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  Introduction


  WHEREVER ONE LOOKS in the nineteenth century, there is a Victor Hugo  each one accompanied by its contradiction: the
  angelic child prodigy of the early Romantics and the satanic Attila of the French language;1 the militant monarchist
  and the revolutionary socialist; the symbol of a corrupt aristocracy and defender of the misrables; a represser of revolts and instigator of riots.


  By the time he fled the country in 1851, Hugo was the most famous living writer in the world, the founder of two distinct phases of Romanticism. His influence on French literature was second
  only to that of the Bible. In the long night of exile, faced with a new audience  the ocean  he discovered a new set of identities: the visionary poet who invented a religion and
  received personal compliments on his work from Jesus Christ and Shakespeare; the hero of freedom-fighters from Serbia to South America.


  Hugo returned to Paris at the end of the Empire in 1870 as a gigantic oxymoron who seemed single-handedly to represent the history of France since the Revolution. When he died in 1885, he was
  followed to his tomb by a crowd which outnumbered the usual population of Paris. The obituaries turned out to be premature: it emerged that only two-thirds of Hugos work had been published
  in his lifetime. Seventeen years after his death, the corpus had swollen to include seven novels, eighteen volumes of poetry, twenty-one plays, a small museum of paintings and drawings, and
  approximately three million words of history, criticism, travel writing and philosophy. Now that the fragments of Ocan and the coded diaries have been published, Hugo seems to have
  erred on the side of modesty when he hoped that his complete works would form a multiple book that sums up a whole century.2


  Our own century has added several Hugos of its own: the prophet of Surrealism, two World Wars and the European Community; the principal saint of a Vietnamese religion; the General de Gaulle of
  French letters and hero of the French Left; the popular classic whose works have spawned adaptations often profoundly opposed to the spirit of the originals; the cross-party monarch of a French
  Republic which commemorated the centenary of his death in 1985 with a nationwide spate of exhibitions, postcards and videos.


  This proliferation of Victor Hugos has had an unexpected consequence: each separate Hugo has fallen into a kind of obscurity or been tidied away under the heading of Cocteaus distracting
  paradox: Victor Hugo was a madman who thought he was Victor Hugo.3 The disputatious rabble of his writing was not
  invited to the celebration of its own revolution. Twelve years on, the epic edition of the Correspondance Familiale has been arrested at 1839 by the commercial coup
  dtat of a publisher. France now has several miles of Boulevards Victor Hugo and a small population of busts, bas-reliefs and statues, but there is still no complete, scholarly
  edition of his works and letters. It was in exile in the Channel Islands that Hugo plumbed his own depths and found his widest audience. Definitions of Hugoesque in The Oxford
  English Dictionary unfortunately suggest a similar eclipse of the work by the image in Britain. In 1893, Hugoesque was a synonym of RomanticMedieval. By 1960, it had
  acquired a different connotation: Almost Hugoesque in his unflagging pursuit of maids.4


  *


  THIS BIOGRAPHY had one of its origins in the bowels of the ferry that mysteriously stops its engines in mid-Channel and sits in total darkness for
  several hours before sailing for Guernsey with the first light of dawn. Trapped on the ocean, I began to read the novel which George Saintsbury called the maddest book in recognized
  literature:5 LHomme Qui Rit. It had been written a short distance across the water on the top floor of a house
  which might be called the maddest building in the history of domestic architecture: Hauteville House.


  A few months later, I started work with a sense of righteous excitement that the magnificent delusions of works like LHomme Qui Rit were still being locked
  away during official visits, and with a nagging sense of personal ignorance. Hugo always ended up occupying a large part of anything I wrote on the French nineteenth century. His name came up in
  conversations and tutorials on apparently unrelated subjects. Several of his poems had recorded themselves in memory to be declaimed in moments of guaranteed privacy. Hugo himself remained a
  mystery. I knew the Romantic boot that marched into the Comdie Franaise in 1830, the fist that confiscated French verse for the best part of a century, the eye of
  conscience that stared at Napoleon III from the Channel Islands, and, inevitably, the token of another kind of virility that Hugo poetically called his lyre; but I had never seen the
  giant as a whole.


  This book is an attempt to explore Victor Hugo in his entirety by using the work on which he lavished the greatest amount of love and ingenuity: his life.


  *


  THE FIRST BIOGRAPHIES of Hugo were a small, inbred community spawned by two squabbling parents: the adulatory account of Hugos life up to 1841
  written by his wife and doctored by his disciples  possibly the most plagiarized book in French literature  and Edmond Birs three vitriolic testaments to the
  disappointments of growing up (1883, 1891 and 1894). A devout Catholic and passionate admirer of Hugo in his youth, Bir followed the advice of his Bishop to treat Les
  Misrables as a thing of Satan and produced a relentlessly negative image of a self-inflated balloon who held the gaze of the myrmidons below for seventy years, showering them with lies
  and beautiful poems. For one side, Hugo was a hero of humanity; for the other, a hypocrite and a traitor who cheated and scrimped his way to fame and fortune.


  Each of these biographers wrote with only one eye open at a time, and while, from a scholarly point of view, one might prefer Birs black eye-patch to the rose-tinted monocle of
  the Hugophiles, both sides laboured under self-imposed constraints which made it impossible for them to be honest. Hugo was so enmeshed in French cultural institutions and
  their historical controversies that studies written by his compatriots were often more closely related to polemic than to literary criticism. Significantly, the fairest early biographies were Frank
  Marzials Life of Victor Hugo (London, 1888) and J. Pringle Nichols Sketch of His Life and Work (London and New York, 1893).


  Even when scholarly habits began to prevail, Hugos biographers were hampered by the self-defeating discretion of the forty-five-volume Imprimerie Nationale edition
  (190452), flaunting its omissions on unnecessarily large and expensive pages. It ended with four volumes of carefully weeded correspondence, edited by a woman who was rumoured to be one of
  Hugos unacknowledged daughters. It presented the image of a model father and husband, the tireless grandfather of French letters who suffered five generations of little poets to worship at
  his feet. Similarly asphyxiated by incense, Hugos mistress of fifty years, Juliette Drouet, had her 20,000 love letters boiled down by Paul Souchon to 1001 monotonous examples of
  self-macerating devotion, offering the unnuanced image of a clinging psychopath  an act of piety which was in reality a monument to the editors unconscious misogyny and
  a serious distortion of a complex relationship.


  A new age of Hugo biography began in 1954 with Andr Mauroiss reputable Olympio, continued in its benign spirit by Alain Decauxs Victor Hugo (1984). Both lean
  heavily to the early years, before Hugo sailed for England. Hubert Juins three-volume Victor Hugo (198086) is a narrative chronology which turns the Jean Massin
  dition Chronologique into continuous prose. All three decline to investigate the parts of Hugos genius that appeared to take the form of deliberate deception.
  Biographers may still be prone to what Macaulay termed the disease of admiration. Hugos biographers have suffered more particularly from the disease of discretion. The best
  biographies of Hugo, in fact, are not biographies at all but editions and studies in which analysis or simple fidelity to the texts makes it possible to peel away the layers of legend to see
  whether anything is left in the middle: Jean Gaudons Le Temps de la Contemplation (1969), Victor Bromberts Victor Hugo and the Visionary Novel (1984), and the editorial
  explorations of Pierre Albouy, Jean-Bertrand Barrre, Evelyn Blewer, Jean and Sheila Gaudon, Pierre Georgel, Henri Guillemin, A. R. W. James, Ren Journet,
  Bernard Leuilliot, Jean Massin, Guy Robert and Jacques Seebacher.


