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    A single act of mercy collides with a relentless idea of justice, igniting a lifelong struggle that sweeps through streets, courts, and consciences. In Les Misérables, Victor Hugo transforms individual moral decisions into a public drama, asking how a society treats its most vulnerable members and what a person can become when offered grace or denied it. The novel commands attention not only for its unforgettable figures but also for the way it insists that private choices reverberate through history. This is a work where inner battles are mirrored by citywide upheavals, and where compassion confronts systems built to measure and punish.

Victor Hugo, one of the central figures of French Romanticism, conceived this novel over many years. He began drafting the project in 1845, set it aside, and resumed it during political exile under the regime of Napoleon III. Living on the island of Guernsey in the 1850s, Hugo developed the book’s panoramic design, bringing philosophical reflection together with closely observed scenes of everyday hardship. The novel was completed around 1861 and published in 1862. This long gestation is visible in its breadth: it moves with equal assurance through the moral interior of a single conscience and the restless social landscape of nineteenth-century France.

Upon publication in 1862, Les Misérables became an immediate sensation across Europe and beyond, attracting a wide readership and early translations. Its classic status arises from the scope of its ambition and the vigor of its moral imagination. Hugo fused Romantic passion with documentary realism, expanding the possibilities of the novel as a form capable of moral inquiry, social critique, and lyrical exaltation. Generations of readers have found in its pages a rare combination of narrative urgency and ethical reflection, and its influence extends through the social novel tradition, shaping expectations of how fiction can contend with injustice without losing narrative momentum.

At its core stands the story of Jean Valjean, a former convict seeking to rebuild his life in a society that defines him by his past. Shadowed by Inspector Javert, a model of strict legalism, Valjean’s struggle sets mercy and law on an inevitable collision course. Around this axis turn intersecting lives—laborers, students, public officials, and the poor—whose fates entwine in the crowded spaces of provincial towns and the capital. An unexpected kindness early in the narrative challenges Valjean’s self-understanding, and the choices that follow test the reach of personal transformation within unforgiving social arrangements.

The novel’s enduring power rests in its examination of justice and mercy, not as abstractions but as lived realities. Hugo asks whether law can be truly just when it ignores poverty, hunger, and the scars of punishment. He dramatizes conscience as an arena where duty and compassion contend, pressing readers to consider what kind of society emerges from each choice. Redemption is not offered cheaply; it demands courage, sacrifice, and the reordering of priorities. By staging these ethical conflicts in a world meticulously rendered, the book links the moral lives of individuals to the policies and prejudices that shape daily existence.

Hugo’s France is a nation unsettled by the aftershocks of revolution and empire, a society negotiating the promises of progress with the persistence of misery. Industrial change draws people into cities where opportunity and exploitation mingle. Prisons and police shape the margins of civic life, while charity, education, and religious conviction offer countercurrents of hope. The narrative touches significant historical events and public debates of the early nineteenth century without requiring specialized knowledge, situating private stories against a backdrop of political upheaval. This context enlarges the novel’s stakes, suggesting that personal dignity and social order are inseparable questions.

Formally, Les Misérables is remarkable for its sweeping architecture. Hugo blends intimate scenes with expansive digressions on history, politics, language, and belief, using an omniscient voice that both narrates and reflects. The novel moves from quiet interiors to crowded streets, from reflective solitude to collective action, without losing the thread of its central moral inquiry. This orchestration of scales—micro and macro, individual and society—helped define what a modern novel could attempt. Its cadences shift from austere to lyrical, from documentary to visionary, creating a texture that can embrace tenderness, satire, pathos, and civic exhortation in the same unfolding design.

The cast is equally capacious, spanning the destitute and the privileged, the pragmatic and the idealistic. Hugo renders each figure with emblematic clarity while granting them ordinary needs and contradictions. Encounters among the poor, the dispossessed, public servants, and youthful idealists reveal the pressures that bind and divide classes. The novel’s mothers and children, workers and students, criminals and saints, all move within a shared moral weather, where kindness alters trajectories and indifference deepens suffering. By refusing to confine anyone to a single label, Hugo invites readers to see character as a dynamic interaction between circumstance, choice, and the often invisible structures of society.

As a classic, the book’s influence extends far beyond its original language and century. It fortified the tradition of the socially engaged novel, proving that ethical urgency could coexist with narrative grandeur. Writers and dramatists around the world have drawn on its example when portraying poverty, penal systems, and the ambiguities of authority. Its characters and situations have become cultural touchstones, adaptable to many mediums while retaining their moral resonance. Above all, the novel demonstrated that literature could be both immensely popular and philosophically ambitious, encouraging later storytellers to marry wide appeal with sustained reflection on public life.

This illustrated edition underscores the work’s historical and human textures by placing visual interpretation alongside Hugo’s prose. Images can orient readers to the architecture of Paris, the fashions of various classes, and the material details of work, travel, and domestic life. They can also highlight contrasts central to the book—splendor and squalor, authority and vulnerability—without dictating a single reading. While the text remains the heart of the experience, illustration can prompt fresh attention to settings and gestures that might otherwise pass quickly, offering a complementary path into the atmosphere and social fabric that the novel so painstakingly evokes.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s length and digressions are not obstacles but invitations to breadth. Hugo’s excursions into ideas illuminate the motives and frameworks driving his characters, while the narrative’s momentum never loses sight of human faces and names. Reading patiently, one discovers that the philosophical passages refract back into the action, clarifying the stakes of each choice. The book rewards sustained engagement by revealing patterns, echoes, and reversals that make its world feel lived-in and morally alive. It is this fusion of thought and story that anchors its reputation and makes revisiting it a continually enriching experience.

Les Misérables endures because its questions remain urgent: How should societies respond to poverty? What is justice without mercy, or mercy without responsibility? How do individual acts reverberate through families, neighborhoods, and nations? In an age still grappling with inequality, incarceration, and civic trust, Hugo’s vision retains a bracing clarity and a consoling breadth. The novel asks readers to imagine institutions tempered by compassion and lives transformed by courage. That invitation—to see beyond the letter of the law toward the possibilities of human dignity—explains the book’s lasting appeal and its power to speak freshly to every generation.
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    Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables, first published in 1862 and often issued in illustrated editions, unfolds across early nineteenth-century France, where political upheaval and everyday hardship intersect. The novel follows multiple lives shaped by poverty, law, and compassion, with a central focus on a former convict seeking moral renewal in a society slow to forgive. Hugo pairs intimate drama with sweeping social panoramas, examining institutions, street life, and the pressures that push people toward crime or sacrifice. As the book moves from provincial towns to Paris, it sets up a sustained inquiry into justice, grace, and the possibilities of transformation within unforgiving structures.

Jean Valjean emerges from prison after years of hard labor for stealing a loaf of bread and subsequent escape attempts, reduced by stigma to the margins of society. A brief act of trust from a cleric offers him a new moral direction, and he resolves to rebuild his life honestly. Disguising his past, he applies relentless energy to industry and charity, becoming a prosperous manufacturer and respected local figure. Yet the law, personified by an exacting police inspector, embodies a strict code that cannot accommodate change. The tension between Valjean’s inward conversion and the world’s unforgiving memory anchors the narrative’s early movement.

