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VICTOR HUGO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Victor Hugo died on May 22, 1885. He had outlived his wife, his principal mistress, and three of his four children. More than two million people—a number greater than the official population of Paris—turned out to witness the funeral procession as, according to Hugo’s instructions, a pauper’s hearse bore his casket from the Arc de Triomphe, where Hugo had lain in state for twenty-four hours, to the Panthéon, which had been re-established as a national mausoleum just in time to receive his mortal remains.
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INTRODUCTION

Length,

An Essay on Seven Themes by Victor Hugo, with a Coda

1: The Infinite

To begin with the central problem: the exorbitant length.

Perhaps this might not seem a problem. It’s just a matter of pages. Obviously, therefore, Les Misérables is one of the longest novels in European literature. But length is not just a question of pages. It’s also a question of tempo. And this is why Les Misérables is longer than the arithmetic of its length.

Yes, length is difficult.

In his essay The Curtain, Milan Kundera writes how “Aesthetic concepts only began to interest me when I first perceived their existential roots, when I came to understand them as existential concepts …” A form is not free-floating; it is not purely a technical exercise, an external imposition. It is intimately, intricately linked to what it describes. “In the art of the novel,” Kundera added, “existential discoveries are inseparable from the transformation of form.”

And the most obvious transformation Hugo effects in the novel’s form is sheer gargantuan size. This megalomania was intentional: it was a conscious choice on Hugo’s part. To describe his work in progress, Hugo jotted down a list of hyperbolic adjectives.

Les Misérables as a List

“Astounding, extraordinary, surprising, superhuman, supernatural, unheard of, savage, sinister, formidable, gigantic, savage, colossal, monstrous, deformed, disturbed, electrifying, lugubrious, funereal, hideous, terrifying, shadowy, mysterious, fantastic, nocturnal, crepuscular.”

The size was the centre of Hugo’s discovery in the art of the novel.

And this is visible immediately: it’s visible, to the perturbed reader, in the second of this novel’s many sentences. The beginning, it turns out, is not a beginning at all. “There is something we might mention that has no bearing whatsoever on the tale we have to tell—not even on the background.” Les Misérables begins with a digression from a digression (thus resembling, therefore, Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, which a few years earlier had begun with a digression, too).

There is a reason for this immediate advertisement of Hugo’s digressive style. It is trying to set up a convention. This convention is based on the deep theory of Hugo’s novel.

When the book was finished, Hugo tried—and failed—to write a preface. The preface would have begun like this: “This book has been composed from the inside out. The idea engenders the characters, the characters produce the drama, and this is, in effect, the law of art. By having the ideal, that is God, as the generator instead of the idea, we can see that it fulfils the same function as nature. Destiny and in particular life, time and in particular this century, man and in particular the people, God and in particular the world, this is what I have tried to include in this book; it is a sort of essay on the infinite.”

The subject of perhaps the longest novel in European literature is—what else?—the infinite.

That is why its tempo is so explicit with slowness, syncopated with digression. But in this novel there is no such thing as a digression. Everything is relevant—since the subject of this book, quite literally, is everything: “This book is a tragedy in which infinity plays the lead”, writes Hugo. “Man plays a supporting role.”

“When the subject is not lost sight of, there is no digression”, Hugo wrote later on. But how can the subject of the novel ever be lost sight of, if the lead character is infinity? In that case, nothing will ever be a digression.

Yes, the length of this novel is important. Its quantity is its quality. It represents an answer to a central artistic question, which was not an answer the tradition of the novel has ever quite believed in since. This is one reason why Hugo’s novel is so strange, and so valuable.

“Really, universally, relations stop nowhere,” Henry James would write, forty years later, in his preface to the New York Edition of his early novel Roderick Hudson, “and the exquisite problem of the artist is eternally but to draw, by a geometry of his own, the circle within which they shall happily appear to do so.” Life was infinite, argued James, and so the novel therefore required a form which gave the illusion of completeness. James, after all, had learned the art of the novel from Gustave Flaubert. According to this modernist tradition, the novel was an art of miniaturization, and indirection.

Victor Hugo, however, had come up with a new solution, no less artful than the solution proposed by Flaubert and James. He wanted to create a novel which would try to represent everything by pretending that it did, in fact, represent everything. It would be wilfully ramshackle and inclusive—both on the level of form, and on the level of content: an essayistic novel, or a novelistic essay. “Apropos or not apropos, it doesn’t matter”, the great imaginative essayist Michel de Montaigne had written at the beginning of his essay ‘On Cripples’. It didn’t matter because everything, in the end, would relate to everything else.

“The eye of the drama must be everywhere at once”, wrote Hugo. For every plot, seen from the angle of Hugo’s style, was infinite.

2: The Coincidence

In some ways, the plot of Les Misérables is simple. It is the story of an escaped convict, Jean Valjean, who determines to reform after being saved by the Bishop of Digne; Javert, the policeman who wants to see him rightfully punished according to the law; a dead prostitute, Fantine, and her illegitimate daughter, Cosette, who is entrusted to Valjean’s care; an evil innkeeping couple, the Thénardiers, and their urchin children, Éponine and Gavroche; and Marius, who falls in love with Cosette, and who is the son of a Napoleonic hero who died believing wrongly that he had once been saved on the field of Waterloo by Thénardier, who was in fact a scavenging thief.

This might sound tightly plotted, taut with melodrama. It might sound like a good plot for a musical.

But no reader can read Les Misérables for the cleverness or subtlety of its plot. It is not a novel which prides itself on believability.

This might seem surprising. One natural assumption, perhaps, is that the improbability in a novel should diminish with length. Every novel depends on a series of coincidences. And length should diminish the scandal of this. In Tolstoy’s novel War and Peace, if people coincide, or marry each other, it still seems probable. Every decision retains its fluidity. And yet in Les Misérables, this isn’t true. In this gargantuan novel, everything seems utterly improbable.

Every plot operates through coincidence. Normally, novelists develop techniques to naturalize and hide this. Victor Hugo, with his technique of massive length, refuses to hide it at all. In fact, he makes sure that the plot’s coincidences are exaggerated. They are gigantically tenuous.

That is one way of describing the story of Marius.