  The last life of Victor Hugo in English (1976) deserves a special place as an example of political propaganda surviving the regime that produced it: in this case, the Second Empire
  (185270). As Hugo wrote of a similar historical anomaly: This rejuvenation of a corpse is surprising.6 Nourished
  by lies long since disproved, it briefly describes a self-serving, ignorant megalomaniac inexplicably adored by the French as their greatest poet. It is in parts an unacknowledged paraphrase of
  other biographies. The plot summaries, also unattributed, are lifted, with minute changes, from the old Oxford Companion to French Literature (1959). Each borrowed passage is followed by a
  judgement from the biographers own pen: cumbersome plot, the plot and characters . . . do not bear analysis, has long since become unreadable, etc.
  Works  even major works  not described by the Companion are not mentioned in the biography.


  Hugos fond belief that misdeeds come with their own punishment does not in this case seem overly optimistic. It is fair to assume that the magpie biographer never had the pleasure of
  reading some of the most exciting works of Romantic literature. According to the introduction, The task of writing a life so full, so complex, so exhaustively documented, has clearly daunted
  many biographers. No English writer, until now, has attempted to write a critical biography. This remark has remained true.


  The present biography was intended primarily to provide its author with an excuse to spend four years reading the works of Victor Hugo. It contains new letters, verses, anecdotes, facts and
  sources. Some mysteries have been solved, others created. Unknown editions and publications have come to light. Information on the most obnoxious7 of French exiles as he appeared in the prying eyes of Scotland Yard and the Home Office is new. Many of the quotations from Hugos works and letters have
  never before appeared out of French  not necessarily a sign of progress in Hugos view: How does one recognize intelligence in a nation? By its ability to speak
  French.8


  Translations from the poems are unavoidably utilitarian and give about as much idea of the original as a written description would of a piece of music. Elucidations which concern the history of
  Hugos biographies rather than the story of his life or which open up divergent lines of enquiry have been removed to the archival attic, accessible by the hidden
  staircases marked with note numbers. The largest of these has been given a room to itself (Appendix III).


  A handful of anachronistic allusions to computers and the like are intended to illuminate rather than trivialize, to suggest that Hugos brain is not the exclusive property of the
  nineteenth century, and to serve as reminders that the past is not a theme park or a refuge from the present.


  This is the first fully referenced biography of Hugo in any language. It is based on direct exposure to the works of a writer who was once described as an element of Nature. I have
  accepted the umbrellas of other biographies only when they had some precise find to offer or when they exemplified a particular attitude. Since approximately 3000 words are published every day on
  Victor Hugo, it will be several lifetimes before I can claim to have read everything that has ever been written about him. The exhaustive, definitive biography is in any case a myth:
  the only possible complete biography would be the life of a plant or a worm  unless, that is, one accepted Hugos view that even stones have souls. The test of a biographer lies in the
  willingness to discard and select. I have tried to offer the reader a mine of information without including the slag heap.


  Biographers of famous writers who believe in their own originality are of course happily deluded. It is usual to talk of ones debt to editors and critics. In most cases,
  free gift would be nearer the mark. The mainstays of this biography are the epic Jean Massin edition and the more recent Oeuvres Compltes in the Bouquins
  series, which became more complete as it went along. Without the work of several generations of editors, it would be impossible to survive in the subterranean labyrinth of Hugos works, to
  identify unknown objects and observe its processes before re-emerging in the expected place and in a more or less presentable condition.


  For illumination, I am grateful to Jean-Paul Avice, Alain Brunet, Robert Ellwood, Jean and Sheila Gaudon, Charles Hambrick, Danielle Molinari, Geoffrey Neate, James Patty, Claude Pichois,
  Stephen Roberts and Adrian Tahourdin, and to the following institutions: Taylor Institution Library, Bodleian Library, Bibliothque Nationale de France,
  Bibliothque Historique de la Ville de Paris, Public Record Office (Kew), Maison de Victor Hugo (Place des Vosges), Maison dExil de Victor Hugo (Hauteville House), Jersey Archives
  Service, Jersey Museum (Catherine Burke), St Saviour Parish Hall, Jersey (M. R. P. Mallet), National Army Museum, Royal Society of Literature, Madame Tussauds (Undine Concannon), Archives
  Municipales de Strasbourg ( J. -Y. Mariotte), Universitetsbiblioteket i Oslo (Steinar Nilsen), Family History Library of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. I am grateful to Edwina
  Currie for suggesting a historical chronology.


  For all sorts of help, I should like to thank Gill Coleridge and, for their editorial tact and kindness, Starling Lawrence and Tanya Stobbs. Thanks also to Helen Dore. May Peter Straus find his
  encouragement justified.


  I am happy to say that every page of this biography owes an unreasonably large debt to Margaret.


  GRAHAM ROBB


  139 Hollow Way


  Oxford OX4 2NE
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      CHAPTER ONE

    

  


  A Sabre in the Night


  (18021803)


  VICTOR-MARIE HUGO, according to his father, was conceived almost in
  mid-air, by which he meant one of the highest peaks of the Vosges mountains.1


  There is some doubt as to what else Major Hugo and his wife were doing in May 1801, 3000 feet above sea-level, overlooking the Rhineland which had just been incorporated into Bonapartes
  France. The mountains were infested with bandits and smugglers  or rather, they had been until Major Hugo arrived a few weeks before with his special battalion. He may have returned so that
  his wife could enjoy the view and his account of the campaign. Or, when he made this claim in a letter written shortly after the mothers death in 1821, he may simply have been trying to take
  some credit for Victors sublime muse  a poor substitute, as he pointed out, for the army or the civil service.


  Anyone who climbs the 3000-foot Donon mountain today will find the exact spot of Hugos conception marked by a block of sandstone in section 99 of the Donon forest, just below the summit,
  near the ruins of a Celtic temple:


  
    IN THIS PLACE


    ON 5 FLORAL, YEAR 9


    VICTOR HUGO


    WAS CONCEIVED

  


  This remarkable piece of detective work was the idea of a former Head of Strasbourg Museums, Hans Haug, who erected this memorial-to-end-all-memorials in the mid-1960s as a practical joke. Hugo
  himself preferred a different site. When he retold his fathers story, he usually replaced the Celtic temple with a Roman Temple of Love, the Vosges with
  the Alps and the Donon with Mont Blanc, which has the advantage of being 3000 feet higher, internationally famous and at the intersection of France, Switzerland and Italy.2 More importantly, it meant that the embryo of Victor Hugo came into existence at a major crossroads of world history: even before he had legs to walk on, he
  was following in the footsteps of Hannibal and Napoleon. With such unhumble origins, it would take an enormous quantity of successful ambition to ensure that the rest of his life was not an
  anti-climax.


  *


  VICTOR HUGOS father had met his wife in similarly dramatic circumstances four years before.


  Sophie Trbuchet was a Breton, born in Nantes in 1772, the third of seven children. Her mother died when Sophie was eight, and her father had spent most of his life sailing from Nantes to
  the West Indies, filling up with slaves at West African ports on the way out, and returning with sugar and molasses. In 1783, during a fruitless voyage to Mauritius, he caught a disease and died
  5000 miles from home. The remains of Hugos maternal grandfather now lie somewhere at the bottom of the Indian Ocean. For Hugos mother, the past was something to be locked away or
  remodelled to suit present needs. All that Victor Hugo thought he knew on the subject was that his grandfather was one of those respectable bourgeois who never change their home or their
  views.3


  Having lost both parents, Sophie was taken in by her Aunt Franoise and was still living in Nantes when the Revolution broke out in 1789.