In the same town, a working-class woman named Fantine is dismissed after her concealed motherhood is exposed, plunging her into precarious labor and mounting debt. Her young daughter, Cosette, has been left in the care of innkeepers who exploit the arrangement, extracting payments while neglecting the child. As Fantine’s fortunes deteriorate, the novel exposes the social mechanisms that punish poverty and gendered vulnerability. The town’s benefactor—Valjean in his assumed identity—becomes aware of her plight and the child’s situation. His response attracts the attention of Inspector Javert, whose suspicions about the benefactor’s past tighten the web between private conscience and public authority.

Valjean resolves to secure Cosette’s safety, confronting the innkeeping family and removing the child from their control. The pair’s escape initiates a new chapter of guardianship, as Valjean and Cosette seek anonymity while pursued by the persistent Javert. A period of concealment behind secluded walls allows their bond to deepen, with Cosette’s childhood restored in relative calm. Eventually, they resettle in Paris under modest circumstances, maintaining a careful obscurity. The narrative balances scenes of domestic tenderness with the continual threat of discovery, showing how precarious a reformed life remains when the law defines identity solely by past transgressions.

Paris introduces further strands. Marius Pontmercy, a thoughtful student estranged from his aristocratic guardian and shaped by revelations about his father, begins to form his own convictions. In the city’s public gardens, a silent, gradual attraction grows between Marius and Cosette, whose guarded life has left her sheltered yet observant. Meanwhile, the Thénardier family reappears in a more openly predatory guise, emblematic of the urban underworld that exploits upheaval. Hugo interlaces domestic scenes, cramped lodgings, and street crowds to reveal parallel economies of aspiration and desperation. Chance encounters tighten connections among characters whose histories are already intertwined, setting up conflicts to come.

Gathering political unrest in the early 1830s draws Marius toward a circle of idealistic students committed to republican principles and social reform. Their debates and loyalties echo throughout the neighborhoods they frequent, while ordinary Parisians—street children among them—embody the resilience and volatility of the era. The death of a public figure becomes a catalyst for protest, and rumors of insurrection spread. Javert, attentive to signs of disorder, extends surveillance across both criminals and activists. The novel builds momentum toward confrontation, with private hopes, civic grievances, and official vigilance converging in a city primed for sudden, improvised theater on its narrow streets.

As agitation grows, criminal schemes intersect with personal dilemmas. The Thénardiers pursue extortion and fraud, ensnaring unwary targets and testing the limits of conscience for those around them. Marius, pulled between political comrades and a deepening love for Cosette, faces decisions that will shape his loyalties. Messages are relayed across garden gates and tenement corridors, with intermediaries whose motives range from self-interest to selfless devotion. Valjean, sensing danger, contemplates departure to protect Cosette’s future. The city becomes a maze of plots and counterplots, where generosity and betrayal coexist, and where small choices threaten to tip lives into irreversible courses.

The unrest finally breaks into open conflict, and a barricade rises in a working-class quarter, concentrating idealism, fear, and courage in a few improvised streets. Marius is drawn into the heart of the struggle, while Valjean moves through the turmoil guided by a pledge to protect and by an intensely personal ethic of mercy. Javert’s principles are tested amid the chaos, as the novel contrasts inflexible duty with compassion under extreme pressure. Desperate routes through the city’s hidden spaces come into play. Acts of loyalty, forgiveness, and sacrifice occur in rapid succession, reframing the characters’ long pursuit of justice and safety.

Les Misérables closes by reflecting on the moral weight of institutions and the dignity of individuals navigating poverty, prejudice, and law. Hugo’s expansive method—mixing intimate biographies with essays on history, religion, criminality, and the city—underscores the argument that society’s marginal people carry its deepest truths. The illustrated format often highlights these contrasts in visual form, aiding readers through the novel’s large cast and shifting settings. Without disclosing final outcomes, the book’s enduring significance lies in its plea for humane judgment, structural reform, and the possibility that grace can redirect a life even when the world resists that change.
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    Les Misérables unfolds primarily in France between 1815 and 1832, with Paris and provincial towns providing the chief stages. The dominant institutions framing its world are the restored Bourbon monarchy and, after 1830, the July Monarchy; the centralized administrative state; the Catholic Church reestablished by the Concordat; and the legal order shaped by the Napoleonic Code and the 1810 Penal Code. Everyday life moves within guild-free markets after Revolutionary reforms, small workshops and growing factories, a national police and gendarmerie, and municipal charities that attempt to manage poverty. These structures define the terrain on which questions of crime, redemption, labor, and citizenship are contested.

The French Revolution (1789–1799) abolished feudal privileges, proclaimed civil equality, and secularized much institutional life. It also centralized authority and redefined property and family relations through the Civil Code (1804). Yet postrevolutionary France preserved many inequalities, especially those tied to property, gender, and access to education. The novel reflects this legacy: the language of rights persists, but the everyday experience of the poor shows how formal equality can coexist with deprivation. The Revolution’s memory saturates public discourse in the 1810s–1830s, energizing republican ideals while provoking conservative reactions. Les Misérables repeatedly juxtaposes those ideals with the lived realities of lower-class France.

Napoleon’s rule (1799–1815) militarized society and mobilized vast resources through conscription and taxation. His wars reshaped borders and careers, producing veterans, widows, and displaced persons across France. The Napoleonic administrative machine—prefects, standardized procedures, identity papers—remained after his fall. Economic disruptions and the demobilization crisis in 1814–1815 intensified poverty in many regions. The novel’s early scenes occur in the shadow of the defeat at Waterloo (June 1815) and the subsequent Allied occupation, whose requisitions and political reprisals further strained communities. These conditions inform the book’s attention to itinerancy, marginal work, and the fragility of livelihood for those without property or patronage.

The Bourbon Restoration (1814–1830) returned Louis XVIII and then Charles X to the throne under constitutional charters that limited, but did not eliminate, royal authority. The period saw a conservative resurgence: compensation to émigrés, renewed influence of the Church, and restrictive press laws. Political conflict polarized liberals and ultraroyalists, and episodes such as the “White Terror” of 1815 targeted perceived Bonapartists and republicans. Administrative centralization continued, and the state relied on police surveillance to manage dissent. Les Misérables echoes this climate by presenting a society in which legal forms are scrupulously observed while social compassion is uneven, and where loyalty to order can eclipse concern for justice.

French criminal law under the 1810 Penal Code imposed severe penalties for property crimes, vagrancy, and recidivism. Convicts sentenced to hard labor were sent to maritime bagnes at Toulon, Brest, or Rochefort, transported in chain gangs and subjected to harsh discipline. Rehabilitation mechanisms were rudimentary; released convicts carried stigmatizing documents and faced tight controls on movement and employment. Some corporal punishments and public shaming practices persisted into the Restoration and were progressively curtailed by reforms in 1832. Les Misérables uses this framework to critique how punitive systems mark individuals for life, showing how legal identity can override evidence of moral change.