Marius’s father was a hero in Napoleon’s army. But Marius has been brought up by his Royalist uncle to believe that his absent father was a moral disgrace. One day, after his father has died—an event which has naturally moved Marius very little—he sits accidentally in someone else’s place in church. It turns out to be the regular spot of the churchwarden, Monsieur Mabeuf. Mabeuf apologizes to Marius for being so upset at losing his place, and tells Marius why he likes to sit there so much. From there, he could see how a noble father came to watch his son every week, forbidden to see him because of his political opinions. It was so moving, said Mabeuf, to see such paternal devotion.

An Unbelievable Coincidence

“He lived in Vernon, where I have a brother who is a curé, and his name was something like Pontmarie or Montpercy. He had a beautiful sabre cut, incredible.”

“Pontmercy?” said Marius, going white.

“Exactly. Pontmercy. Did you know him?”

“Monsieur,” said Marius, “he was my father.”

In some ways, perhaps, it could be argued that the persistent weakness of the plotting is its strength. This, after all, is how coincidence often happens in real life—thinly.

But the overwhelming impression is schlock. And so it might be right to remember that Hugo’s original title for his novel was Les Misères, not Les Misérables, which echoed Eugène Sue’s recent bestseller: Les Mystères de Paris. Hugo’s novel would offer Miseries, not Mysteries. But it would be part of the same urban pulp tradition.

Schlock, however, can make existential discoveries too.

One way in which Hugo emphasizes the coincidences in his novel is the persistent failures of recognition. This occurs on the level of the characters—where a father does not recognize his son, or a criminal does not recognize the very person he has been pursuing for years. And it occurs on the level of the narration, where the narrator withholds the name of a character throughout an entire episode. Partly, perhaps, this adds to suspense: it creates moments of dramatic irony. But really it’s to create a bifocal effect.

Hugo wants a plot that is at once about total randomness, and also total predetermination. This novel, therefore, is written from two perspectives. The perspective of mankind; and the perspective of God, or Destiny. The reader observes one story, while the characters, blindly, observe another.

“We chip away as best we can at the mysterious block of marble our lives are made of—in vain; the black vein of destiny always reappears.” Hugo is paraphrasing Hamlet here: “There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, / Rough-hew them how we will …” His aim is to stress the weird mixture of freedom and predetermination which is the essence of his novel.

Les Misérables, with its mass of orchestrated detail, is a game with destiny: it dramatizes the gap between the imperfections of human judgements, and the perfect patterns of the infinite.

3: The Real

Hugo’s technique of massed detail constitutes an existential investigation. And this technique was Hugo’s constant preoccupation. In his biography of Hugo, Graham Robb describes the strange aleatoric form of Hugo’s journal Things Seen, which Hugo worked on for most of his life. It was his workshop. “A long meditation on the death of the Duc d’Orléans, for instance,’” writes Robb, “reads like part of Les Misérables filleted of its plot. The Duke had fallen from his runaway carriage ‘between the twenty-sixth and the twenty-seventh tree on the left … on the third and fourth paving-stones’. ‘The house where the prince expired is number 4b and stands between a soap factory and a wine merchant’s.’ What did it all mean? What lurked beneath the compost heap of apparently useless information?”

Its theory functions throughout Hugo’s work in prose. As he put it in Les Misérables: “How do we know the creation of worlds is not determined by the falling of grains of sand? Who, after all, knows the reciprocal ebb and flow of the infinitely big and the infinitely small, the reverberation of causes in the chasms of a being, the avalanches of creation? A cheese mite matters; the small is big, the big is small; everything is in equilibrium within necessity – a frightening vision for the mind.” The mass of detail, paradoxically, proves how metaphysical a writer Hugo was. The reason for including so much of the world’s matter was to work out how mystical the world was, after all. He wanted pattern. But he wanted it only after subjecting the form to its limits, stuffing it with random accreted details—like the man fighting at the barricades, who “had padded his chest with a breastplate of nine sheets of grey packing paper and was armed with a saddler’s awl.”

What—this was Hugo’s question—did it all mean? And it was a question which he could only answer by slowing down the tempo of each scene: pausing it in the infinity of its detail.

On the one hand, Hugo was drawn to the delicate filaments of a pattern. On the other hand, he experienced an existential nausea at the world’s minutiae. He was baffled by the real—the prose of the world indifferent to humanity’s attempts at poetry. So that in his description of the 1848 barricade in the Faubourg du Temple, Hugo notes how “There were a few corpses here and there and pools of blood over the cobblestones. I remember a white butterfly that came and went, up and down the street. Summer does not abdicate.” It is an image of nature’s indifference to man, which recalls another image of the simultaneous earlier in the novel, where he describes, this time, man’s indifference to man: “People shoot at each other at street corners; in arcades, in dead-end streets; barricades are taken, lost, and taken back; blood flows, house fronts are riddled with grapeshot, bullets kill people in their beds, dead bodies choke the pavements. A few streets away, you can hear the clinking of billiard balls in the cafés.”

Hugo’s detail is always true to the obscurity of things: like his extraordinary description of a barricade—“You saw hands with blood on them; there was an unbearable deafening; there was also a terrible silence; there were open mouths shouting and other open mouths that kept quiet; you were in smoke, in the darkness perhaps. You think you felt the sinister ooze of unknown depths; you look at something red you have under your fingernails. You don’t remember anymore.” It was something the poet Charles Baudelaire had already praised Hugo’s poetry for, in a different context: “Not only does he express clearly …; but he expresses with indispensable obscurity what is obscure and confusedly revealed.”

The real, for Hugo, was a category of the excessive, the formless. And so his prose so often transforms itself into extended, adagio lists.

A Revolution as a List

In the rue du Poirier and the rue des Gravilliers, barricades got under way. In front of the porte Saint-Martin a young man armed with a carbine attacked a cavalry squadron single-handedly. Out in the open, in the middle of the boulevard, he went down on one knee, raised his weapon to his shoulder, fired, killed the captain of the squadron, and turned on his heel, quipping: “There’s another one who won’t do us any more harm.” He was promptly run through with a sabre. In the rue Saint-Denis, a woman fired on the Municipal Guard from behind a lowered venetian blind. At each shot you could see the slats of the blind quivering. A fourteen-year-old boy was stopped in the rue de la Cossonnerie with his pockets full of cartridges. Several posts were attacked. At the entrance to the rue Bertin-Poirée, an extremely lively and completely unpredictable fusillade greeted a regiment of cuirassiers at the head of which marched General Cavaignac de Baragne. In the rue Planche-Mibray, they hurled shards of old crockery and household utensils at the troops from the rooftops.

