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			Victor Hugo

			French poet, dramatist, novelist and politician

			
					Born in Besançon (eastern France) in 1802.

					Died in Paris in 1885.

					Notable works:	The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1831), novel

	The Contemplations (1856), poetry collection

	Les Misérables (1862), novel




			

			Victor Hugo was the leading figure of Romanticism in France, and his writing embodies the precepts of the movement. He was politically active throughout his life, and this is often reflected in his work. For example, The Last Day of a Condemned Man (1829) serves to illustrate the cruelty of the death penalty, while Les Misérables features overt social criticism.

			During the Second French Empire (the political regime established by Napoleon III [Emperor of the French, 1808-1873], 1852-1870), Hugo was forced to go into exile, first in Brussels, then in Jersey and finally in Guernsey, where he wrote Les Misérables, among other works.

			After his death in 1885, a grand state funeral was organised, and he is now widely recognised as one of the greatest French authors of all time.

		


		
			Hernani

			A pioneering Romantic drama

			
					Genre: drama

					Reference edition: Hugo, V. (2017) Hernani. Trans. Burnham Ives, G. Germany: Jazzybee Verlag.

					1st edition: 1830

					Themes: love triangle, history, nobility, honour, politics, Romantic hero

			

			Hernani is a drama in five acts which stirred up conflict between the Anciens (“Ancients”, meaning the supporters of classical theatre) and the Modernes (“Moderns”, meaning the younger generation which was in favour of innovation, including Romanticism) when it was first performed in 1830. The play marked the emergence of a new theatrical form known as the Romantic drama.

			As Hugo envisaged it, the Romantic drama would grant authors more freedom than the strict rules of classical theatre. In particular, by not writing their works in alexandrines (12-syllable lines with a caesura, or break, between each hemistich, or half-line), writers could convey minute emotional nuances and give their characters, who often find themselves at the mercy of fate and their passions, greater psychological depth.

			Hernani recounts the tragic love story between the titular character, a former noble who has turned to banditry after being banished, and a young woman named Donna Sol de Silva, who has two other suitors, namely her uncle Don Ruy Gomez and Don Carlos, king of Spain.

		


		
			Summary

			Act First. The king

			Don Carlos, the king of Castile, pretends to be Donna Sol’s lover Hernani, a bandit who leads a troop of rebels, in order to get into her room undetected. He runs into her elderly maid and forces her to help him hide in a wardrobe, where he remains after Donna Sol and Hernani come into the room so that he can eavesdrop on their conversation. Hernani ardently expresses his love for Donna Sol, who is betrothed to her elderly uncle, Don Ruy Gomez. She tells her lover that she wants to follow him and live life on the run with him.

			When Hernani talks about his oath to kill the king of Castile to avenge his father, who was killed by the king’s father, Don Carlos bursts out of the wardrobe and declares his love for Donna Sol, although his face is still hidden beneath a hat. The two rivals are preparing to duel when there is a knock at the door: Don Ruy Gomez enters and is furious to see two men in his fiancée’s room. Don Carlos then reveals his true identity and pretends that he has come to the castle to announce the death of Maximilian, Emperor of Germany, and that Hernani is a member of his retinue. He then says that he wants to talk to Don Ruy Gomez about his chances of acceding to the throne of the Holy Roman Empire.

			Before he leaves, Hernani arranges to meet Donna Sol at midnight, unaware that the king is still listening to their conversation. Don Carlos withdraws and is followed by Hernani, who delivers a monologue on the vengeance he must exact on behalf of his father.

			Act Second. The bandit

			That night, the king and his courtiers wait outside Don Ruy Gomez’s palace in order to spring an ambush on the lovers. Don Carlos manages to meet Donna Sol by pretending to be Hernani. He tells her that she could live as a queen with him, but she turns down his offer and calls to Hernani, who arrives and embraces her. The bandit challenges the king to a duel, but when Don Carlos refuses, he realises that pressing the issue would amount to a dishonourable murder and lets him leave. Don Carlos threatens Hernani, telling him that his status as a bandit means that he will be pursued across the empire. As Hernani knows that this would put Donna Sol in danger, he begins to have second thoughts about their decision to flee. However, the young woman is undeterred, as the only thing that matters to her is being with her lover. With the king’s army hot on his heels and the threat of the gallows hanging over him, Hernani refuses to let Donna Sol share in his fate and leaves her to rejoin his men.

			Act Third. The old man

			The day of Donna Sol’s wedding to Don Ruy Gomez has arrived. As the couple are talking, they are interrupted by a page, who tells them that a pilgrim has just arrived. Before he lets him in, Don Ruy Gomez asks the page whether he has heard any rumours about the “the bandit chief, who overruns our forests with his band of cut-throats” (Act III, Scene I), meaning Hernani. The page responds that he has heard that he is dead. Donna Sol, who is standing to one side, is distraught. In accordance with the conventions of hospitality, Don Ruy Gomez goes to meet the visitor. When Donna Sol arrives and the pilgrim sees that she is wearing a wedding dress, he cannot contain his emotions and reveals that he is actually Hernani.

			The discovery that Donna Sol is preparing to marry her uncle and seems to have forgotten him has plunged Hernani into despair, and he demands to be arrested and handed over to the authorities, as there is a price on his head because he is the leader of a group of bandits. However, Don Ruy Gomez is forced to refuse because even though Hernani is a bandit, he is also his guest, which means that he is obliged to protect him.