Policing and surveillance were pillars of postrevolutionary governance. Paris’s Prefecture of Police, created in 1800, coordinated investigations, censuses, and oversight of public order, while the nationwide gendarmerie patrolled roads and small towns. Internal passports and workers’ “livrets” (employment booklets, formalized in 1803) tied ordinary people to employers and locales, complicating mobility for the poor and those with criminal records. The Restoration and the July Monarchy both strengthened intelligence networks to monitor political societies and the press. The novel’s relentless figure of law is grounded in this historical apparatus, which equated social stability with close identification and tracking of suspect populations.

Urban and rural poverty remained widespread despite charitable and municipal institutions. Bureaux de bienfaisance and hospices, many rooted in eighteenth-century reforms, distributed alms, fuel, and medical assistance, while beggary and vagrancy were legally constrained. Philanthropic societies multiplied in the 1820s and 1830s, promoting workrooms, crèches, and maternal aid but often with moralizing conditions. Economic downturns, poor harvests, and displaced laborers overwhelmed such efforts. Les Misérables sets its moral argument within this network of selective generosity and bureaucratic relief, insisting that structural causes—wages, housing, access to work—must be confronted alongside private charity if misery is to diminish.

The Catholic Church regained public authority after the Concordat of 1801, which reestablished worship under state oversight and restored clerical presence in education, hospitals, and poor relief. The Restoration encouraged religious revival, missionary preaching, and expansion of teaching orders. At the same time, tensions persisted between Gallican traditions, ultramontane loyalties, and secular liberalism. In the novel, ecclesiastical spaces—parishes, convents, charitable orders—function as refuges and moral counters to punitive institutions, while also revealing the Church’s entanglement with state power. This reflects the era’s ambivalence: faith-inspired charity could soften social edges, but structural injustice required political remedies beyond devotion.

Women’s legal status under the Civil Code subordinated married women to husbands, restricted property rights, and limited civil capacity. Economically, many women labored in textiles, domestic service, laundry, street vending, and homework like seamstressing, often for meager pay and without security. The state regulated prostitution through the police des moeurs, imposing registration and medical inspections on brothels, with debates intensifying in the 1830s; Alexandre Parent-Duchâtelet’s 1836 study exemplified this medicalized oversight. Les Misérables draws on these realities to depict the precariousness of women’s respectability and income, the vulnerability of the unmarried poor, and the social penalties attached to sexual transgression and debt.

Children in early nineteenth-century France experienced work and schooling in unequal measure. Before regulation arrived, child labor in workshops and factories was common; the first national law limiting child labor dates to 1841, after the novel’s main timeframe. Primary education expanded slowly, with the Guizot Law of 1833 mandating a boys’ school in every commune and teacher training, though access and quality varied widely. Orphanages, foundling hospitals, and apprenticeship systems attempted to manage childhood poverty, often inadequately. Les Misérables highlights urban street children and apprentices as products of this environment, where survival skills and informal solidarities substitute for consistent protection or instruction.

Industrialization progressed unevenly. France’s economy combined artisanal production with growing factories in textiles, metallurgy, and mining, and with proto-industrial towns tied to regional specializations. Credit networks, improved roads, and canals facilitated commerce, while rural households supplemented earnings through seasonal migration or homework. The removal of guilds after the Revolution opened markets but also exposed workers to volatile wages. Employers often adopted paternalist strategies—housing, company stores, charity—to stabilize labor. The novel situates characters within this evolving economy, from small-town manufacturing to Parisian workshops, making visible the insecurity that accompanied early mechanization and the ambitions of an ascendant bourgeoisie.

Paris in the 1820s–1830s was dense, insalubrious, and politically volatile. Before the vast remaking of the 1850s–1860s, narrow medieval streets fostered slums and barricade tactics alike. The city’s sewers, mapped and extended in the early nineteenth century and later massively expanded, formed a hidden infrastructure that fascinated reformers and writers. Public health crises underscored urban vulnerability: the 1832 cholera epidemic killed tens of thousands nationwide and roughly 18,000 in Paris, stoking fear and social tension. Les Misérables mirrors this urban fabric—its precarious housing, clandestine spaces, and sudden crowds—treating the city as both a refuge for anonymity and a crucible of collective action.

The press became a central battleground. Under the Restoration, licensing, stamp taxes, and prosecutions curtailed oppositional papers, even as new readerships emerged with cheaper printing and rising literacy. Political trials made journalists into symbols of liberty. The July Revolution of 1830 was precipitated in part by Charles X’s July Ordinances, which suspended freedom of the press and dissolved the Chamber. After 1830, the press expanded under a constitutional monarchy, though governments continued to police sedition. Les Misérables reflects a world where pamphlets, songs, and newspapers carry political energy, enabling rapid mobilization while exposing participants to surveillance and repression.

The July Revolution (July 27–29, 1830) deposed Charles X and installed Louis-Philippe as “King of the French,” promising a citizen monarchy. Hopes for expanded suffrage and social reform soon confronted the limits of a regime tied to property holders. Republican clubs, student circles, and worker associations pressed for deeper change, continuing the barricade tradition of 1789 and 1830. This unsettled settlement forms the novel’s immediate political horizon: the language of citizenship is broader than under the Bourbons, yet the gap between political rights and social realities remains sharp, particularly for those excluded from the narrow electorate and precariously employed.

The June 1832 insurrection in Paris arose amid economic distress, cholera’s aftermath, and anger at perceived betrayals of republican ideals. The funeral of General Jean Maximilien Lamarque on June 5 became the spark for uprisings centered in working-class quarters. Barricades rose quickly; fighting raged through June 5–6 before being suppressed by the National Guard and army. Casualties were significant, and repression followed. Les Misérables stages its climactic civic drama within this event, using the barricade to examine courage, fraternity, and political disillusion, while underscoring how spontaneous uprisings, however idealistic, collided with a well-armed state and limited popular support.

In the 1830s, the “social question” preoccupied thinkers and politicians. Saint-Simonian and Fourierist movements proposed reorganizing industry and family life; Catholic social currents called for charity and corporate forms; economists debated free trade and association. Worker unrest signaled strain: the Lyon canut uprisings (1831 and 1834) protested wages and mechanization, and mutual aid societies proliferated despite legal constraints. Reformers investigated prisons, housing, and public health. Les Misérables channels these debates into narrative form, presenting poverty not merely as private misfortune but as a systemic failure, and envisioning duty—state, communal, and personal—as the answer to misery’s reproducible causes.