The list represents a staging of a zigzagging question: how does anyone know what is relevant, and what is not? In the chapter on Waterloo, Hugo mentions a ditch which was important to the strategy and outcome of the battle. But he then veers from this ditch into local history: “The road was so narrow at the entrance to Braine-l’Alleud that a traveller was crushed there by a wagon, as attested by a stone cross standing near the cemetery that gives the name of the dead man as Monsieur Bernard Debrye, merchant of Brussels, and the date of the accident as February 1637.” Then follows an asterisk: a digression from the digression. The asterisk points to a footnote, which gives us the inscription on the stone cross itself.

An Accident in a Footnote

“DOM

CY. WAS CRUSHED

THROUGH MISADVENTURE

UNDER A CART

MONSIEUR BERNARD

DE BRYE MERCHANT

AT BRUSSELS ON (illegible)

FEBRURARY 1637”

What is relevant? This is the meaning of Hugo’s long novel and its slow tempo—heavy with detail. How can you know what fact will emerge, and destroy you? How can you know what is a trap, and what isn’t?

We live our lives so blissful in our ignorance of an infinity which could invade us at any moment.

4: The Trap

At one point, the policeman Javert begins to suspect that the mayor of Montreuil is not really called Madeleine, but is the escaped convict, Jean Valjean. He is on the verge of confirming his suspicions when he discovers that a man believed to be Valjean, called Champmathieu, has been arrested, and identified by Valjean’s fellow convicts. He goes to Valjean, therefore, to apologize for his mistake, and inform him of Valjean’s arrest. This leaves the real Jean Valjean with a dilemma. He can either let the wrong man be convicted, and imprisoned, and so create Valjean’s freedom. Or he can go to court to present himself as the true Valjean, and save a man from wrongful punishment, even at the cost of his own recapture.

Finally, he decides he has to go to Arras, where the case is being heard.

Very early that morning, therefore, he sets off in a tilbury—in his speed, he collides with the mail coach, which damages one of his wheels. At the next village, the wheelwright tells him it needs a full day’s repairs. He won’t get to Arras until tomorrow. Valjean asks if he can buy a new wheel, but is told that he can’t be sold a new wheel, as it won’t fit the axle. And Valjean becomes relieved. “It was obvious Providence had a hand in this.” He had done everything he could. “He had faithfully and scrupulously exhausted every means; he had not shrunk either before the season or before fatigue or before the expense; he had nothing to reproach himself with. If he were to go no further, it would not worry him. It was no longer his fault; it was not an act of his own volition but an act of God.”

Everyone knows this kind of relief.

At that moment, however, it turns out that a boy has overheard his desperate conversation with the wheelwright, and found someone who is happy to provide him with a cariole. So he can continue on his way. Finally, therefore, he gets to Arras at eight. He finds out that the case is still being heard. He tries to get in, but is told that the room is full, and no one is being let in.

Again, it seems that providence is too much for him. Then he remembers there is one thing he can try. He sends a note to the judge, informing him that the mayor of Montreuil wishes to observe the trial. And the judge admits him.

Everything is a game with fate.

Aesthetic techniques, after all, are only interesting in so far as they analyse existential problems. And Hugo’s form, predicated on length, on digression and detail, is a deliberate accretion of overlapping examples: his scenes are all variations on the same theme.

In one of his Charles Eliot Norton lectures, given in Harvard, the composer Luciano Berio describes Anton Webern’s experiments with musical form: inventing “a form of development that cannot be termed ‘thematic’ because it always remains a kernel”. Famously, Webern wrote miniature pieces of music. But this cellular structure, based on repeated kernels, is not just visible in miniature. It is also the structure of Hugo’s massive novel: an intricate restatement, over and over, of a limited set of themes and structures.

So many of Hugo’s scenes operate as kernels: they all develop the same stern pattern. They are all games with fate.

That is why the novelist Mario Vargas Llosa has described how Hugo’s main scenes are “irresistible traps”—volcanic craters, where chaos suddenly acquires logic. But the idea of the irresistible must be understood as incorporating some elasticity. How strenuously do Hugo’s characters try to resist the traps of the world!

This is true of Valjean on his way to Arras; and it is true of Napoleon at Waterloo. Whether writing about the historical battle of Waterloo, or the fictional journey to Arras—Hugo’s scenes obey the same constraints: a mass of infinite detail, which coalesces to form a trap, an unstoppable destiny.

According to Hugo, the battle of Waterloo was determined by the weather. “If it hadn’t rained during the night of June, 17–18, 1815,” writes Hugo, “the future of Europe would have been different. A few drops of water, more or less, brought Napoléon to his knees. So that Waterloo could be the end of Austerlitz, Providence only needed a bit of rain, and a cloud crossing the sky out of season was enough for a whole world to disintegrate.”

It looks like an essay on Waterloo; just as it had looked like a story about the tribulations of an escaped convict. In both cases, however, the true story is chance: “the immense strokes of luck, good or bad, that are calibrated by an infinity that escapes us.” It is a description of the traps set by the infinite unknown.

5: Politics

There is another aspect, however, to Hugo’s technique of length. As well as representing a philosophy, it is also a politics. But then, it is the length itself which makes these distinctions untenable.

In Les Misérables, there is a correlation between the infinite and the unknown; and another correlation between the unknown and the miserable—the destitute. This is why Hugo can move so fluently from a detail to its moral or political halo. Everything is linked by his thematic network. Perhaps it’s a pity, therefore, that all that survived of his preface to the novel was a single, politicized sentence:

The Epigraph to Les Misérables

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

Hugo’s epigraph limits his novel too neatly. It’s true that the same triad of the needy—which corresponds to Valjean, Fantine and Cosette—is restated by the dying republican, in his discussion with the Bishop; and by Enjolras, the revolutionary, on the barricades. But Hugo was not simply a political writer.

How could he be? His subject was the infinite.

In an abandoned section on prostitution, Hugo wrote: “The portion of fate that depends on man is called ‘misère’, and it can be abolished. The portion of fate that depends on the unknown is called ‘Douleur’, and this must be considered and explored with trepidation.” He was an ontological pessimist, and a historical optimist. This was why Flaubert was unfair to mock Hugo for “the Catholic-socialist dregs … the philosophical-evangelist vermin” who admired his novel. Hugo’s novel was grander than its politics. It was not so limited.