  According to Hugo, whose writings have supplied the spectacles through which the following events have traditionally been viewed, his mother was a half-wild royalist Amazon, chased through the
  Breton undergrowth by republican soldiers, risking her life to rescue persecuted priests. Brittany itself, in Hugos Parisian view of the country, was an antediluvian land inhabited by hairy,
  tattooed peasants, squatting in their cottages or holes in the ground, surviving on milk and chestnuts, fanatically loyal to King and Church, their world-view bounded by the
  horizons of the ancient forests in which they hid, bristling with Druidic superstition and mindless animosity  a contrast, in Hugos personal mythology, to the mountain-born genius.
  Only the wash-basin of the Atlantic Ocean was equal to the filth of Brittany, he wrote on a visit in 1836.4


  When Sophie Trbuchet was a young woman and the republican soldiers came to stamp out the counter-revolutionary fires of the monarchist Bretons, the forests in which Hugo imagined his
  mother running wild were enormous, dark sponges from which, under the pressure of that gigantic foot, the Revolution, civil war spurted out.5 The metaphor was clearly inspired by wet socks and shoes, but also by the murkiness of his own past.


  One of the heaviest boots belonged to Hugos father, Joseph-Lopold-Sigisbert Hugo (usually known as Lopold). He was the third son of a wood merchant and a governess from
  Nancy in the east of France.6 For a soldier, Lopold Hugo was unusually well educated, but had thrown away the chance to pursue
  his studies in order to join the Army. Camaraderie and adventure were preferable to life behind a desk. When he met Sophie Trbuchet, he was twenty-two years old, a short, broad-chested man
  with a ruddy face and a fat nose, swerving constantly from deep dejection to violent elation, full of flattering stories about himself, delighted to have been shot through the neck and to have had
  two horses blown to pieces while he was riding them in battle. He was unashamed of his plebeian roots but keen to provide himself with aristocratic forebears. He worshipped his commanding officer,
  Muscar, and, like him, wrote bawdy songs and dragged a mistress around with him on all his campaigns. I often press her to my breast, he told Muscar in a letter, and, through
  two pretty spheres, I feel the forces which move the world . . . Draw the curtains!7


  The Revolution stimulated his ambition: he renamed himself Brutus and proved to be an enthusiastic republican. Brutus Hugo played his part in the cleansing of
  Brittany with no obvious relish but without shirking his duty. He presided over the massacre of entire villages, executed congregations, and, like many soldiers in similar circumstances, adopted an
  abandoned child. When his own children began to arrive, the orphan would be given away.


  In 1793, shortly after the execution of Louis XVI, Hugos regiment (the Eighth Lower Rhine) was ordered from the most distant part of France. The idea was to minimize
  those conflicts of loyalty which are the principal military inconvenience of civil war. It was this efficient management of resources which provided Victor Hugo with the convincing antithesis of a
  republican, atheist father and a royalist, Catholic mother: blasted into existence by the collision of modern historys most powerful opposites.8


  In Hugos version of his own prehistory  parts of which appear to have found their way back into local legend  his parents met in the winter of 1795 while this paragon of
  republican virtue was scouring the lanes and thickets in the vicinity of the small town of Chteaubriant, a few miles from Nantes. Chteaubriant was the country home of Sophies
  Aunt Franoise and was supposed to be safer than the city. Charging along between the hedgerows, Brutus suddenly came upon a frail, dark-eyed girl. When she heard that he was hot on the
  trail of some renegade priests, she cleverly invited him home to tea.


  Brutus, still smouldering from battle, showed off his shattered foot, his uniform with its seventeen bullet-holes and recited his verse. Sophie seems to have impressed him more than he impressed
  her: she was reserved, even secretive, proud of her self-control. A mother who made provision for the moment in life when one finds oneself alone, Hugo wrote in 1822, and who
  accustomed me from childhood to keep everything to myself and let nothing out.9 She was also seventeen months older and better
  educated than Brutus, a different creature altogether from his battle-scarred mistress and far more intimidating than a band of Breton peasants brandishing their pitchforks and axes.


  Six months later, when Brutus was summoned back to Paris, he promised to write. Sophie promised nothing but reflected on the fact that she would soon be twenty-five and too old to marry. Perhaps
  in order to impress her with his potential for stability, Brutus took a desk job at the Conseil de Guerre in Paris and tried to be patient. Finally, in November 1797, Sophie arrived from Brittany
  with her brother, only to discover that Brutus had been unfaithful  as he himself admitted in a jovial letter to his commanding officer. Rather than face a humiliating
  return to her home-town, she married him, without a priest, on 15 November 1797. There had been talk of a dowry, but, to the disappointment of Brutus, it turned out to consist mainly of
  bed-linen.


  Victor Hugo knew his parents well enough to flesh out the details of their early relationship  a domestic image of the devastation he witnessed as a child in various parts of
  Napoleons Empire. But the reality differs from his reconstruction of it in one crucial respect. Far from being royalists, Sophies family, like many of their fellow-Nantais, had
  actively contributed to the establishment of the Republic.10 They prided themselves on their modern views and were more likely to be
  found reading Voltaire than the Bible. Her grandfather had worked with the notorious Carrier, who distinguished himself under the Terror by loading excess prisoners on to boats and then sinking
  them in the Loire. Sophies young Aunt Louise  one of her best friends  was Carriers mistress, and when Sophie and her Aunt Franoise left Nantes for
  Chteaubriant in 1794, they were not fleeing from republican troops but from their fellow Bretons  those who were appalled by Carriers brutality, or those whose festering bodies
  were spreading disease, piled up in the open graves to which Sophies grandfather had contributed in his capacity as public prosecutor in Nantes.


  Throughout Hugos childhood, recent history was subjected to that blithe simplification which retrospectively divides entire populations very neatly into patriots and collaborators. In
  Hugos case, the misrepresentation of his own family history owes something to his mothers silence and his fathers love of stories in which he was the hero. More than that, it
  reflects the battle-lines drawn up by his parents as their marriage fell apart. From the very beginning, the idea of a royalist mother and a republican father was highly acceptable because it
  suggested that historical forces, and not Hugo himself, were responsible for his parents incompatibility.


  *


  AT THE TURN OF the century, under the Directoire, the city which Victor Hugo was to call the native city of my mind11 was a wrecked museum of recent French history, its palaces infested with beggars and rubbish, more like post-revolution Zanzibar
  than modern Paris. The Tuileries Gardens had suffered the indignity of spades and potatoes; statues had been toppled, inscriptions erased. Employees of the Conseil de Guerre occupied the
  Htel de Ville (renamed Maison Commune), where the only intact decorations were the busts of revolutionary leaders.


  In Part Five of Les Misrables, Hugo paints his most memorable picture of the period, dating it, significantly, to the year of his birth, 1802.12 It was then that the conscience of the city  its enormous network of sewers  flooded it with its own filth. A characteristically
  Hugolian view of history  compromising, inscrutable and blatant: The mind seems to perceive, straying through the darkness amid the rot of what was once magnificence, that huge blind
  mole, the Past. In Hugos case, the past would be unusually difficult to contain and analyse, but it carried with it the strong smell of a suspicion that the individuals who embroiled
  his childhood in momentous historical events were subject to even greater forces.