Penal reform gained momentum after 1830. Comparative inquiries by Alexis de Tocqueville and Gustave de Beaumont examined American penitentiaries; in France, the 1832 revision moderated some penalties and curtailed certain corporal punishments. The 1840 opening of the Mettray agricultural colony signaled experiments in juvenile rehabilitation. From 1852, the regime increasingly employed transportation to overseas penal colonies, though mainland bagnes persisted for years. Against this background, Les Misérables indicts a justice system that confuses surveillance with morality, while acknowledging the era’s reformist aspirations. It presses a case for mercy and reintegration that resonated with contemporary campaigns against the death penalty and brutal incarceration practices. Victor Hugo (1802–1885) moved from youthful royalism to committed liberalism. Named a peer of France in 1845, he broke with the monarchy, opposed Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s coup of December 1851, and lived in exile—principally on Jersey and then Guernsey—until 1870. He drafted Les Misérables in the 1840s, resumed it in exile, and published it in 1862. The novel’s instant, international success reflected a transformed print economy: steam presses, serial promotion, and coordinated European releases. Illustrated editions, a common nineteenth-century practice, featured engravings by artists such as Gustave Brion and Émile Bayard, reinforcing its vivid social imaginary for mass readers under the Second Empire’s censorship regime. Les Misérables functions as both mirror and critique of its era. It registers the weight of institutions—the Code, police, prisons, Church, and market—on fragile lives, while insisting on the transformative power of conscience, education, and solidarity. By embedding individual destinies within the Restoration and July Monarchy’s political crises, it reveals how legality can coexist with injustice and how charity without reform is inadequate. The novel thus translates the nineteenth century’s “social question” into a moral and civic imperative, challenging readers to measure progress not by stability or wealth, but by the fate of the most vulnerable.
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    Introduction
Victor Hugo (1802–1885) stands as one of the defining figures of nineteenth‑century literature: poet, novelist, dramatist, and public voice. Born in Besançon and active chiefly in Paris, he helped lead French Romanticism while reaching a world audience. His novels Notre‑Dame de Paris and Les Misérables became touchstones of modern storytelling, combining panoramic social vision with memorable characters. As a poet he produced landmark collections, including Les Contemplations and La Légende des siècles, that broadened the scope of lyric and epic in French. Across genres, Hugo sought to pair artistic innovation with moral purpose, shaping debates about society, history, and conscience.
Hugo’s career unfolded across six decades and multiple forms: odes and ballads, major plays for the national stage, long narrative poems, essays, and political pamphlets. He also drew extensively, leaving a body of visionary ink wash images. A magnet for admiration and controversy, he catalyzed theatrical revolution in the 1830s, became an elected legislator during the 1848 upheavals, and spent years in principled exile under the Second Empire. By the time of his death, he was both a national institution and an international author translated worldwide, his name associated with artistic daring, social compassion, and a persistent belief in human dignity.
Education and Literary Influences
Hugo grew up amid shifting political climates and geographies, the son of a Napoleonic officer and a mother with royalist sympathies. Early schooling in Paris exposed him to classical curricula while his voracious reading ranged widely through history, scripture, and contemporary letters. As a teenager he began publishing verse and, with his brothers, launched a literary review that positioned him within Parisian debates. The writer he most openly revered was Chateaubriand, whose fusion of lyric grandeur and political resonance offered a model. Equally formative were Shakespeare’s freedom of form and the Middle Ages’ imagery, which later nourished his historical imagination.
By the 1820s Hugo had aligned himself with Romanticism’s insurgent aesthetics. The lengthy preface to his drama Cromwell articulated a new program for French letters: poetry as capacious, historically minded, and receptive to the mingling of sublime and grotesque. He rejected rigid neoclassical unities in favor of expressive variety and dramatic truth. Engagement with European literature broadened his horizons, as did the era’s philosophical currents about progress and rights. These influences did not remain abstract; they crystallized in a vision where the artist bore civic responsibilities, and where language should open toward the people rather than retreat into courtly decorum.
Literary Career
Hugo first achieved prominence as a poet, with collections of odes and ballads in the early 1820s that announced his talent and gained official recognition. He soon turned decisively to theater. The appearance of Cromwell in 1827 mattered chiefly for its manifesto‑like preface, while Hernani, staged in 1830, produced a celebrated clash between traditionalists and Romantics and cleared space for new dramaturgy. Over the next decade his plays—among them Marion de Lorme, Lucrèce Borgia, Angelo, and Ruy Blas—expanded theatrical possibilities and secured his reputation. In 1841 he was elected to the Académie française, a milestone reflecting his growing authority.
Hugo’s novelistic breakthrough, Notre‑Dame de Paris (1831), set in late medieval Paris, joined narrative sweep with an impassioned attention to architecture and collective life. Its popular success helped renew public interest in Gothic heritage and urban history without sacrificing dramatic momentum. Alongside such large canvases, he also wrote compact works focused on justice and punishment, notably Le Dernier Jour d’un Condamné and Claude Gueux, which probed the moral cost of the death penalty and social neglect. These books announced a novelist intent on uniting imaginative vigor with ethical inquiry, positioning fiction as a forum for civic reflection as well as entertainment.
A calamity in 1843, the accidental death of his daughter, marked Hugo deeply and reoriented his lyric voice. The meditative poems of Les Contemplations, published in 1856, braided private mourning with a philosophy of endurance and hope. Politics soon forced another turning point. After the 1851 coup d’état that brought Louis‑Napoléon Bonaparte to power as Napoleon III, Hugo chose exile rather than silence. Writing from the Channel Islands, he produced scathing political works—Napoléon le Petit and Les Châtiments—while continuing vast literary projects. Les Misérables, appearing in 1862 after years of reflection, met immediate, worldwide readership and intensified arguments about poverty and redemption.
Exile proved astonishingly fertile. Hugo issued the first series of La Légende des siècles, envisioning the moral saga of humanity, and composed sea‑battered narratives rooted in island life, notably Les Travailleurs de la mer. He extended his historical and social panoramas with L’Homme qui rit, then, after returning to France, turned to contemporary catastrophe in L’Année terrible, an account of war and civil strife. In Quatrevingt‑treize he revisited the French Revolution’s extremities. Late collections such as Les Quatre Vents de l’esprit and the drama Torquemada confirmed unflagging invention. Parallel to his books, he created numerous atmospheric drawings that later drew artistic admiration.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Hugo’s public positions were consistent and emphatic: liberty of conscience and of the press, universal education, social assistance for the poor, and the gradual enlargement of civic rights. From early in his career he denounced capital punishment, shaping the debate through Le Dernier Jour d’un Condamné, Claude Gueux, and parliamentary speeches. As a deputy during the Second Republic he addressed inequality and the responsibilities of the state. In 1849 he spoke before a peace congress in Paris to urge European cooperation, an idea he later described as a federation of nations. His literature and oratory continually reinforced one another’s moral aims.
The long years of exile hardened Hugo’s opposition to authoritarian rule and censorship. He answered repression with pamphlets, poems, and a persistent public campaign for civil liberties. He wrote open letters across borders to defend persecuted writers and to plead clemency in politically charged trials, making his celebrity an instrument of advocacy. Returning after the fall of the Second Empire, he supported amnesty and reconciliation while maintaining pressure for social reforms. Throughout, he viewed schools, housing, and work as pillars of dignity. The consistent focus on the dispossessed in his fiction reflected the same convictions he pursued in civic life.
Final Years & Legacy
The collapse of the Second Empire in 1870 allowed Hugo to come home. He witnessed the siege of Paris and the upheavals that followed, experiences he transformed into L’Année terrible. His stature as an elder statesman of letters was unmistakable. He briefly served again in elected office during the early Third Republic and, later in the decade, entered the Senate, lending his prestige to progressive causes. Meanwhile he continued to publish poems, dramas, and reflections, and to receive admirers from across Europe and beyond. In public ceremonies and everyday encounters, he embodied for many readers a union of art and conscience.
Victor Hugo died in Paris on 22 May 1885. The nation organized a monumental funeral, with vast crowds accompanying the cortège before his interment in the Panthéon among France’s honored dead. The event sealed a legacy already diffused worldwide through translations, adaptations, and schoolroom readings. His novels have inspired stage and screen reinterpretations across generations, with Les Misérables becoming a global cultural phenomenon. His plays helped redefine modern theater; his poetry widened the expressive reach of French verse. As author and public intellectual, he left an enduring image of literature as a force for memory, imagination, and social hope.
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PREFACE

So long as there shall exist, by virtue of law and custom, decrees of damnation pronounced by society, artificially creating hells amid the civilization of earth, and adding the element of human fate to divine destiny; so long as the three great problems of the century—the degradation of man through pauperism, the corruption of woman through hunger, the crippling of children through lack of light—are unsolved; so long as social asphyxia is possible in any part of the world;—in other words, and with a still wider significance, so long as ignorance and poverty exist on earth, books of the nature of Les Misérables cannot fail to be of use.