Many years earlier, in his preface to a collection of poetry, Inner Voices, dated 24 June 1837, Hugo had said that the poet’s duty was to elevate political events to the dignity of historical events. This fludity between the political and the historical is central to Les Misérables.

Instead, he was interested in transforming politics into history, and rewriting history so that it included the unknown, the ignored, the forgotten—a version of history which would inevitably, therefore, be both an exercise in philosophy and an exercise in politics.

Les Misérables, let’s remember, was a historical novel on its publication. It was always an exercise in archiving. But what is a historical novel? What’s the meaning of the genre? With Les Misérables it allowed Hugo to rewrite history: to show how far history is fiction; how far fiction had always been taciturn about the mass of its editing.

One example of this editing is Gavroche’s elephant.

Gavroche—the Parisian urchin—lives in a model elephant, erected on the place de la Bastille: a plaster model of a monument intended to commemorate Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign. And this elephant is doubly erased. It is erased at the time, in the 1830s—“it stood there, in its corner, mournful, diseased, disintegrating, surrounded by a rotting paling fence pissed on at every turn by drunken coach-drivers; cracks zigzagged up its belly, a lath stuck out of its tail, weeds were pushing up between its legs”. And it is also erased now, in the 1860s. Now, it is “a bizarre monument that has already been wiped from the memory of Parisians”. It has disappeared both politically and historically. Just as in his chapter “The Year 1817”, a four-page list of minute events, Hugo concludes: “History neglects nearly every one of these little details and cannot do otherwise if it is not to be swamped by the infinite minutiae. And yet, the details, which are wrongly described as little—there are no little facts in the human realm, any more than there are little leaves in the realm of vegetation—are useful.”

This devotion to the infinitely unknown is why Hugo is meticulous at giving the reader Valjean’s prison numbers; and why Valjean’s name, in any case, is almost a tautology. Valjean is everyman: the anonymous, the ignored. That is the secret of his repetitive name (like Nabokov’s criminal hero in his novel Despair: Hermann Hermann, or, approximately, Mr Man Mr Man).

And it is also why Hugo is so careful to set the novel on the outskirts of Paris: in the suburbs. It was the Communist Surrealist Louis Aragon who stated that “with Victor Hugo, Paris stops being the seat of the court to become the city of the people”. Hugo was expert at describing the formless suburbs: “that funny, rather ugly semi-rural landscape, with its odd, dual nature, that surrounds certain big cities, notably Paris. To observe the urban outskirts is to observe the amphibian. End of trees, beginning of roofs, end of grass, beginning of pavement, end of furrows, beginning of shops, end of ruts, beginning of passions, end of divine murmuring, beginning of human racket …”

For Hugo’s novel is written according to the ethic of the archive. It restores real life to the truth of its infinite length. This ethic, therefore, is inseparable from an insecurity. The archive believes in the refusal of selection. It believes that everything, at some point, can return to haunt the powerful: like the repressed, or the misérable.

6: Shit

Before he describes the barricades of the 1832 revolution, Hugo returns to his theory of history, which is really a theory of detail. “The events we are about to relate belong to that dramatic and living reality that the historian sometimes neglects for want of space and time. But this is where, and we insist on this, this is where life is, the throbbing, the shuddering of humanity. Little details, as I think we may have said, are the foliage, so to speak, of big events and are lost in the remoteness of history.” Hugo himself had already provided an example of this foliage: in his description of the battle of Waterloo. He had reinstated an episode which more prudish historians preferred to omit, describing the final desperate resistance of some French soldiers.

A Description of Courage

They could hear in the crepuscular gloom that cannons were being loaded, wicks were being lit and gleamed like the eyes of tigers in the night, making a circle around their heads; all the shot-firers of the English batteries approached the cannons, and then, deeply moved, holding the moment of reckoning hanging over these men, an English general—Colville according to some, Maitland according to others—cried out to them: “Brave Frenchmen, give yourselves up!” Cambronne replied: “Shit!”

This word, shit—which Hugo called “the misérable of words”—electrifies the long network of metaphors and themes in the novel. It relates the battle of Waterloo and its themes of chance and destiny to the sewers through which Valjean wanders after he has left the barricades; and it links the sewers to the underground slang, the argot, which Hugo delights to record in his prose. Most prison songs, after all, came from a great long cellar at Châtelet’—“eight feet below the level of the Seine”.

But it also invigorates the moral and political structure of the novel. Les Misérables is based on an ethics which believes in the triumph of the defeated. Every category will be inverted.

Infinity makes all human values interchangeable.

At the novel’s climax, Hugo describes how Marius “began to have an inkling of how incredibly lofty and solemn a figure this Jean Valjean was. An unheard-of virtue appeared to him, supreme and meek, humble in its immensity. The convict was transfigured into Christ.” The novel possesses a logic of conversion, the cosmic portability of categories.

It is there in Javert’s conversion towards the end of the novel: his sense of “some indefinable sense of justice according to God’s rules that was the reverse of justice according to man.” And it is there in that miserable, modernist word “Shit!”

After describing Cambronne’s last stand, Hugo describes the meaning of this word “Shit!”, as shouted to the English at Waterloo. “To say that,” he writes, “to do that, to come up with that—this is to be the victor.” It was really Cambronne who won at the battle of Waterloo. That is Hugo’s crazy, persuasive theory: Cambronne, who had made “the last of words the first”. The triumph is truly his.

Just as Cambronne’s historian, Victor Hugo, triumphs by repeating this moment, in a revolutionary gesture of his own. A gesture which would be applauded by the avant-garde playwright Alfred Jarry. The first line of Jarry’s parodic slapstick historical drama, Ubu Roi, is the word for shit—“Merdre!”—cockily mispronounced.

7: Hugu

In Hugo’s list of Parisian gangsters, active in the 1830s, there is a stowaway:

A List of Gangsters

Panchaud, alias Printanier, alias Bigrenaille, or Hotwhack, Springlike,

Golightly

Brujon. (There was a whole dynasty of Brujons; we can’t promise not to say more about this later.)

Boulatruelle, the road-mender we have already met.

Laveuve, or the Widow.

Finistère.

Homère Hugu, a black man.

Mardisoir, or Tuesday night.

Homère Hugu, a black man!

This alias is not the only one Hugo adopts in the novel, which is punctuated by stashed versions of the name Hugo. But Homère Hugu sums up his prose style in Les Misérables: a totalizing instrument, a first-person warped autobiographical voice which improvises a slang version of epic.