  The popular promenade of Directoire Paris was the Jardin dIdalie near the Champs-lyses. In the months leading up to Bonapartes coup dtat, free
  enterprise was sprouting among the ruins. The Jardin dIdalie was an excuse for open-air pornography: tableaux vivants and women dressed as sylphs, disporting themselves in mid-air,
  attached to balloons. Major Hugo took his wife there and ran into an old acquaintance, Colonel Victor de Lahorie, Chief of Staff of General Moreau, who was at that time Bonapartes main
  rival.


  Apart from his later involvement in Moreaus conspiracy against Bonaparte and his role in Victor Hugos childhood, very little is known about Lahorie. Even his name changes from one
  page of his biography to the next.13 He was six years older than Sophie and came from the same part of France. A fervent republican,
  but with the manners of a royalist, he was a pleasant contrast to Brutus: he wore a blue suit and breeches, white gloves and a black cocked hat with a tiny cockade  the first
  sprouting of a more elegant age. A Wanted notice posted by the Minister of Police in 1804 asked citizens to be on the look-out for a man of 5 feet 2 inches, with black hair, dark,
  deep-set eyes, a pock-marked face and a sardonic smile. He was also said to be slightly bow-legged, like a man who spent a lot of time on horseback.14


  With the support of Lahorie, Hugo resumed active service. In 1799, he and his wife moved to the more rural setting of the cole Militaire in the west of Paris. In a room overlooking the
  Champ-de-Mars (now dominated from the other end by the Eiffel Tower), a first son, Abel, was born exactly one year after the marriage. He was nursed by Mme Hugo to the sound of drums and marching
  soldiers.


  In June, they left for Hugos home-town of Nancy. As Stendhal describes it in Lucien Leuwen, Nancy had been turned into a barracks, its streets continually muddied by regiments
  leaving for the Eastern front. The Major stormed off to conquer Bavaria, earning the patronage of Bonapartes older brother Joseph with his courage, activity and
  intelligence15  the first sign of that stream of coincidences which intermittently connects the history of the Hugos to
  that of the Bonaparte family. Sophie was stuck in Nancy with a finicky mother-in-law and a jealous sister. The only relief was the gentlemanly Lahorie. It has been suggested that they became
  lovers, but the circumstances were hardly propitious. In Nancy, a second son, Eugne, was born on 16 September 1800.


  Almost immediately, Hugo was put in charge of the nearby garrison at Lunville, where a treaty was signed in February 1801 consolidating Bonapartes France. Great days were dawning.
  In the words of a song which Major Hugo hummed at home often enough for his youngest son to remember it perfectly half a century later, the future Emperor issued a stern ultimatum to all the
  sovereigns of Europe: Kiss my ass, and youll have peace . . . And peace there was!16 Mme Hugo did not consider
  her husband a suitable companion for the children.17


  One other important event coincided with the stay in Lunville: the excursion into the Vosges during which Major Hugo exercised his conjugal rights on the mountain-top.


  In August 1801, he descended with the Twentieth half-brigade to the town of Besanon. The Hugos took a first-floor apartment in an old house on the Place Saint-Quentin. There, one evening
  towards the end of winter, a third son was born at what turned out to be precisely the worst moment. It was a Septidi in the month of Ventse, Year X of the Republic
  (in the old calendar, 26 February 1802). A significantly insignificant event:


  
    
      
        
          This century was two years old. Rome was replacing Sparta;


          Already Napoleon was emerging from under Bonaparte,


          And already the First Consuls tight mask


          Had been split in several places by the Emperors brow.


          It was then that in Besanon, that old Spanish town,


          Cast like a seed into the flying wind,


          A child was born of mixed blood  Breton and Lorraine 


          Pallid, blind and mute, . . .


          That child, whom Life was scratching from its book,


          And who had not another day to live,


          Was me.18

        

      

    

  


  Major Hugo had been hoping for a girl. The plan was to name her Victorine-Marie  Marie after a family friend and Victorine after Victor Lahorie, who agreed to
  be the childs godfather. Since Marie was also a boys name, the baby was named Victor-Marie Hugo. There was no baptism19  another sign that Hugos mother was not the fervent Catholic he thought she was.


  It had been a difficult birth and the child was clearly a runt. To judge by his mothers description  no longer than a knife20  he may have been premature. The midwife predicted imminent death and a week passed before the Major reported the birth to Lahorie.


  According to the opening poem of Les Feuilles dAutomne  one of the great verse autobiographies of the Romantic period  a double order was placed with the carpenter
  for a cradle and a coffin. Victors sturdy seventeen-month-old brother, Eugne, already enjoying his fathers rude health, saw the puny creature and offered the first subjective
  judgement of the future poet: bbte (silly).21


  Six weeks later, the family was to break up.


  *


  FROM A ROMANTIC point of view, it was a disappointing, untidy origin. In Hugos lifetime, a critic tried to prove that he must have sucked in at
  birth the stubborn spirit of the Franche-Comt and was a recognizable product of the region; a typical Easterner.22 His place
  of birth, however, is significant only in its almost total irrelevance. Hugo was an Army child, swept along in the storm created by Bonaparte.23 He never saw Besanon again, and his next direct contact with his native city was in 1880 when the local council unveiled a plaque commemorating his
  birth. On that occasion, Hugo sent a letter of thanks describing himself as a pebble of the road on which humanity marches onward.24 For all his grasping after symbolic coincidences, Hugo, unlike some of his even more neurotic biographers, accepted the arbitrariness of his birth and saw his eccentric
  personal geography as a sign of innate internationalism. He had a mother from Brittany, a father from Lorraine (which was alternately German and French), and a native city which had once belonged
  to Spain. A natural candidate for the presidency of that embodiment of cultural unity he was one of the first to call The United States of Europe.25


  Hugo saved his biggest distortions for the family. Here, the quest for autobiographical appropriateness veers off into pure fantasy, gradually consolidated and confirmed over the years by layers
  of imagined memories. But to accept Hugos version for the sake of narrative convenience and then denounce it as comical arrogance is to ignore the unpleasant reality he spent much of his
  life trying to comprehend or conjure away.


  He later considered himself to have been baptized symbolically by the substitute father, Lahorie, who witnessed my birth. Lahorie may indeed, as Hugo claims, have
  suggested that the Germanic Hugo be softened by the Latin Victor.26 But when the baby was born, Lahorie
  was in Paris.


  The puniness of the infant Hugo also belongs to both legend and reality. When Hugo dictated the details of his early life to Alexandre Dumas in 1852, he revealed that, even at the
  age of fifteen months, he still had difficulty holding his head erect: it kept lolling on to his shoulders.27 The peculiar precision
  of the detail betrays the mythologizing instinct. He may have been a runt but he had an enormous, compensatory head  his proudest physical possession, not entirely unconnected with his
  boasts of unusually powerful sexual desires and accomplishments. He even boasted of having been diagnosed by an alienist as a cured hydrocephalic.28 The insistence on his puniness, in texts which in other respects are far from modest, casts an ambiguous light on his inferiority to his two older
  brothers. In one sense, he was practically a Quasimodo. On the other hand, the feeble corporation struggling to support the vast brow of genius meant that Hugo was born with the perfect Romantic
  body.