HAUTEVILLE HOUSE, 1862[1]. 











BOOK FIRST—A JUST MAN













CHAPTER I—M. MYRIEL

In 1815, M. Charles-Francois-Bienvenu Myriel was Bishop of D—— He was an old man of about seventy-five years of age; he had occupied the see of D—— since 1806.



Although this detail has no connection whatever with the real substance of what we are about to relate, it will not be superfluous, if merely for the sake of exactness in all points, to mention here the various rumors and remarks which had been in circulation about him from the very moment when he arrived in the diocese. True or false, that which is said of men often occupies as important a place in their lives, and above all in their destinies, as that which they do. M. Myriel was the son of a councillor of the Parliament of Aix; hence he belonged to the nobility of the bar. It was said that his father, destining him to be the heir of his own post, had married him at a very early age, eighteen or twenty, in accordance with a custom which is rather widely prevalent in parliamentary families. In spite of this marriage, however, it was said that Charles Myriel created a great deal of talk. He was well formed, though rather short in stature, elegant, graceful, intelligent; the whole of the first portion of his life had been devoted to the world and to gallantry.



The Revolution came; events succeeded each other with precipitation; the parliamentary families, decimated, pursued, hunted down, were dispersed. M. Charles Myriel emigrated to Italy at the very beginning of the Revolution. There his wife died of a malady of the chest, from which she had long suffered. He had no children. What took place next in the fate of M. Myriel? The ruin of the French society of the olden days, the fall of his own family, the tragic spectacles of ‘93, which were, perhaps, even more alarming to the emigrants who viewed them from a distance, with the magnifying powers of terror,—did these cause the ideas of renunciation and solitude to germinate in him? Was he, in the midst of these distractions, these affections which absorbed his life, suddenly smitten with one of those mysterious and terrible blows which sometimes overwhelm, by striking to his heart, a man whom public catastrophes would not shake, by striking at his existence and his fortune? No one could have told: all that was known was, that when he returned from Italy he was a priest.



In 1804, M. Myriel was the Curé of B—— [Brignolles]. He was already advanced in years, and lived in a very retired manner.



About the epoch of the coronation, some petty affair connected with his curacy—just what, is not precisely known—took him to Paris. Among other powerful persons to whom he went to solicit aid for his parishioners was M. le Cardinal Fesch[3]. One day, when the Emperor had come to visit his uncle, the worthy Curé, who was waiting in the anteroom, found himself present when His Majesty passed. Napoleon, on finding himself observed with a certain curiosity by this old man, turned round and said abruptly:—



“Who is this good man who is staring at me?”



“Sire,” said M. Myriel, “you are looking at a good man, and I at a great man. Each of us can profit by it.”



That very evening, the Emperor asked the Cardinal the name of the Curé, and some time afterwards M. Myriel was utterly astonished to learn that he had been appointed Bishop of D——



What truth was there, after all, in the stories which were invented as to the early portion of M. Myriel’s life? No one knew. Very few families had been acquainted with the Myriel family before the Revolution.



M. Myriel had to undergo the fate of every newcomer in a little town, where there are many mouths which talk, and very few heads which think. He was obliged to undergo it although he was a bishop, and because he was a bishop. But after all, the rumors with which his name was connected were rumors only,—noise, sayings, words; less than words—palabres, as the energetic language of the South expresses it.



However that may be, after nine years of episcopal power and of residence in D——, all the stories and subjects of conversation which engross petty towns and petty people at the outset had fallen into profound oblivion. No one would have dared to mention them; no one would have dared to recall them.



M. Myriel had arrived at D—— accompanied by an elderly spinster, Mademoiselle Baptistine, who was his sister, and ten years his junior.



Their only domestic was a female servant of the same age as Mademoiselle Baptistine, and named Madame Magloire, who, after having been the servant of M. le Curé, now assumed the double title of maid to Mademoiselle and housekeeper to Monseigneur.



Mademoiselle Baptistine was a long, pale, thin, gentle creature; she realized the ideal expressed by the word “respectable”; for it seems that a woman must needs be a mother in order to be venerable. She had never been pretty; her whole life, which had been nothing but a succession of holy deeds, had finally conferred upon her a sort of pallor and transparency; and as she advanced in years she had acquired what may be called the beauty of goodness. What had been leanness in her youth had become transparency in her maturity; and this diaphaneity allowed the angel to be seen. She was a soul rather than a virgin. Her person seemed made of a shadow; there was hardly sufficient body to provide for sex; a little matter enclosing a light; large eyes forever drooping;—a mere pretext for a soul’s remaining on the earth.



Madame Magloire was a little, fat, white old woman, corpulent and bustling; always out of breath,—in the first place, because of her activity, and in the next, because of her asthma.



On his arrival, M. Myriel was installed in the episcopal palace with the honors required by the Imperial decrees, which class a bishop immediately after a major-general. The mayor and the president paid the first call on him, and he, in turn, paid the first call on the general and the prefect.



The installation over, the town waited to see its bishop at work.















CHAPTER II—M. MYRIEL BECOMES M. WELCOME

The episcopal palace of D—— adjoins the hospital.



The episcopal palace was a huge and beautiful house, built of stone at the beginning of the last century by M. Henri Puget, Doctor of Theology of the Faculty of Paris, Abbé of Simore, who had been Bishop of D—— in 1712. This palace was a genuine seignorial residence. Everything about it had a grand air,—the apartments of the Bishop, the drawing-rooms, the chambers, the principal courtyard, which was very large, with walks encircling it under arcades in the old Florentine fashion, and gardens planted with magnificent trees. In the dining-room, a long and superb gallery which was situated on the ground-floor and opened on the gardens, M. Henri Puget had entertained in state, on July 29, 1714, My Lords Charles Brulart de Genlis, archbishop; Prince d’Embrun; Antoine de Mesgrigny, the capuchin, Bishop of Grasse; Philippe de Vendome, Grand Prior of France, Abbé of Saint Honore de Lerins; Francois de Berton de Crillon, bishop, Baron de Vence; Cesar de Sabran de Forcalquier, bishop, Seignor of Glandeve; and Jean Soanen, Priest of the Oratory, preacher in ordinary to the king, bishop, Seignor of Senez. The portraits of these seven reverend personages decorated this apartment; and this memorable date, the 29th of July, 1714, was there engraved in letters of gold on a table of white marble.