This voice is the great formal invention of Hugo’s novel—the support to the novel’s length: a narrator who is unembarrassed of sententiae, sentimental interjections, melodramatic addresses to historical characters, one word paragraphs, chains of adjectives linked only by their sound, characters who freeze into rants. A narrator devoted to the prolix, the comprehensive.

For the world of Les Misérables is one which has been comprehensively transformed into language. It is a new world, with its own conventions. And the gigantism of its plot operates through the range of Hugo’s vocabulary. Nothing escapes Hugo’s omnivorous collage—not the argot of the criminal underworld, nor the songs in dialect, nor the revolutionary scraps which Hugo loves quoting—fragments which function like imported nonsense poems.

A Revolutionary List

Unité. Blanchard. Arbre-sec. 6.

Barra. Soize. Salle-au-Comte.

Kósciuszko. Aubry the butcher?

J.J.R.

Caius Gracchus.

Right of revision. Dufond. Oven.

Fall of the Girondins. Derbac. Maubuée.

Washington. Pinson. 1 pist. 86 cart.

Marseillaise.

This novel invents the idea of language as history, as deposit, as waste. It is a huge act of restitution: an exercise in the ignored. Yes, Les Misérables is a microcosmic, metaphoric novel. So that even Baudelaire—the modernist poet, the poet of dense economy—could write in Le Boulevard, on 20 April 1862, that it was “a novel constructed like a poem”. Its length is a formal property. Its style is saturated in its length.

But then again, poor Baudelaire! He had only had the chance to read Part I: Fantine. The rest was still to be published.

Coda: Argot

But who are the heirs of Hugo? What can you do with length, after Hugo?

Maybe the true heirs are the geniuses of economy: like the Argentinian novelist Roberto Arlt, who in 1926 in Buenos Aires wrote his first novel, Mad Toy—an abbreviated homage to pulp fiction, the happy marriage of schlock and philosophy. In this novel about a kid wandering through a city’s low-life, Arlt includes an exchange, in Buenos Aires argot, in praise of Hugo’s Parisian argot in Les Misérables. And I love this exchange because, like the whole of Arlt’s novel, it is written at high speed. It is a breviary of length: a new experiment, honouring the experiments of Victor Hugo, one of the grandest, most exorbitant experimentalists of the nineteenth-century novel.

Argot in 1926 in Buenos Aires

Several automobiles drove by with their tops down, and the high beam of their headlights falling on the trees threw long, shimmering stains onto the roadway. The waiter brought us coffee. The tables nearby remained empty, the musicians were chatting onstage, and from the billiard room came the sound of clicking heels, the enthusiastic response of kibitzers to a tricky shot.

“Want to play three-hand tute?”

“Forget about tute.”

‘“It seems to be raining.”

“Even better,” said Enrique. “Montparnase and Tenardhier preferred nights like this. Tenardhier used to say: Worse things were done by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. That Tenardhier was a ranún—and that bit of Gypsy lingo is terrific.”

“Is it still raining?”

I looked out at the small square.

The rain was falling at a slant, and between two rows of trees the wind made it wave like a gray curtain.

Adam Thirlwell, 2008


TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

At times it really did feel like I was “channelling” Hugo, and it was every bit as euphoric and draining as such a theatrical experience ought to be. In a sense, all translation is a performance, a piece of theatre. You try to “be” the role you’re playing, to stay “in character.” This is one way of expressing how I was taken over by this masterpiece in the process of translating it. Censorship is an old tradition in translating—and adaptation. Think of Alexander Pope reinterpreting Shakespeare so primly that it was like a bad translation, with Hamlet thinking of taking up arms against a “siege” of troubles instead of a “sea” of troubles, to avoid the horrors of mixing metaphor. Hugo knew about translating. His son, François-Victor, translated Shakespeare. Yet Hugo claimed translation was censorship. I’ve done my humble best to prove him wrong.

—

Heartfelt thanks to the team at Random House who’ve worked so hard on this edition; production editor Vincent La Scala; Holly Webber, a copy editor who misses nothing; and my editor, Judy Sternlight, for unerring judgment and support.

This translation is dedicated to Allan.

Julie Rose, Sydney, February 2008


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

—HAUTEVILLE HOUSE,1 January 1, 1862


PART ONE

FANTINE


BOOK ONE

A JUST MAN

I. MONSIEUR MYRIEL

IN 1815, MONSIEUR CHARLES-FRANÇOIS-BIENVENU MYRIEL was bishop of Digne.1 He was an elderly man of about seventy-five and he had occupied the seat of Digne since 1806.

There is something we might mention that has no bearing whatsoever on the tale we have to tell—not even on the background. Yet it may well serve some purpose, if only in the interests of precision, to jot down here the rumours and gossip that had circulated about him the moment he first popped up in the diocese. True or false, what is said about people often has as much bearing on their lives and especially on their destinies as what they do. Monsieur Myriel was the son of a councillor of the Aix parliament, a member of the noblesse de robe.2 They reckoned his father had put him down to inherit his position and so had married him off very early in the piece when he was only eighteen or twenty, as they used to do quite a lot in parliamentary families. Charles Myriel, married or no, had, they said, set tongues wagging. He was a good-looking young man, if on the short side, elegant, charming, and witty; he had given the best years of his life thus far to worldly pursuits and love affairs. Then the Revolution came along, events spiralled, parliamentary families were wiped out, chased away, hunted, scattered. Monsieur Charles Myriel emigrated to Italy soon after the Revolution broke out. His wife died there of the chest infection she
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‘Publicanion of the unhnished La bz e Satan, one of the visionary
and metaphorical pocims Hugo began in 1554, s compnion pocr
Dieu(God),also unfinished, will be published n 1591

On the centenary of Hugo's birth, his former home in the place des
Vosges is escablished a3 3 muscurm,the Maison de Victor Huge.