  Seen in relation to his intense rivalry with his two brothers, Hugos weakness has another unexpected advantage. The opening poem of Les Feuilles dAutomne explains,
  apparently in contradiction of itself, that mothers milk, by divine dispensation, is shared equally, but that each son receives it all: the ideal, miraculous solution to sibling rivalry. Yet
  at the same time, the extra care lavished on the sickly baby Made me twice the child of my obstinate mother.


  In the autobiographical texts, the cruel calamity of Hugos early days is plastered over: Abandoned by all, except by his mother, the child was loved back to
  life. Then the whole family left for Corsica together and the infant quickly reached the age of one.29


  The interest of this imaginative re-creation of his origins lies in its exact untruth. For all the concern about Victors poor chances of survival, the family set off for Marseilles when
  he was only six weeks old. Major Hugo was in deep trouble: he had reported his commanding officer for embezzlement and slanderous accusations were being made about him. Only one thing could save
  his career: an appeal to his protectors in Paris, Lahorie and Joseph Bonaparte.


  So, on 28 November 1802, while the Major remained on active duty, trusting in his wifes persuasive powers, Sophie Hugo left her baby in the arms of a certain Claudine, the wife of
  Hugos orderly, and travelled back to Paris, where she stayed in the Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs, close to the Place Vendme, and even closer to the Rue Gaillon, home of the recently
  retired Lahorie.


  *


  THE SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT fact of Victor Hugos formative years is that his advent coincided with the collapse of his parents marriage.


  Because of Hugos silence about his broken home, emphasis tends to have been placed on the eventual, apparent reconciliation with his father, after his mothers death. This cheerful
  view may have something to do with the personal lives of his biographers, or it may simply be an effect of traditional biography, crossing off events as they occur. Hugo, on
  the other hand, with his huge capacity for never recovering from grief, lived in circles rather than on a straight line, and the disasters of his life should be imagined as continually recurring
  events, differing only in the degree of intensity.


  
    
      
        
          When the dreaming soul descends into the body


          And numbers in the heart, which cold at last has touched,


          As if counting dead bodies on a field of battle,


          Each departed grief and extinguished dream, . . .


          There, in that night where no light shines,


          The soul, in a dark fold where all things seem to end,


          Feels something still fluttering under a veil . . .


          You who lie sleeping in the shadows  sacred memory!30

        

      

    

  


  Since the sight of a bickering couple always induces someone to offer a helpful diagnosis, Sophie has been accused of being too dry, frigid and even mulish: a quality her husband attributed to
  the fact that she came from Brittany.31 It should be remembered that her coldness and apparent lack of sense of humour had the
  contrasting background of the Majors perpetually active volcano: I wish I could break down the narrow bounds of language, he wrote in 1800, and give full expression to
  my feelings, to deify the woman I adore, to hold her in my arms and press against my breast the mother of my little children.32


  Whether or not this rampaging style is the sound of sincerity, as is often supposed, the Majors letters also demonstrate his familiarity with the popular literature of the time:
  exaggerated, simple emotion. It served him well when he came to write his first adventure novel.


  The little children, who were suffering the same deprivation as their father, were stuffed with sweets. Victor kept asking for mamaman33 and had to be fobbed off with macaroon  which is conceivably what he was asking for anyway (macaron).


  In January 1803, the Major struck camp and sailed with his three sons to Corsica, where the French Army was preparing to defend itself against plague and the British. Sophie seemed to be in no
  hurry to resolve the Majors dispute or even to answer his letters. For the first time in her life she was free and enjoying the company of Lahorie.


  Meanwhile, living conditions for the rest of the family deteriorated rapidly. From Corsica, they sailed to Portoferraio on the tiny island of Elba in June 1803, eleven years before the deposed
  Napoleon tried to drag it into the nineteenth century by building proper roads. They lived in a house in the present Via Guerrazi.34
  A nurse took the boys to play by the sea. There would be no postal service in the winter. The Major felt abandoned. He freely admitted that he did not make a good mother. Victor was teething,
  suffering from the heat, and appeared to have worms. He hardly ever cried but looked around him as though he had lost something. In Corsica, a local woman had been found to take him out in a pram
  but the child seemed uncomfortable with a non-French-speaker. Hugo later claimed that one of the first words he learnt was the Italian cattiva35  the feminine form of wicked, which might reflect a later suspicion that all was not well in his fathers house.


  For all the Majors semi-religious outpourings, the bottom line of all his letters is that he was desperate for sex. In his view, Sophie had been given fair warning. Now he was hanging on
  to fidelity by his fingertips: Do you think that at my age and with my character its a good idea to leave me to my own devices? He pretended to set her mind at rest by pointing
  out that women in that part of the world were in the habit of stabbing their lovers to death, not to mention the additional guarantee of possible maladies.


  It was clear that the marriage was over. By insisting on his impressive desires, the expert in self-justification was writing out his absolution in advance. But he was also genuinely bemused.
  His wife had managed the unusual feat of not appreciating his merits: Born with a character which has made me no enemies and brought me many friends, he wrote the following year,
  I have seen you grow unhappy with me, contriving to live apart from me for specious reasons, abandoning me to the ardent passions of my age.36


  At last, having secured the Majors future in the Army with the help of Lahorie, Sophie made the long journey from Paris and reached Elba in July 1803. Four months later, she left with the
  children for Paris.


  The only window into the Hugo household in those disastrous four months is the petition drawn up by Sophie in 1815 when she was suing for divorce.37 According to Mme Hugo, her husband had taken a concubine called Catherine Thomas, the daughter of a hospital employee at Portoferraio. This
  is the woman who called herself Comtesse de Salcano, Major Hugos future second wife. She was probably the model for the transvestite soldier in his conventionally melodramatic novel written
  in retirement, LAventurire Tyrolienne  intrepid, childless, and eleven years younger than Sophie. Suspecting nothing, Sophie was persuaded to sail for France with the
  three boys before the British came and took them all prisoner. Hugo was left to indulge what his wife described in her petition as his unbridled desires.


  Subsequent letters from the Major suggest that he had tried, one last time, to stir up some passion in his wife. He missed his sons and it was probably only later that he attached himself to
  Catherine Thomas. Sophies petition dates from a time when she was busy constructing the legend of a royalist Amazon manacled to a republican vandal which her sons inevitably accepted as the
  truth.


  The only certainty is that when Victor Hugo arrived in Paris at the age of one and three-quarters, his parents had begun the long and painful separation which continued throughout his childhood
  and dragged him on a tour of Napoleons Empire.


  *


  HUGO NEVER PRETENDED to remember anything from this period. In the splendid vision attributed to the mothers of children born at the turn of the century,
  and then, much later, to his alter ego, Marius in Les Misrables, the Revolution was a guillotine in the twilight, the Empire a sabre in the night.38 Like most writers of his generation, Hugo had the impression of having entered the world in a mythical age  the child of a giant,
  wrapped in a banner, laid on a drum and baptized with water from a helmet.39


  If, as he claims, his early years were lived through a fog of cultural prejudice and twenty years of political and domestic unrest, his parents mistake made it an unusually thick and
  representative fog. Little by little, a curiously similar situation materializes in Hugos future, as if the adults around his cradle  or his coffin  had
  created roles that other actors would fill.