The hospital was a low and narrow building of a single story, with a small garden.



Three days after his arrival, the Bishop visited the hospital. The visit ended, he had the director requested to be so good as to come to his house.



“Monsieur the director of the hospital,” said he to him, “how many sick people have you at the present moment?”



“Twenty-six, Monseigneur.”



“That was the number which I counted,” said the Bishop.



“The beds,” pursued the director, “are very much crowded against each other.”



“That is what I observed.”



“The halls are nothing but rooms, and it is with difficulty that the air can be changed in them.”



“So it seems to me.”



“And then, when there is a ray of sun, the garden is very small for the convalescents.”



“That was what I said to myself.”



“In case of epidemics,—we have had the typhus fever this year; we had the sweating sickness two years ago, and a hundred patients at times,—we know not what to do.”



“That is the thought which occurred to me.”



“What would you have, Monseigneur?” said the director. “One must resign one’s self.”



This conversation took place in the gallery dining-room on the ground-floor.



The Bishop remained silent for a moment; then he turned abruptly to the director of the hospital.



“Monsieur,” said he, “how many beds do you think this hall alone would hold?”



“Monseigneur’s dining-room?” exclaimed the stupefied director.



The Bishop cast a glance round the apartment, and seemed to be taking measures and calculations with his eyes.



“It would hold full twenty beds,” said he, as though speaking to himself. Then, raising his voice:—



“Hold, Monsieur the director of the hospital, I will tell you something. There is evidently a mistake here. There are thirty-six of you, in five or six small rooms. There are three of us here, and we have room for sixty. There is some mistake, I tell you; you have my house, and I have yours. Give me back my house; you are at home here.”



On the following day the thirty-six patients were installed in the Bishop’s palace, and the Bishop was settled in the hospital.



M. Myriel had no property, his family having been ruined by the Revolution. His sister was in receipt of a yearly income of five hundred francs, which sufficed for her personal wants at the vicarage. M. Myriel received from the State, in his quality of bishop, a salary of fifteen thousand francs. On the very day when he took up his abode in the hospital, M. Myriel settled on the disposition of this sum once for all, in the following manner. We transcribe here a note made by his own hand:—



NOTE ON THE REGULATION OF MY HOUSEHOLD EXPENSES.



For the little seminary … … … … . . 1,500 livres

  Society of the mission … … … … . . 100 “

  For the Lazarists of Montdidier … … … . 100 “

  Seminary for foreign missions in Paris … … 200 “

  Congregation of the Holy Spirit … … … . 150 “

  Religious establishments of the Holy Land … . . 100 “

  Charitable maternity societies … … … . 300 “

  Extra, for that of Arles … … … … . 50 “

  Work for the amelioration of prisons … … . 400 “

  Work for the relief and delivery of prisoners … 500 “

  To liberate fathers of families incarcerated for debt 1,000 “

  Addition to the salary of the poor teachers of the

  diocese … … … … … … . 2,000 “

  Public granary of the Hautes-Alpes … … . . 100 “

  Congregation of the ladies of D——, of Manosque, and of

  Sisteron, for the gratuitous instruction of poor

  girls … … … … … … . . 1,500 “

  For the poor … … … … … … . 6,000 “

  My personal expenses … … … … … 1,000 “

  ———

  Total … … … … … … . . 15,000 “




M. Myriel made no change in this arrangement during the entire period that he occupied the see of D—— As has been seen, he called it regulating his household expenses.



This arrangement was accepted with absolute submission by Mademoiselle Baptistine. This holy woman regarded Monseigneur of D—— as at one and the same time her brother and her bishop, her friend according to the flesh and her superior according to the Church. She simply loved and venerated him. When he spoke, she bowed; when he acted, she yielded her adherence. Their only servant, Madame Magloire, grumbled a little. It will be observed that Monsieur the Bishop had reserved for himself only one thousand livres, which, added to the pension of Mademoiselle Baptistine, made fifteen hundred francs a year. On these fifteen hundred francs these two old women and the old man subsisted.



And when a village curate came to D——, the Bishop still found means to entertain him, thanks to the severe economy of Madame Magloire, and to the intelligent administration of Mademoiselle Baptistine.



One day, after he had been in D—— about three months, the Bishop said:—



“And still I am quite cramped with it all!”



“I should think so!” exclaimed Madame Magloire. “Monseigneur has not even claimed the allowance which the department owes him for the expense of his carriage in town, and for his journeys about the diocese. It was customary for bishops in former days.”



“Hold!” cried the Bishop, “you are quite right, Madame Magloire.”



And he made his demand.



Some time afterwards the General Council took this demand under consideration, and voted him an annual sum of three thousand francs, under this heading: Allowance to M. the Bishop for expenses of carriage, expenses of posting, and expenses of pastoral visits.



This provoked a great outcry among the local burgesses; and a senator of the Empire, a former member of the Council of the Five Hundred which favored the 18 Brumaire[2], and who was provided with a magnificent senatorial office in the vicinity of the town of D——, wrote to M. Bigot de Preameneu, the minister of public worship, a very angry and confidential note on the subject, from which we extract these authentic lines:—



“Expenses of carriage? What can be done with it in a town of less than four thousand inhabitants? Expenses of journeys? What is the use of these trips, in the first place? Next, how can the posting be accomplished in these mountainous parts? There are no roads. No one travels otherwise than on horseback. Even the bridge between Durance and Chateau-Arnoux can barely support ox-teams. These priests are all thus, greedy and avaricious. This man played the good priest when he first came. Now he does like the rest; he must have a carriage and a posting-chaise, he must have luxuries, like the bishops of the olden days. Oh, all this priesthood! Things will not go well, M. le Comte, until the Emperor has freed us from these black-capped rascals. Down with the Pope! [Matters were getting embroiled with Rome.] For my part, I am for Caesar alone.” Etc., etc.



On the other hand, this affair afforded great delight to Madame Magloire. “Good,” said she to Mademoiselle Baptistine; “Monseigneur began with other people, but he has had to wind up with himself, after all. He has regulated all his charities. Now here are three thousand francs for us! At last!”



That same evening the Bishop wrote out and handed to his sister a memorandum conceived in the following terms:—



EXPENSES OF CARRIAGE AND CIRCUIT.



For furnishing meat soup to the patients in the hospital. 1,500 livres

  For the maternity charitable society of Aix … … . 250 “

  For the maternity charitable society of Draguignan … 250 “

  For foundlings … … … … … … … 500 “

  For orphans … … … … … … … . 500 “

  ——-

  Total … … … … … … … . . 3,000 “




Such was M. Myriel’s budget.



As for the chance episcopal perquisites, the fees for marriage bans, dispensations, private baptisms, sermons, benedictions, of churches or chapels, marriages, etc., the Bishop levied them on the wealthy with all the more asperity, since he bestowed them on the needy.



After a time, offerings of money flowed in. Those who had and those who lacked knocked at M. Myriel’s door,—the latter in search of the alms which the former came to deposit. In less than a year the Bishop had become the treasurer of all benevolence and the cashier of all those in distress. Considerable sums of money passed through his hands, but nothing could induce him to make any change whatever in his mode of life, or add anything superfluous to his bare necessities.