“The frsefull-lengeh feaure flm produced in the Unired Sttes i a
adaptation of Ler Misérabier
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Publishes Les Reyons e anbes (Rays el Shadows),  poeey colc-
ion that contains some of Hugels most fmons pocins,

Hugo aguin ils to win clecrion o the Académic Frangaice.
Hugoi a st clected o the Académic Franaice,

Publishes Le Rbi estensibly a travel nareatve chat reflects Hgo's
inereses in histoy; legend, and politcs, including an carly callfor
inermations! cooperston berween the French and the Germans,

Publicaion of Engéne Sucs Ler Mysérerde Pri a spravling novel
chronicling the Parician underworld. Suc's novel i immensely pop-
l and heavly influcnces both Balzac's Splders et wisires dscour-
i (The Splendour and Miery of Courtesans) and Hugo's Les
M

L Bangrses (The Robber Lords of the Rhine) i cricsl and pop-
wlar falure, marking the cad of Hugo’s carcer . playrerightand, i
s generaly agreed,of the Romanic theatre in France.

On Seprember 4, his daughees L éopoldine, who had marricd Charls
Vacqueric on Febuary 15 and was pregnant was killed slong with
her husband in 3 bosring accident on the Seine at Villeqicr The
desth of Hugo's vourice child would cae  shacs cver the rese o
his e and inspire some of his best-knoren poecry:

Afterbeing named a pecr of France by King Louis-Phiippe—Hugo
s by now an inimate ofthe rogal fmily, n parciular ofthe crown
prince and his wife—Hugo is arresced for aduleey, caughe in -
grante wich Léonie & Aunct (Madame Briard),

He begins work on a novel ntiled Jeon Trean, which will ake on
the working il of “Les Misres.”

Po publishes The Reven.

In February, the July Monarchy fll before popula insurection
provoked by coninued ccanomic hardship smong the working .
Hugo is cleced to the Consttuent Assembly a5 a conservacive
Hugespolitical aciviry will ke precedence over hi iers
duction for the nexethree years. He will no rern o “Les Miséres”
il 1560,

pro-

T June,continued conomic disess and nemploymentlesd -
oher violent popula insurecron, Hogo ke 3 mijor ol i 1
presing the uprising, afr which b begin a mrked shif o he o
s politcs.

Wi hi o Chares s s public fce and cla publshr, Hugo
founds s political newspaper, LEvisement (The Event), which





OEBPS/images/fxxxviii-01.jpg
540

850

851

1852

853

1854

856

g ol W BN - SISt SOGapheis S5
preidentofthe new Repubic

“The Canmanist Moo f Mar: and Engels i published.

Hug, sl viewed 1 » consrvativ, s clcted 1 the Nationl As
scmbly where he give notedspecch cllin for a end o povery:
Hugo srves a president of sn intermarional pesce conferc in
Purs, where his public sddrsscall o he ormation of 8 “United
Sttes o Euwope” (Ests Unis g,

Dickens’ David opafldi publsbed.

Hughsspecche nthe Ay cal foruniverslsuiage,fredom
ofhe press,and e, compulsory cducaion for sl children.

Hugo direcly challenges the incressing suthoritarianiem of the
“prince-présden” Lovis-Napoléon Bonapats in the Narional As-
sembly

Chiarles and Francois-Victo Hugo ae aeested nd imprisond Fr
publiching artile in LEscsaeatchat e crtcl ofth governmer.
In December, Louis-Napoléon and his supportcs ssge 3 sucecssfl
coup e which exablsbes the Sccond Empiee, Hogo stempes 1o
o public resistance befor Recing 0 Brusel in diguie and n
the company ofJulicwe Droue,soon followd by Madame Hugo
and i chree childen.

Melvill publishes Mby-Dick

In Brussl, Hogo pblshes Nl P  scchin indicemcntof
Louis-Napoléo's et pove,from the presidency o he Second
Republic o the Second Enmpire

“The Huges cravel 0 London befre taking up residence on the
Channelland o Jesey.

HariceBeecher St publshes Usce o' Clin

Publishes Ler Chitmens (Chastsements), a clleton o saiical
pocms smed s Lovis Napoléon.

Hugobegins o paricipate inséances, secking t conac the spiico
Léopoldine.

Hugo begin work on Dies (Ged) and L Fn de S (The End of
Satan),visonary pocms nspred by bblicalandlcrry ccouns o
G and th devithat will no be publshed i afe his death
Publishes Les Comtonlrions subieled Mo of e s, Cotompl-
s i ften comsidered Hugo'spostic masteepiece. The collecon
contins some of Hugo’ gresc and bes-emebered pocms,
‘many inspived by the low of Léopoldine.
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of the coronation of King Charles X, youngest brother of Louis XV1,
‘who il be th lae Bourbon king of Pranc.

Publishes a revised version of Bug Jorsl and Oder s s disres.
Birth ofa son, Charles.

Publishes o play, Crome) which is never produced;the prfceis a
manifesto of the growing movement of French Romanicism, -
mously contrining Huge's defence of the role of the grotergie in
literarure and ar.

Publishes a long poem, 04z o Colonne el Ploc Fondim, celebra-
tion of the glory ofthe French miliary under the Empirs, which i
scen as s of his groveing rife with royalism and conservacim.

Hugesplay Amy Rbsar an adsptarion of Waleer Scores Kenisor,is
produced but pocsly recived

Birth ofa thied son Frangeis-Victor

Death of Genersl Léopold Hugo. As the thind 5on of an imperis
count, Vietor begins tousethe ik ofbaron,even though his athers
tite was never ecogaized by the restored Bourbon gorernmen.
Publishes the novel Le DowierJour o condamné (The Lase Day of a
Condemned Man), s first-person interor monologuc of s man fc-
ing his imminent exceution, and a powerful state ment of oppesicion
ot death penalry which will be o ifclong couse of Huget
Marion de Lorms the story of 4 courtsan wha i reformed by love, i
saged by the Comédie-Frangaise before being banned by the gov-
ernment or i alleged moral nd politcal subversivencss.

Publishes L Orintle  collection of pocims hvily marked by the
Romantic fscinarion with the cxoric Esst

In Februa

s the premicre of Hugos much anicpatcd ply Horman
becomes a culkursland politial event, provoking near riots et
Ibersl Romanticsand neoclssical conservaives.

In July che governments acempes o promulgae authoriarian las
provoke the July Revolution. The Bourbons go nco cxile, and ther
cousin Louis-Philippe dOrléans sccedes o the throne under a new
consiutionsl monsichy.