			When Don Ruy Gomez goes out to barricade the castle in case armed troops arrive to arrest his guest, leaving Donna Sol and Hernani alone together, the couple once again declare their love for one another and say that if it comes down to it, they will die together. Her uncle returns as they are gazing lovingly at each other, and laments Hernani’s lack of respect and honour, and the degeneracy of the world in general. Hernani wants to sacrifice himself to prove his mistress’s good faith, but when the king’s arrival is announced, Don Ruy Gomez once again bows to the demands of hospitality and hides the bandit.

			At the king stands outside the barricaded castle, he accuses Don Ruy Gomez of opposing his power and of hiding Hernani, which the old man makes no effort to conceal. The king demands that the fugitive be brought to him, but Don Ruy Gomez evokes his illustrious forbears by way of explaining that the laws of hospitality are sacred to him. He even offers himself in place of his guest. Donna Sol protests, and in the end Don Ruy Gomez hands her over to Don Carlos, allowing him to preserve his honour as a host; however, unbeknownst to him, he has given his fiancée over to a rival suitor. Hernani and Don Ruy Gomez are now left alone, and the bandit knows that his host has saved him and now holds his life in his hands. He nonetheless asks Don Ruy Gomez to allow him to see Donna Sol once more before he dies. The bandit then suggests that the two men join forces to save Donna Sol and postpone his execution. When Don Ruy Gomez thinks that the time is right to kill Hernani, all he has to do is sound the horn and he will join him.

			Act Fourth. The tomb

			Don Carlos is in the tombs at Aix-la-Chapelle in Germany as the electors are getting ready to choose a new emperor, whose name will be announced by firing a cannon a specific number of times. One of his courtiers tells him the names of some of the conspirators who are planning to overthrow him if he is elected, but the king does not yet know that Don Ruy Gomez and Hernani are also part of the group. Alone on the stage, he apostrophises Charlemagne (king of the Franks, king of the Lombards and Holy Roman Emperor, 742 or 747-814), then enters his tomb to ask him how he should lead.

			The conspirators arrive and draw lots to decide who should assassinate Don Carlos. The task falls to Hernani. The cannon is fired three times, signifying that Don Carlos has been elected emperor. He then emerges from the tomb, and his soldiers surround the conspirators. Although Hernani is spared because only the nobles are punished, he insists on sharing their punishment and reveals his true identity: he is actually a nobleman, Juan of Aragon, who was banished by the new emperor’s father. Donna Sol begs Don Carlos to let him live. The emperor, whose new role has made him righteous and just, agrees, makes Hernani a knight and gives him Donna Sol’s hand in marriage, as well as pardoning the rest of the conspirators. In exchange, Hernani must renounce his promise to kill him. When he is alone again, Don Carlos returns to Charlemagne’s tomb and asks him if he did the right thing.

			Act Fifth. The nuptials

			Some young gentlemen are discussing Donna Sol and Hernani’s impending wedding. As they catch sight of a mysterious figure dressed in black, the young couple arrives. The gentlemen congratulate them, then leave.

			Now that the two of them are alone, they tell each other how much they love each other and how happy they are to be together at last. At that moment, the horn sounds and Hernani is plunged into despair. Donna Sol cannot help but notice his sudden change in mood, but he does not want her to know the truth, so he claims that a physical ailment is troubling him and asks her to go fetch a vial whose contents could ease his pain. He is lamenting his fate when the man in black, who turns out to be Don Ruy Gomez, arrives. He reminds Hernani of the promise he made and asks him whether he wants to die by the sword or by poison. The young nobleman tries to get out of his death sentence by bargaining with Don Ruy Gomez, but he eventually resigns himself to his fate, choosing to die by poison. When Donna Sol comes back and discovers what is happening, she is determined to save Hernani and alternates between behaving aggressively and pleading for her fiancé’s life. In the end, she grabs the vial of poison and drinks half of it, and Hernani finishes off the rest. The couple die side by side, and Don Ruy Gomez is so shaken by what he has just seen that he commits suicide too.

		


		
			Character study

			Hernani (Juan of Aragon)

			Hernani is really Juan of Aragon, the son of a Spanish grandee (one of the highest-ranking members of the nobility) who was executed by the previous king, and is an archetypal Romantic hero, as he is entirely at the mercy of his passions and fate.

			He is tormented by the death and loneliness that characterised his past, and is now living as a bandit in the mountains in Aragon. He is madly in love with Donna Sol, but is torn between his desire to flee with her and his need to avenge his father’s death at the hands of Don Carlos’s father by killing the current king. He renounces his quest for vengeance after Don Carlos becomes emperor, discovers his real identity and decides to forgive him and grant him Donna Sol’s hand in marriage. However, like all Romantic heroes, Hernani falls victim to destiny: he attaches so much importance to honour that he refuses to break the deadly pact he made with Don Ruy Gomez. Although he hesitates at the last minute, in the end he resolves to die to preserve his honour and that of Donna Sol, and dies in the arms of his beloved.

			The character of Hernani is particularly Romantic because of his fraught relationship with the past: he is weighed down by it, which imbues him with a thirst for vengeance and an attachment to noble values, but has been deprived of his future by his fateful pact with Don Ruy Gomez

			Donna Sol de Silva

			
			
			Don Ruy Gomez de Silva

			
			
			Don Carlos
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