Far from it. As there is always more wretchedness below than there is brotherhood above, all was given away, so to speak, before it was received. It was like water on dry soil; no matter how much money he received, he never had any. Then he stripped himself.



The usage being that bishops shall announce their baptismal names at the head of their charges and their pastoral letters, the poor people of the country-side had selected, with a sort of affectionate instinct, among the names and prenomens of their bishop, that which had a meaning for them; and they never called him anything except Monseigneur Bienvenu [Welcome]. We will follow their example, and will also call him thus when we have occasion to name him. Moreover, this appellation pleased him.



“I like that name,” said he. “Bienvenu makes up for the Monseigneur.”



We do not claim that the portrait herewith presented is probable; we confine ourselves to stating that it resembles the original.















CHAPTER III—A HARD BISHOPRIC FOR A GOOD BISHOP

The Bishop did not omit his pastoral visits because he had converted his carriage into alms. The diocese of D—— is a fatiguing one. There are very few plains and a great many mountains; hardly any roads, as we have just seen; thirty-two curacies, forty-one vicarships, and two hundred and eighty-five auxiliary chapels. To visit all these is quite a task.



The Bishop managed to do it. He went on foot when it was in the neighborhood, in a tilted spring-cart when it was on the plain, and on a donkey in the mountains. The two old women accompanied him. When the trip was too hard for them, he went alone.



One day he arrived at Senez, which is an ancient episcopal city. He was mounted on an ass. His purse, which was very dry at that moment, did not permit him any other equipage. The mayor of the town came to receive him at the gate of the town, and watched him dismount from his ass, with scandalized eyes. Some of the citizens were laughing around him. “Monsieur the Mayor,” said the Bishop, “and Messieurs Citizens, I perceive that I shock you. You think it very arrogant in a poor priest to ride an animal which was used by Jesus Christ. I have done so from necessity, I assure you, and not from vanity.”



In the course of these trips he was kind and indulgent, and talked rather than preached. He never went far in search of his arguments and his examples. He quoted to the inhabitants of one district the example of a neighboring district. In the cantons where they were harsh to the poor, he said: “Look at the people of Briancon! They have conferred on the poor, on widows and orphans, the right to have their meadows mown three days in advance of every one else. They rebuild their houses for them gratuitously when they are ruined. Therefore it is a country which is blessed by God. For a whole century, there has not been a single murderer among them.”



In villages which were greedy for profit and harvest, he said: “Look at the people of Embrun! If, at the harvest season, the father of a family has his son away on service in the army, and his daughters at service in the town, and if he is ill and incapacitated, the cure recommends him to the prayers of the congregation; and on Sunday, after the mass, all the inhabitants of the village—men, women, and children—go to the poor man’s field and do his harvesting for him, and carry his straw and his grain to his granary.” To families divided by questions of money and inheritance he said: “Look at the mountaineers of Devolny, a country so wild that the nightingale is not heard there once in fifty years. Well, when the father of a family dies, the boys go off to seek their fortunes, leaving the property to the girls, so that they may find husbands.” To the cantons which had a taste for lawsuits, and where the farmers ruined themselves in stamped paper, he said: “Look at those good peasants in the valley of Queyras! There are three thousand souls of them. Mon Dieu! it is like a little republic. Neither judge nor bailiff is known there. The mayor does everything. He allots the imposts, taxes each person conscientiously, judges quarrels for nothing, divides inheritances without charge, pronounces sentences gratuitously; and he is obeyed, because he is a just man among simple men.” To villages where he found no schoolmaster, he quoted once more the people of Queyras: “Do you know how they manage?” he said. “Since a little country of a dozen or fifteen hearths cannot always support a teacher, they have schoolmasters who are paid by the whole valley, who make the round of the villages, spending a week in this one, ten days in that, and instruct them. These teachers go to the fairs. I have seen them there. They are to be recognized by the quill pens which they wear in the cord of their hat. Those who teach reading only have one pen; those who teach reading and reckoning have two pens; those who teach reading, reckoning, and Latin have three pens. But what a disgrace to be ignorant! Do like the people of Queyras!”



Thus he discoursed gravely and paternally; in default of examples, he invented parables, going directly to the point, with few phrases and many images, which characteristic formed the real eloquence of Jesus Christ. And being convinced himself, he was persuasive.















CHAPTER IV—WORKS CORRESPONDING TO WORDS

His conversation was gay and affable. He put himself on a level with the two old women who had passed their lives beside him. When he laughed, it was the laugh of a schoolboy. Madame Magloire liked to call him Your Grace [Votre Grandeur]. One day he rose from his arm-chair, and went to his library in search of a book. This book was on one of the upper shelves. As the bishop was rather short of stature, he could not reach it. “Madame Magloire,” said he, “fetch me a chair. My greatness [grandeur] does not reach as far as that shelf.”



One of his distant relatives, Madame la Comtesse de Lo, rarely allowed an opportunity to escape of enumerating, in his presence, what she designated as “the expectations” of her three sons. She had numerous relatives, who were very old and near to death, and of whom her sons were the natural heirs. The youngest of the three was to receive from a grand-aunt a good hundred thousand livres of income; the second was the heir by entail to the title of the Duke, his uncle; the eldest was to succeed to the peerage of his grandfather. The Bishop was accustomed to listen in silence to these innocent and pardonable maternal boasts. On one occasion, however, he appeared to be more thoughtful than usual, while Madame de Lo was relating once again the details of all these inheritances and all these “expectations.” She interrupted herself impatiently: “Mon Dieu, cousin! What are you thinking about?” “I am thinking,” replied the Bishop, “of a singular remark, which is to be found, I believe, in St. Augustine,—‘Place your hopes in the man from whom you do not inherit.’”



At another time, on receiving a notification of the decease of a gentleman of the country-side, wherein not only the dignities of the dead man, but also the feudal and noble qualifications of all his relatives, spread over an entire page: “What a stout back Death has!” he exclaimed. “What a strange burden of titles is cheerfully imposed on him, and how much wit must men have, in order thus to press the tomb into the service of vanity!”



He was gifted, on occasion, with a gentle raillery, which almost always concealed a serious meaning. In the course of one Lent, a youthful vicar came to D——, and preached in the cathedral. He was tolerably eloquent. The subject of his sermon was charity. He urged the rich to give to the poor, in order to avoid hell, which he depicted in the most frightful manner of which he was capable, and to win paradise, which he represented as charming and desirable. Among the audience there was a wealthy retired merchant, who was somewhat of a usurer, named M. Geborand, who had amassed two millions in the manufacture of coarse cloth, serges, and woollen galloons. Never in his whole life had M. Geborand bestowed alms on any poor wretch. After the delivery of that sermon, it was observed that he gave a sou every Sunday to the poor old beggar-women at the door of the cathedral. There were six of them to share it. One day the Bishop caught sight of him in the act of bestowing this charity, and said to his sister, with a smile, “There is M. Geborand purchasing paradise for a sou.”