Birth ofanocher daughter, Adel, named aftr her mother

Stendhal pblishes Le Rsge t & o (The Red and th Bl
Publihes Note-Dane de Pari(The Hunchback of Notre- Darme).
Publishes L el fastomne Aurumn Leaves) a ollection of i
mate verse inspired by pacernicy and family I

Madame Hugo begins an affair with Charles-Augustin de Sainte-
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‘Beuve, celebrated literary critic and one of Victors closest fnends.
From this poin on the Hugos marrisge is s patonic parcnrship

Le Roi Fomase (The King Takes His Plessure) premicres at the
Comédic-Frangase. The play is spon banned for is alleged. im-
moralicy a it depicts the French king Franos s a disolute yrant,
abusing his power in pursuic of  young woman This is the it act
of censorship of the July Monarchy, of which Hugo was and re-
mainesd a supporter Giuzeppe Verdit Rigueo (1551) i bused on Le
Ro amas

“The Hugos renr an sparcment in the clegant place Royle (roday’s
place des Vosges), where they v unil 1545

‘Widespread unemploymen and economic distress lead o nsurrec-
cions i Lyon and Pais, cvents hat wonld play akey rle in Les Mis-
fater

Premicre of Lurice Borgis, Hugo's greateee popular and fnancisl
succes in the theatre. During rehearsals, Hugo Bls in love wich
Juliewe Drouet, an actress and celebrated courtesan who had 2
minor ol inche play. She would be Hugs maforas o e fo the
st of her e

Anocher historical play, Marie Tudorwas farless successfl.

Publishes Claude Guens,fct-based acconunt o  paor man in prison
who was cxccuted for assauleing 4 guard; a with Le Derwir Jour,
Hugo used lterarue t campaign sgainse che deach penaly
Publishes Phessphie it mitic  collection of crivical essays.
Publishes Chantr du crfpcale (Sangs of Twlight, a collecton of
pocms, many of which suggest Hugo’s growing republican sympa-
chics

The hicworical play A, Tyrsn de Padose premicres st the
Comédie-Frangsise.

Balzac L Pie Gorie i published.

Hugo s evice nominated, but no clected, o the Acadéimie Francaise
Publishes Ler Vi intriurs (Inerios Voices),acolletion of poems
inspived by both Hugo's personsl e and politica cvents

Hischderbrother Eugéne dics in Charenton asyhum, Victor nore uses
ehe il of vicomee,

Premiere of Ray Bos considered by many to be Hugo's fnest play.
Ruy Blas i a servant who, disguised a5 8 nobleman, becomes the
lover of the quecn of Spain. Huge's condemnaton of s corrupe
aristocracy scandalizes conservatives and cnjoys grest popular
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SESERey ScCH yolaiet. OF fup frmewy s [ Chio Loyt of the
Centuries) and L dare grnd-pire (The Areof Being 1 Grandii-
), collction of iimate versc inspired by his grandchildren
Hugo playe a lesding role in defending the Republic sgains an s
temped reactionary coup d'état ld by President MacMahon.

Zola's Cdsmmmis, he sory of the miscricsof the working clss of
Paris i published.

“The stage adaptaion of Les Misralris prcsed st the Théiere de
1 Poree-Ssim Martin.

Hugo sufcrs  mildstoke thr fectively puo an end o his writing
carcer;furher publications will be of revised manuscripe.
Publihes L Pisé sprée (Supreme Piry), 3 poem advocaring
amnesy, cause he s takes up i the Senate.

Publishes Relgions o Relgion and Lse (The As), oo long pocims
composed in cxile. Rfigon r Religion draws a sharp disincrion be-
ewcen blic in God and organized rligion; Lwesvirizes the pre-
entions of erdicion,science, nd philosophy:

Hugo ae It suceseds in obeining amnesty forthe Communands
Publishes Le Quare Vs de Fcpri (The Four Windsof the Mind),a
vared collecion of pocms.

Hugo's sevemy-ninth bichday—the beginning of his cghticth
year—isdeclared 1 narionl holiday, Over the course of the day, an
esimted six hundred thousand people i n mibuce past his win-
o ncar the placede il His streer, th avene dEylu, i re-
mamed the avenue Vietor Hugo in his honour,  name i seil bears
ody.

Hugo's lay Torumads, witen n 1860 is performed

Hugo s reclected tothe Senate.

Publishes thefinalvolume of La Ligde der s

Julicrte Drouce dics on May 11

On May 22, Hugo dics of pneumonia. His st wonds ae reperted to
e e s delafomire e (1 sce  new g

Hugo s in s under the Arc de Triomphe a  reported two mil-
liom people come to pay tribue. The fist of June i declred a na-
ional day of mourning.Legiltion o re-cstablish the Panthéon ssa
narional mausolcum is pssed. Acconding t Hugo's wishes,his cof-
fin s borne on s pauper's car,following cleven wagons ocrfloving
with flowers, t his final resting place on top of Moune Saintc-
Geneviere

Zola's Germinal, the epic story of a coal miners’ strike, is published.
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Lhe success of Ler Comtempiations enables Hugo to purchase
Hauterille House, on the island of Gucrnsey.

Hugeedanghrer Adéle shoes the frssigns of mental llcss.
Publihes the irse volume of Ls Lignde de ivlr (The Legend of the
Centuries), a poeic ecelling of human history, draeing hearily on
e Bible a¢ well s legend,

Hugo refuses an offer of amaesty from the government of Louis-
Napoléon and issues  public cal forthe pardon of American sboli-
ionis ohn Brosn

Flugo rerurns o he uniinshed manuscrip of “Les Miséres'; he will
make signiican revisions and sddicons to the manuseripe of wha
will become L Miséties

Hlugo, accompanied by his wife sons, and mistress,travels to Brus-
s, where his completed novelwill be published. He makes a ip o
the barlefield o Wtcrloo toverify s impressionsof the terrain for
the fumous “digession” of Lo Miciable

Ls Misirablsis published in Brusls, Paris, and throughou Europe
“The nove is an instant popular success. Madame Hugo, who has
becn spending the winter scason in Paris for some years, act s
Hugee representative smong the French lccary community

A stage version of Les Miftles writen by Charles Hugo, debuss i
Bruseels

“The uges' daughter Adél, in  stae of delusion, runs away o
Canada in pussuit of Charles Pinson, an English offces whom she
discovers o be already married. She wrtes o her parents cht she
has marricd Pinson

Hugo wites the preface o 3 French edition of Shakespeare, wans-
red by his son Frangois-Victor, The preface s in fuce ¢ wide-
ranging essay on the nature of genius

Publishes Ghansos de ruc  de b (Somgs of the Streets nd the
Woads), a collecton of pastors pocrns