  The sacred memory which survives and predates all other memories is also the unconscious recollection of childhood, and a suspicion of the truth. The rediscovery of that truth is
  one of the stories of Hugos life. It was a far more dramatic tale than the ingenuous narrative according to which Victor Hugo became the dominant figure of French Romanticism because he was
  a megalomaniac with an unshakeable belief in the reality of his own image. That would have been comparatively simple. Extracting a means of expression for unacceptable truths from a literature
  bound by convention was something far more worthwhile, something almost worthy of a giants son conceived on a mountain-top.


  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO

    

  


  Secrets


  (18041810)


  HUGOS EARLIEST MEMORIES are of his first Paris home: 24 Rue de Clichy, across the road from
  the Tivoli Gardens. There was a courtyard with a well, and a willow which dipped its branches in a water-trough. While Abel went to school, Victor and Eugne were sent to a nursery in the
  Rue du Mont-Blanc (now Rue de la Chausse-dAntin).


  If Victor Hugo Racont Par un Tmoin de sa Vie is to be believed,* Hugos adventures at his first
  institution were amazingly prophetic. Every morning, Victor was deposited by the maid in the bedroom of the schoolmasters daughter. If she lived long enough to read the book, Mlle Rose would
  have discovered that as she clambered out of bed and pulled on her stockings, the infant Hugo was registering the image of her naked legs.


  The schoolmasters daughter also became the victim of a more dramatic display of infant sexuality. Like the narrator of Prousts  la Recherche du
  Temps Perdu, Hugos deepest well of memories contains the story of Saint Genevive de Brabant, the Countess who was falsely accused of adultery and took refuge in the woods with
  her baby son  a potent transposition of Hugos fantasies about his mother: the fugitive, the martyr, the abandoned woman transferring all her affection to her child. Prousts
  character learns the story from his magic lantern. Hugos involvement, as befits an age of heroes, was more physical. It was the school play. Mlle Rose was Genevive and Victor her
  baby son, dressed in a sheepskin. While she tried to read her lines, he stabbed at her legs with the iron claw that was part of his costume.


  Plausible as they are, these memories of a precocious hankering after female flesh are also commonplaces of Romantic autobiography.1
  They belong to the same Herculean tradition that has Victor and Eugne devouring the roasted thigh of an eagle  the imperial bird  on their forthcoming journey to
  Italy,2 and might serve as a reminder that even memories are subject to changing fashions. It should be said, in defence of the use of
  such early impressions, that Hugo enjoyed a spectacular, long-term photographic memory: he once correctly counted, in his mind, the number of buttons on his fathers uniform,3 and  even more remarkable  lived into old age and never told the same story to the same person twice.4 But even if these memories were selected and contrived, they should not be dismissed as lies: the original choice may not have been conscious.


  The child in sheeps clothing stabbing at his mothers fictional counterpart with his fifth member is an unusually crisp expression of unconscious desire, perhaps too an unconscious
  allusion to the expression mouton  cinq pattes (a five-footed sheep), meaning a phenomenon or a prodigy.5
  The megalomania which is supposed to be the distinguishing feature of Hugos autohagiographies is certainly present in these memories; yet they also show that his attempt to give his life the
  quality of a myth entailed the rejection of a myth: the innocence and purity of the child.


  The only objective glimpse of Victor Hugo in his third year is a disappointing contrast. It comes from his fathers former colleague at the Conseil de Guerre, a compatriot of Mme Hugo
  called Pierre Foucher  Victor Hugos future father-in-law. When he visited the house in the Rue de Clichy, Foucher always found the youngest child sitting in a
  corner, whining and drooling on his bib.6


  The other place in the nursery where little Victor was deposited was a window-sill, from where he watched the construction of a town-house belonging to Cardinal Fesch.7 A sign that both the economy and the Church were recovering from the Revolution. One day, as he watched the masons at work, a huge block of stone plummeted
  to the ground, crushing a worker beneath it. On another occasion, a rainstorm turned the streets around the nursery into rivers and the two brothers were stranded until nine in the evening.


  The fact that Cardinal Fesch was the uncle of Napoleon and had celebrated his nephews marriage with Josephine in 1804 may be purely coincidental, although it does reveal another segment
  of that labyrinth which, in nineteenth-century Paris, connects everything to everything else. Both stories, in any case, form a kind of allegorical vignette of Hugos childhood  a
  childhood which is littered with more real dead bodies than the imaginations of his Romantic contemporaries.


  The violence and danger in Hugos earliest memories are also an accurate reflection of the adult world. Strange men were often seen dawdling in the streets around the nursery and the
  family home. A plot to assassinate Napoleon had been uncovered (the Moreau conspiracy) and Lahorie, as one of the ringleaders, was being hunted by the police. In the autumn of 1804, in the month of
  Fructidor (September), a dawn raid took place at 19 Rue de Clichy. It was the home of a close friend of Lahorie. Meanwhile, across the road, a man answering only to the name M. de
  Courlandais was spending four nights with his friend, Sophie Hugo, before continuing his oddly erratic tour of the provinces.8


  Hugos determination to construct a faith for himself,9 to evolve an infallible eye for Evil and to plant his
  feet on solid ideological rock is the paradoxical result of the enormous, fragile confusion which presents itself in history as the growth and consolidation of Napoleons Empire. A
  bureaucracy had turned a large percentage of the population into spies. Sophies relations with republican conspirators and their royalist allies were certainly not a secret. Lahorie might
  have been arrested at any minute; but he appears to have enjoyed the clandestine support of the Minister of Police, Fouch, whose information network was a
  subterranean empire within an empire which survived his dismissal in 1810 and, for that matter, the fall of the Empire.


  The only person still in the dark was Major Hugo  still wondering why he was only a major after nineteen years distinguished service and no lack of ambition. Nameless men who sat
  in offices knew that Major Hugos wife was carrying on with a conspirator. Any request for promotion would have reached Napoleon with a cross-reference to the file on Lahorie. Hugo could only
  bang his head against the trap-door at the top of the ladder while a bureaucrat kept it shut.


  A few weeks after the Battle of Trafalgar concentrated the war effort on the Continent, Major Hugo was given another chance to prove his worth. He took part in the conquest of the Kingdom of
  Naples. The Austrians were expelled and the Kingdom was given to Joseph Bonaparte. Now able to act on his own initiative, Joseph made the intrepid Hugo one of his aides-de-camp and sent him into
  the mountains of Calabria to exterminate the followers of the bandit leader known as Fra Diavolo (Brother Devil).


  The Fra Diavolo campaign, which ended with the arrest of the bandit and the decimation of his guerrilla army,10 became one of the
  Majors principal claims to fame and the attention of his dinner guests. He would wrinkle up his nose like a rabbit  a characteristic expression of the Hugos  wink as
  though he had a new joke up his sleeve, and then tell us what we had already heard twenty times before.11


  What they heard was the version of the occupying army. The more Romantic and, as it happens, accurate version was well known to Victor Hugo and his contemporaries. The bandit was a
  leader of popular resistance, an Italian Robin Hood who had been ennobled by the exiled King of Naples and refused to recognize Major Hugos authority when he came to interrogate him in his
  cell.


  When the six-year-old Victor saw his father again for the first time in five years, the story would have provided rich soil for his doubts and suspicions. Who was the hero: his father or his
  bandit victim? The fact that Hugos childhood universe contained a genuine outlaw in open revolt against his father helps to explain the huge aesthetic and symbolic
  triumph of the Romantic drama, Hernani. The righteous bandit-prince was already a clich in 1830; but when that legendary figure was fuelled by the real disappointments and anxieties
  of the child, it stimulated the fantasies of a generation which had grown up under the shadow of the Empire. Two decades on, the bandit struck back:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                Vengeance limps and hobbles along,


                But eventually arrives . . .


