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			Victor Hugo

			French novelist, poet, playwright and politician

			
					Born in Besançon in 1802

					Died in Paris in 1885

					Notable works:	Hernani (1830), play

	The Hunchback of Notre-Dame (1832), novel

	Le Misérables (1862), novel




			

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

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

		


		
			Claude Gueux

			A plea against the death sentence

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Hugo, V. (1990) Le Dernier Jour d’un condamné, Claude Gueux and L’Affaire Tapner. Paris: Le Livre de Poche.1

					First edition: 1834

					Themes: prison, death sentence, guilt, poverty, trial

			

			Claude Gueux was first published in 1834. The work is based on a true story and belongs to the same line as another of Hugo’s novel: The Last day of a Condemned Man (1829). Indeed, both works are about the imprisonment of a man and his final execution. Moreover, they both act as pleas against the death sentence.

			The novel is divided into two successive and distinct parts: the first part is an illustrative story, which provides a context to the story and a starting point for the second part, which is a reflection about society.

			

			
				
					1 All quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			Claude Gueux, a Parisian worker of modest lifestyle and the head of a family, is spurred by his circumstances to steal in order to survive. He is arrested and sent to the central house of Clairveaux, where he spends his night in his cell and his days in the workshop. Taciturn and pensive, he accepts his new situation without complaint and without letting it eat away at him.

			The prison is led by a tyrannical and mean employee, who is also stubborn and stupid. All the workers in the center fear him. One day, he tells Claude Gueux, allegedly to comfort him, that his wife had to become a prostitute and that nobody knows what became of his son. Obviously, this is very poor comfort to the prisoner.

			Nevertheless, he holds on to his dignity and soon his reputation is such that it earns him the admiration and respect of all the other prisoners. At the same time, it earns him the hatred and jealousy of his jailors, especially since he often helps the director to re-establish order in the prison in the case of troubles.

			Claude Gueux, who is accustomed to eating a lot, is not sufficiently and he slowly begins to starve, yet still does not complain. This is how he meets Albin. One day, Albin offers Claude half of his bread ration, saying that it is too much for him. This gesture, he often repeats, seals the friendship between the two men.

			One day, the Director decides to get his revenge on Claude Gueux: he transfers Albin toanother district of the prison. When Claude questions him about his decision, he refuses to change his mind, because he never does. He justifies his act with a simple “Because I felt like it”. Claude asks him to bring back Albin every night, but most of the time the Director does not even bother to answer.

			One Sunday, Claude stays under the covered courtyard without moving for several hours. When someone asks him what he is doing, he answers that he is holding someone’s trial. Following this, Claude Gueux demands one more time that the Director bring Albin back to his district of the prison. As usual, the director refuses. Claude then issues a nine day ultimatum at the end of which his friend must be given back to him. The director does not heed it.

			On the morning of the tenth day, Claude gets a pair of scissors and tells another prisoner that that same evening, they will help him to cut the bars of the prison. Then, he gets and axe to kill the Director. 

			Once alone with the other prisoners, Claude Gueux makes a speech explaining his intention to kill the Director and his reasons for doing so. He asks them if they have something to say against it. One of them requests that he ask the Director one more tome about Albin. Claude agrees to do so.

			Once the time has come, Claude begs the Director to reconsider once more, but this time he adds a short speech to his request. However, the Director is no more cooperative than he usually is. Consequently, Claude murders him with his axe. Then, he tries to end his own life by piercing his heart with the scissors, but without success.

			After having spent a few days hanging between life and death, he finally recovers completely and can be judged. During the trial, Claude Gueux does nothing to lower his responsibility. He makes sure that the facts are given with the utmost objectivity. He even encourages the other prisoners, who witnessed the scene, to talk. He then takes the words and speaks eloquently and at length to denounce the moral and social injustices he suffered during his life and his imprisonment.

			He is sentenced to death. Before his execution, he kisses the priest and the executioner – the latter gently pushes him away. He bestows his scissors to Albin and gives the priest a five franc coin which a nun had given him as a present, and asks him to give it to the poor. He retains his dignity to the end.

			The story seemingly ends there, but it is followed by a reflection of the author about the death penalty and the weaknesses of the 19th century society: the education system and the lack of efficiency of the judicial system. Hugo directly addresses the people he believes to be responsible for these problems: the ministers, deputies, and legislators. He complains about the uselessness of their debates, when the people are suffering and living in extreme poverty. He condemns the prison and the death sentence. He advocates work and, more importantly, education, as solutions to poverty.

		


		
			Character study

			Claude Gueux

			Claude Gueux really did exist. This real character lived during the same period as Victor Hugo. His story was told in the news section of a weekly publication, which inspired the author to write his novel: Claude Gueux, a Parisian worker, stole to feed his family (his mistress and child) during a difficult winter.

			Victor Hugo took the liberty of adjusting the truth in order to embellish his story: the crimes of Claude Gueux were probably more significant than a simple theft. However, his influence over the other prisoners seems to have been truly significant, according to the testimony of the prison Director.

			If Claude Gueux had been depicted as a criminal from the outset, the author could never have used him as the archetype of the man of the people, brave but lacking an education, whose life had been harsh because of the problems of the community, and made him a symbol of martyrdom by society.

			The main protagonist of the work, Claude Gueux, is at first depicted by Hugo as a wise, dignified and impervious man. He never gets upset and each of his words has been well thought-out. He represents the awareness of the people, which is slowly brought to light; this can be seen in the behavior of the other prisoners when they are facing him: they show him respect, downright admiration, and even obedience. Through this, the character of Claude Gueux prefigures that of Jean Valjean, the main protagonist of Les Misérables, a work that was published in 1862, nearly thirty years later.

			At the end of the story, the reader discovers a new side to Claude Gueux, namely that of a killer. Thus, Hugo does not depict the world with a Manichean vision (making a clear distinction between what is good and what is evil) in mind. Nevertheless, the dignity of the character is saved, because he justifies his act through reason, with his conception of justice.

			Claude Gueux possesses three things in prison: a friend, Albin, a book, Emile by Rousseau (Genevan writer and philosopher, 1712-1448) – but, having never learned to read, it wasn’t really useful to him – and scissors that used to belong to his mistress. After having told one of the prisoners that he would use these scissors to cut the bars of his cell, he uses them in a suicide attempt. The sentence was clearly metaphorical: he meant to cut the bars of the prison formed by his body to let his soul escape.

			Albin

			Albin embodies friendship. Still an adolescent, he is frail, weak and innocent. He is also in prison for theft. Claude might be private, but Albin is downright shy. His name is already telling: from the Latin albus, meaning “white”, it evokes images of candor and simplicity. Victor Hugo does not really develop this character, granting more attention to the bond between the two men.

			Albin is also a real character: he really was an important support for Claude during his imprisonment and the Director of

			
			The Director

			
			
					He is evil, although he is on the side of State and law, while Claude Gueux is the hero, although he is on the side of the outlaws;

					One represents the official authority, supported by the power in place, while the other represents natural authority, supported by his ideas. One embodies the temporal power, the other the spiritual power;

					The Director and the other guards do not appreciate Claude’s influence in the prison. They are jealous of his natural authority.
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