Tolsog’s War and Posebegins o appear i seia form,

Publishes Ler Trsoallarsde b mer (The Tailrs of the Ses),  navel
depicting the lves of fshermen of the Channel Islands.
Dostopevsky’s Cime and Parishwont s publshec

Birth of Georges Hugn, Charless son and Hugo’s ise grandson
Flugs wife, Adéle,dies n Brussels. Hugo accompanies her cofin o
the Franco-Belgian border,en route o h burial n Pars
Publicaton of LHmmme gu 7 (The Man Who Laughs or By the
frarmiprp g i St o
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‘ungland, deeply infused with Hugo's poliical, iumanifarian, an
liceaey preoccupations

Hugo presides at an inerationsl peace conference in Lausanne
Switzerland

Birch of Charles Hugo's daughrer, eanne

“The Prussan invasion of France brings about the collapse of th
Second Empire. Hugo reaurns o Pars a natonal hero on the day
aterthe Third Republic i declared

The Franco-Prussian War ends in French surrender, ollowing
four-month scge of Paris by the Prussian army. Hugo i clcted t
ehe National Assembly but resigns i frustracion inthe face ofa con-
scrvative, Bonapartist majoricy.

“The Republican insurection known s the Commune takes corrol
Of Pars for fey-four days; some 25,000 supporters of the Comm-
nard government, mostly working-clas, are killed before he s
cionsl gevernment regains contrl ofthe capital

Death of Charles Huge.

Emile Zola publishes L Fotune des Revgyn (The Rougons Foreune),
ehe firsc vokume of his great naturalis <pic the Rougon-Macquart

Publishes Liwne e (The Tersble Vear),  collection of poctry
inspived by the poliical cvears of Pari snce his recurn,

Hugo's advocacy of amnesty for the Communards keads o his clec-
conal defeat

“Troubled by # eactionary tn of the government, Hugo rerurns
Guernsey.

Hugo's daughter Adéle recurns o France from Barbados, whers
she had been living under the care of o housskeeper-cum-murse
for same time. She will be instiurionslized unel her death i
1915

Death of Frangols-Victor Hugo.

Publicaion of Quatre-ving-seise (Nineey-chree), Hugo's st novel,
sctin Britany during the French Revolucion, speciiclly under the
Convenion and the Terror The novel's young hero, Gauvain, em-
bodics the dealism and, impliic,che lot opportuities o the Rer-
alusion,

Publishes At e paraes Actions and Words),acollction ofhis po-
Vicialspecches and essays.

Hugo i cleced to the Senat, where he advocates amnescy for the
e e e
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(CHRONOLOGY

Marrige of Joseph-Léapold-Sigisbere Hugo, an ofcer of the Rev-
uticnary ariics, and Sophic Trtbuchet, in Nantes

Birth of Abel Hugo,
Birth of Engéne Huge.

Victor-Maric Hogo, che Huges”thindson, is born in Besanon o
Febraary 26,

Publicaion of Chatcaubrisnd's René

Léapold Hugo jins the seffof Joscph Bonspare, cveatually be-
comes his aide-de-camp, serving in southern lealy when Joseph s
amed ing of Naples by his brocher, chen follows him co Spain in
1500 afer Napolion' conquest of thae county and Joscphistransfe
o the chrone in Madrid. He is promoted o the rank of general and
amed o coune by Joseph n 1800

A the Hugos' marsiage deterioraes, Sophie inermitently follows
her husband to his posings with the children and excarually moves
o Paris, where her lover, General Lahorie, acs 15 tror o heie chil
dren. Tn 1810, Lahoric is impliceed in 8 conspiracy against
Napoléon; he is arrested in Madame Hogo's house and lacer exc-
cured by fring squad (1512).

Gosthe's s publihed in 1505,

Madame Hugo akes her sons to Madrid, where Joseph Bonaparce
has cncouraged the Hugos o resolv the conficts in their marrisge
Sophie Hugo recurns to Paris with the childrens she and Genersl
Hlugo permanently separate

Byron's Childe Haroldis published.
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eral Hugo, having returned to Spain with the retreating krench
armis the previous year, s asigned by Napoléon to command the
forcied border ity of Thionville, in Loreaine,on the Mesclle R
General Hugo refuses o surrender ven sfr Napoléon' sbdicarion.
During the Hundred Days, General Hugo allies to Napoléon and i
again given the command of Thiomvill; he agin holds outlong aftr
Napoléon’s surrender, gving up the city in November, some five
monchs after Waterloo. Generl Hugo lves moscly.in the ciy of
Blois during the Rescoraion, lagely estranged from bis children
and feuding with Madame Hugo sbour fnancil support of ther
children

Victor-Marie Hugo is awarded honourable mention n  pocry con-
tesesponsored by the Académic Frangaise

Hugo begins work on his fist nosel, g 7orl(The Slave King),the
story o aslave uprising in Saine-Dominguc (modern-day Hair.

Mary

Shelley’s Frankotein s publiched.
Hugo's poems, including an ode on the restoration of a statue of
Hienri IV on che Pone-Neufin Paris, win firseprize n the presigious
Jeus Floraux de PAcadémie de Toulouse. Wich his brochers, he
founds aliceary periodical, Le Conseraeur i

Sir Wlter Scor's eanboe s published.

Hugo's e in honour of the recernly asssinated Duc de Berry,
nephew of Louis XVIIL i awarded 500 francs by the king. Hugo
publishes Beg 7ol in secil form in Le Coserten i

Death of Sophic Hugo. Hugo and his brothers will reconcile with
chei fher over the next several years

Publishes hie frsecollcrion of poery, Oder  pdsier dverse: H's
pocms display suffcient rthodosy and royalism t can him a pen-
sion tha allows him t marsy Adéle Fouches, whom he has known
since chidhood. Hugo's eder brocher Eugéne, who was also in love
with Adéle suffes a nervous breakdown th night afr he scdding
from which he will never ecorer, spending th reseof his ife in n-
Publishes his second novel, Haw dTsande (Hans of lecland or The
Demon Diarf),  hisorical novel sct in Scandinavia inspired by the
‘work of Waler Scor

Birch of ason, Léopold-Victor,who willdie n infancy:

Publishes his second volume of poctry, Nosuoler Oer.

Birch of a daughrer, Léopoldine.

Hugo is named chevalier of the Légion d'Honneur and official poet
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