                Remember that I hold you yet! . . .


                Small and puny in my hand,


                And should I clench this too-loyal fist,


                Id crush your Imperial eagle in its egg!12

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  In December 1807, without telling her husband, Mme Hugo suddenly decided to transport the family to Italy. Hugo had been promoted to the rank of colonel and installed in the palace at Avellino,
  east of Naples, as governor of the province.


  Mme Hugo hated travelling, but it was an excellent opportunity to force a decision on the childrens future, fix the monthly allowance and find out about the Thomas woman. According to the
  Colonel, Mme Hugo had been building castles in Spain13 (a prophetic image), implanting in the minds of her three sons
  the fantasy of an immense fortune which their father was frittering away on prostitutes and easy living. This intangible treasure-trove became part of the family myth. Its non-existence, combined
  with a financially incompetent father and a mother who scrimped and splurged in equal measure, made the adult Victor Hugo an enthusiastic saver  a highly unRomantic trait which earned him a
  reputation as a miser.


  For two months, the family lived in a coach, crossing the Alps in January by the Mont Cenis  Abel and Eugne on mules, Victor and his mother in a sleigh; or, as the ode Mon
  Enfance (1823) puts it: High Cenis, whose eagle loves the distant rocks, / From its caverns, where the avalanche grumbles, / Heard its ancient ice cry out beneath my childish
  feet.


  Victor saw Parma under floodwater, glimpsed the white waves of the Adriatic sparkling in the distance, stared at the severed highwaymens heads which had been nailed to trees at the
  roadside, waved straw crosses at peasants just to see them cross themselves14  which casts more doubt
  on his mothers devoutness  and worried that the coach might tip over at any moment. In Rome, he marvelled at the toe of St Peter, eroded by fifteen centuries of pilgrims
  kisses.15 From there, Mme Hugo announced that the family was about to turn up on the Colonels palatial doorstep.


  Colonel Hugo quickly arranged accommodation in Naples, claiming that the palace at Avellino was unsuitable  which was undoubtedly true. The thirty-four-year-old stranger in a dazzling
  uniform had the boys signed up as members of his regiment, the Royal-Corse.16 It was a gesture which enabled Victor Hugo to describe
  himself, years later, as a soldier since childhood  the career he abandoned in favour of poetry or which he successfully combined with it. The Colonel was too busy to spend much time with
  his boys. They waited in Naples while their parents fired angry letters at each other.


  Naples, for Mme Hugo, was like Hell, swarming with aggressive beggars who cooked their fish and macaroni in the street outside the house.17 This was the city which, three years later, made Stendhal wish he was back in Paris:18 rotten company, bad
  music, noisy plebs and carriages driven far too fast on appalling roads. Vesuvius was in full spate  one of Natures finest horrors, enthused the Colonel in a
  letter.19 His son described it in a heroic, classical vision which dates from his early twenties  the story of a whole year in
  miniature, and in code:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                Naples, on whose scented shores Springtime washes up,


                And which fiery Vesuvius covers with a burning canopy,


                Like a jealous warrior who, witnessing a feast,


                Casts among the flowers his bloodied plumes.20

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  For Hugo, this is a powerful, personal image. In the gardens of his childhood, his mothers flowerbeds were sacred. She seems to have lavished on plants the attention she denied her
  husband. In the poem, the warriors helmet has the same destructive effect as the boys football.21


  From Naples until the return to Paris the youngest childs memories are skewed and inaccurate, which is just as revealing as an exact recollection: four months in the palace at Avellino; a
  bedroom with a long crack in the wall (earthquake damage), through which he peered at the countryside.22 He
  also remembered, in a curious image, sitting astride his fathers sword in the barracks at Rome23
   presumably because Rome rhymes with homme, whereas Naples, in French, can only be rhymed with taples, which is a small town in northern France. A clear
  indication that the autobiographical content of these poems is not to be looked for in geographical and chronological details.


  In reality, the visit to Avellino, which Hugo remembered as a long stay, was a mere excursion, in the absence of Hugos mistress. The family remained in Naples for a whole year, perhaps
  because Mme Hugo fell ill. In July, Colonel Hugo was asked to join Joseph Bonaparte in Spain and, though he was under no compunction to do so, left like a shot. The only reliable report on what
  happened during the year in Italy comes from an unjustifiably optimistic letter written by the Colonel in Vitoria on 10 October 1808. He had just sent 6000 francs to his wife in Naples and promised
  to invest money for the boys:


  
    
      
        The children will thus receive an education which will enable me to promote their careers. In this way they will suffer no ill-effects from our decision to live apart. We must ensure that
        they remain ignorant of our decision and take care not to implicate them by heaping insults on each other.


        We have proved that we cannot live together, and now that our childrens interests have prevailed against a public, judicial separation, you must raise them to respect both of us
        equally.24

      

    

  


  To judge by letters written by Victor Hugo on and shortly after his mothers death, his fathers hope was not quite as vain as he obviously thought it was: She never spoke of
  you in anger and it was she who engraved in our hearts the deep feelings of respect and affection we have always had for you (28 June 1821).


  The second letter is closer to the ambiguous truth: We have always been proud of the brilliant reputation you earned, and our beloved mother, even in the midst of her worst sufferings,
  was always the first to inspire us with respect for it and to make us aware of the worth we should attach to our name (28 November 1821).


  Here, the father is an abstraction  it instead of you25  the
  embodiment of status rather than personal virtue.


  For Mme Hugo, in 1808, the remark about promoting the boys careers would have sounded an ominous note. France had been at war since the birth of the eldest son, and every peace treaty was
  the signal for battles on a new front. Her boys were being raised to be cannon-fodder for the Emperor.


  *


  SHORTLY AFTER RETURNING to Paris in February 1809, Mme Hugo found the perfect hiding-place. Close to the southern edge of the city, a quiet cul-de-sac
  led off the Rue Saint-Jacques. At the far end of the Impasse des Feuillantines, an iron gate opened on to a courtyard and a house which had once been part of a convent. Under Louis XIV, the
  Feuillantines convent had served as a remand hostel for adulterous wives  a custom which survived elsewhere in Paris for most of the nineteenth century. Later, it doubled as a rest-home,
  because of the silence and clean air. During the Revolution it had been closed down and was falling into disrepair.26


  At the back of the house, two rooms with tall, south-facing windows gave on to a vast, overgrown garden and an ancient avenue of chestnuts  5 acres of wilderness enclosed by high stone
  walls.27 Looming over the secret garden and creating a special light and climatic zone (according to Balzac, who in Les Petits
  Bourgeois chooses the area as the natural habitat of a retired civil servant28), were the gigantic spectre of the
  Panthon and the leaden head of the Val-de-Grce. Through the knee-high grass, behind the drooping vines and espaliers, Victor and his brothers discovered the wall of a
  ruined chapel. Two decades before, a hand had stencilled on to it the words Proprit Nationale.


  That June, a makeshift bed appeared behind the altar and a man was sometimes seen walking in the garden, reading a book. The other families in the house were told that it was an eccentric
  relative of Mme Hugo who had odd sleeping habits. To the boys, he was M. de Courlandais  the gentleman who helped them with their homework, joined in their games and put their
  mother in a good mood.


