master of the house and a bunch of thieves. Very soon, despite a surprising resistance, he finds himself tied up. Jondrette then reveals his true identity: he is Thénardier. He demands 200,000 francs from Mr. Leblanc, in reparation for the theft of a child committed eight years earlier. To ensure his obedience, Thénardier forces him to give them his address, so that the thieves can go there and take his daughter hostage. However, the address is false. Intending to take his revenge on the old man, Thénardier is surprised by him, because Leblanc used this additional time to partially free himself. He then surrenders to his tormentors who do not have the time to kill him because Javert intervenes. Everybody is arrested and imprisoned, except for Mr. Leblanc, who is none other than Jean Valjean and who manages to escape.

			Volume IV – the Idyll of the Rue Plumet

			Jean Valjean, now known under the name Ultime Fauchelevent, left the convent to settle in the Rue Plumet with Cosette and a servant. He also bought two other apartments, where he stays from time to time to avoid raising suspicion.

			Cosette has become a charming young woman, who is very happy to live with the man she considers her father.

			As for Marius, he is still upset by the events of the day before and the arrest of the man he
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