When it was a question of charity, he was not to be rebuffed even by a refusal, and on such occasions he gave utterance to remarks which induced reflection. Once he was begging for the poor in a drawing-room of the town; there was present the Marquis de Champtercier, a wealthy and avaricious old man, who contrived to be, at one and the same time, an ultra-royalist and an ultra-Voltairian. This variety of man has actually existed. When the Bishop came to him, he touched his arm, “You must give me something, M. le Marquis.” The Marquis turned round and answered dryly, “I have poor people of my own, Monseigneur.” “Give them to me,” replied the Bishop.



One day he preached the following sermon in the cathedral:—



“My very dear brethren, my good friends, there are thirteen hundred and twenty thousand peasants’ dwellings in France which have but three openings; eighteen hundred and seventeen thousand hovels which have but two openings, the door and one window; and three hundred and forty-six thousand cabins besides which have but one opening, the door. And this arises from a thing which is called the tax on doors and windows. Just put poor families, old women and little children, in those buildings, and behold the fevers and maladies which result! Alas! God gives air to men; the law sells it to them. I do not blame the law, but I bless God. In the department of the Isere, in the Var, in the two departments of the Alpes, the Hautes, and the Basses, the peasants have not even wheelbarrows; they transport their manure on the backs of men; they have no candles, and they burn resinous sticks, and bits of rope dipped in pitch. That is the state of affairs throughout the whole of the hilly country of Dauphine. They make bread for six months at one time; they bake it with dried cow-dung. In the winter they break this bread up with an axe, and they soak it for twenty-four hours, in order to render it eatable. My brethren, have pity! behold the suffering on all sides of you!”



Born a Provencal, he easily familiarized himself with the dialect of the south. He said, “En be! moussu, ses sage?” as in lower Languedoc; “Onte anaras passa?” as in the Basses-Alpes; “Puerte un bouen moutu embe un bouen fromage grase,” as in upper Dauphine. This pleased the people extremely, and contributed not a little to win him access to all spirits. He was perfectly at home in the thatched cottage and in the mountains. He understood how to say the grandest things in the most vulgar of idioms. As he spoke all tongues, he entered into all hearts.



Moreover, he was the same towards people of the world and towards the lower classes. He condemned nothing in haste and without taking circumstances into account. He said, “Examine the road over which the fault has passed.”



Being, as he described himself with a smile, an ex-sinner, he had none of the asperities of austerity, and he professed, with a good deal of distinctness, and without the frown of the ferociously virtuous, a doctrine which may be summed up as follows:—



“Man has upon him his flesh, which is at once his burden and his temptation. He drags it with him and yields to it. He must watch it, cheek it, repress it, and obey it only at the last extremity. There may be some fault even in this obedience; but the fault thus committed is venial; it is a fall, but a fall on the knees which may terminate in prayer.



“To be a saint is the exception; to be an upright man is the rule. Err, fall, sin if you will, but be upright.



“The least possible sin is the law of man. No sin at all is the dream of the angel. All which is terrestrial is subject to sin. Sin is a gravitation.”



When he saw everyone exclaiming very loudly, and growing angry very quickly, “Oh! oh!” he said, with a smile; “to all appearance, this is a great crime which all the world commits. These are hypocrisies which have taken fright, and are in haste to make protest and to put themselves under shelter.”



He was indulgent towards women and poor people, on whom the burden of human society rest. He said, “The faults of women, of children, of the feeble, the indigent, and the ignorant, are the fault of the husbands, the fathers, the masters, the strong, the rich, and the wise.”



He said, moreover, “Teach those who are ignorant as many things as possible; society is culpable, in that it does not afford instruction gratis; it is responsible for the night which it produces. This soul is full of shadow; sin is therein committed. The guilty one is not the person who has committed the sin, but the person who has created the shadow.”



It will be perceived that he had a peculiar manner of his own of judging things: I suspect that he obtained it from the Gospel.



One day he heard a criminal case, which was in preparation and on the point of trial, discussed in a drawing-room. A wretched man, being at the end of his resources, had coined counterfeit money, out of love for a woman, and for the child which he had had by her. Counterfeiting was still punishable with death at that epoch. The woman had been arrested in the act of passing the first false piece made by the man. She was held, but there were no proofs except against her. She alone could accuse her lover, and destroy him by her confession. She denied; they insisted. She persisted in her denial. Thereupon an idea occurred to the attorney for the crown. He invented an infidelity on the part of the lover, and succeeded, by means of fragments of letters cunningly presented, in persuading the unfortunate woman that she had a rival, and that the man was deceiving her. Thereupon, exasperated by jealousy, she denounced her lover, confessed all, proved all.



The man was ruined. He was shortly to be tried at Aix with his accomplice. They were relating the matter, and each one was expressing enthusiasm over the cleverness of the magistrate. By bringing jealousy into play, he had caused the truth to burst forth in wrath, he had educed the justice of revenge. The Bishop listened to all this in silence. When they had finished, he inquired,—



“Where are this man and woman to be tried?”



“At the Court of Assizes.”



He went on, “And where will the advocate of the crown be tried?”



A tragic event occurred at D—— A man was condemned to death for murder. He was a wretched fellow, not exactly educated, not exactly ignorant, who had been a mountebank at fairs, and a writer for the public. The town took a great interest in the trial. On the eve of the day fixed for the execution of the condemned man, the chaplain of the prison fell ill. A priest was needed to attend the criminal in his last moments. They sent for the cure. It seems that he refused to come, saying, “That is no affair of mine. I have nothing to do with that unpleasant task, and with that mountebank: I, too, am ill; and besides, it is not my place.” This reply was reported to the Bishop, who said, “Monsieur le Curé is right: it is not his place; it is mine.”



He went instantly to the prison, descended to the cell of the “mountebank,” called him by name, took him by the hand, and spoke to him. He passed the entire day with him, forgetful of food and sleep, praying to God for the soul of the condemned man, and praying the condemned man for his own. He told him the best truths, which are also the most simple. He was father, brother, friend; he was bishop only to bless. He taught him everything, encouraged and consoled him. The man was on the point of dying in despair. Death was an abyss to him. As he stood trembling on its mournful brink, he recoiled with horror. He was not sufficiently ignorant to be absolutely indifferent. His condemnation, which had been a profound shock, had, in a manner, broken through, here and there, that wall which separates us from the mystery of things, and which we call life. He gazed incessantly beyond this world through these fatal breaches, and beheld only darkness. The Bishop made him see light.



On the following day, when they came to fetch the unhappy wretch, the Bishop was still there. He followed him, and exhibited himself to the eyes of the crowd in his purple camail and with his episcopal cross upon his neck, side by side with the criminal bound with cords.



He mounted the tumbril with him, he mounted the scaffold with him. The sufferer, who had been so gloomy and cast down on the preceding day, was radiant. He felt that his soul was reconciled, and he hoped in God. The Bishop embraced him, and at the moment when the knife was about to fall, he said to him: “God raises from the dead him whom man slays; he whom his brothers have rejected finds his Father once more. Pray, believe, enter into life: the Father is there.” When he descended from the scaffold, there was something












CHAPTER V—MONSEIGNEUR BIENVENU MADE HIS CASSOCKS LAST TOO LONG
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