  Every path in Hugos brain leads back eventually to the Feuillantines garden29 with its chattering
  birds, its flowers opening like eyelids,30 the smoke from neighbouring chimneys and the moon moving behind the
  branches. Confirmation that a safe, secret place existed in the world, a stones throw from the turbulent city. This is what gives the commonplace of Mother Nature such resonance in
  Hugos poetry. It was under his mothers eye that he acquired that intimate knowledge of Nature which he always refers to as an education and an antidote to the academic. When, a few
  years later (in the poem Ce Qui se Passait aux Feuillantines Vers 1813), a headmaster, bald, black and ugly, came to urge Mme Hugo to send her boys to his
  boarding school, it was the garden that persuaded her to keep them:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                Even the most vulgar man has grand, impressive phrases


                 It is essential! It is fitting! It is important! 


                Which sometimes unsettle the strongest of women.


                Poor Mother! Which path to choose? . . .


                It was then, as I mentioned before,


                That the beautiful garden, that shining Eden,


                Those old crumbling walls and young roses,


                Those objects which think and gentle things,


                Spoke to my Mother by water and air,


                And whispered softly, Leave that child to us!

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  In the Feuillantines, for the first time, Victor Hugo comes to life in his own right. He now had a group of playmates: the children of the Delons and the Fouchers, whose fathers were civil
  servants at the Conseil de Guerre. The Delon boy was eight years older than Victor, notorious for never using pavements: he got about the quartier by crawling along gutters, jumping from one
  rooftop to the next. Victor Foucher was the same age as Victor Hugo; the daughter, Adle, was almost two years younger. The eldest Foucher, Prosper, had caught fire while playing by the
  stove and burned to death as his parents tried to break down the door which, for some reason, he had locked.31 An important
  consequence for Victor Hugo was that Adles mother became extremely protective of her children. She cursed herself for having forced Prosper to go to school and especially for having
  thus followed Mme Hugos advice. According to Adle, Mme Hugos recommendation that Prosper be educated somewhere else was motivated by the fact that she
  could never stand the sound of other peoples children.


  Her own sons were not noted for their contemplative natures. When the family was in Naples, Colonel Hugo had described his youngest child as a studious boy with a sweet face who always thought
  before he spoke and got on well with his brothers.32 In the Feuillantines a few months later, he proved to be quite normal. He played
  with lead soldiers, tortured frogs and insects, had a knack of dislocating his playmates wrists, and pushed Adle on the swing until she disappeared into the branches: a fitting start
  to their relationship.


  The only vestige of the horrors Victor had seen on the roads of the Empire lay at the bottom of a dried-up well. It was the home of a black, scaly, pustular creature of hair and slime which
  observed but was never seen. Its name was le sourd, possibly by confusion with the Deaf School which still stands nearby on the Rue dEnfer.33


  When he wasnt playing, and when his mother released him from flower-watering duty, Victor was sent with brother Eugne to collect books at the local cabinet de lecture on
  the Rue Saint-Jacques.34 There, a man in a powdered wig allowed them up to the entresol where the interesting books were kept:
  degenerate descendants of the French classical novel which were inflaming the amorous souls of Paris concierges  books in which Mme Thnardier, in Les
  Misrables, drowned what little brain she had.35 Mme Hugo marked off clear bounds, within which she allowed
  her boys complete freedom. Ignorance of life, she thought, was a natural shield against the immorality of novels. Thanks to this enlightened rgime, Victor had learned to read before he went
  to school. Applied to home life, his mothers theory was to have a disastrous effect.


  The most unusual and disturbing detail in the garden paradise is also the detail which is subject to the greatest distortion  Lahorie  and it is fascinating to see the
  childs confusion reflected in his later depictions of the period. Several times he places his father in the garden  though Colonel Hugo never visited the Feuillantines. (Hugo may have
  been half-remembering visits from the Colonels younger brothers, Louis and Francis, who were both Army officers.36) In two
  separate poems, he records a sighting of Napoleon in a military parade and gives the impression that his father was marching along among the other uniforms, though he was 600
  miles away at the time:37 Napoleons enemy, Lahorie, is replaced by his loyal subject, Hugo. The objective truth of these poems
  lies in the association of his father with the Emperor. Now and then, the mouth that mutters away in Hugos verse like a voice from the audience is clearly heard and his ambivalent feelings
  towards his father and Napoleon break through: Children of six, we lined your route; / Seeking a fathers proud face in the procession, / Nous te battions des mains. A
  strangely gauche expression which is supposed to mean, We applauded you, but which first strikes the mind as We hit you with our hands.


  In a later text, Hugo even makes his father responsible for Lahories presence in the chapel: My Father opened his house to him. Yet, at the same time, he comes close to
  acknowledging the fugitives true role in his upbringing: Lahorie fastened his eyes on me and said, Child, remember this: above all, Freedom. Then he placed his hand on
  my little shoulder, and the tremor I felt is still with me.38


  This symbolic scene in the garden brings to mind  as it was certainly supposed to  another, more famous scene of revolutionary history: Benjamin Franklin taking his grandson to see
  Voltaire so that he could receive the great mans blessing, Dieu et la Libert. But it also shows how a political ideology could be used to make
  sense of a confusing childhood. This word, says Hugo in his capacity as champion of democracy-in-exile, was the counterweight to a whole education.


  *


  EDUCATION AT THE FEUILLANTINES eventually consisted of a six-hour day in a dingy little school in the Rue Saint-Jacques 
  actually more a repository for neighbourhood children, with private tuition for the intelligent. It was run by a former abb called Antoine-Claude de La Rivire.39 During the Revolution, La Rivire had taken the triple precaution of leaving the Church, dropping his de and
  marrying his servant. Regulation of primary schools was not introduced until the Restoration in 1815.40 Before then, the official
  recommendation was to teach reading, writing, the rudiments of grammar, arithmetic and draughtsmanship, and the new decimal system. Instead, with Mme Hugos approval,
  La Rivire poured Latin texts into the open mouths so that, by the age of nine, Victor could recite swathes of Horace and translate Tacitus  a remarkable feat, even with such an
  uncluttered syllabus.


  At four oclock, Victor and Eugne walked home past the cotton factory where street urchins threw stones at us because our trousers were not torn.41 In the evening, they competed to see who could translate more Latin: an early sign of a rivalry which La Rivire unwisely
  encouraged.


  Later in life, Hugo painted a black picture of his education at the hands of a priest,42 and described senility, in
  teachers, as a contagious disease.43 But this was at a time when he was conscripting his own past as a political ally, when he saw,
  in every village in France, a lighted torch (the schoolmaster) and a mouth trying to blow it out (the priest).44 Even then, La Rivire himself was exempted: he was the victim of cultural prejudice. As Hugo told his father in 1825, when La Rivire, in extreme poverty, had
  asked for a ten-year-old bill to be paid: What little we are worth we owe in large part to that venerable man.45 A
  pointed remark which underlines the fact that, in contrast to his sabre-rattling father, all his positive images of men were associated with reading: La Rivire, Lahorie and the open-minded
  owner of the cabinet de lecture.


  *


  ON THE MORNING OF 30 December 1810, the local police superintendent entered the Impasse des Feuillantines, followed by a squad of soldiers. A few minutes
  later, they left with the mysterious M. de Courlandais.46


  Lahories former friend, Savary, had just been appointed Minister of Police and was determined to prove his efficiency. Lahorie was taken straight to prison. His godson never saw him
  again.


  As an
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