Les Misérables:  Cosette  


Book Six:  “Petit Picpus”

In this optional chapter, Hugo goes into depth on the history and physical description of the convent and the order of nuns who live there.

Book Seven:  “A Parenthesis”

In this optional chapter, Hugo comments on the monastic system.

Book Eight:  “Cemeteries Take What is Given Them”

· The Convent of the Petit Picpus is at once the safest and most dangerous place Valjean could have landed.

· The nuns eschew all contact with men

· For a man to come into the convent uninvited is a crime

· At the same time, if Valjean can find a way to stay, there will be no chance of Javert catching up to him

· The convent is considered a sanctuary

· In order to accomplish this Fauchelevent and Valjean have to find a way to get him out of the convent and bring him and Cosette back in through the front gate

· The problem seems to be solved when one of the nuns dies

· She wants to be buried under the altar in the chapel

· This is against the law

· She wanted to use the coffin she had been using as a bed for the past twenty years

· She had a special dispensation from the Pope

· Fauchelevent agrees to take care of the burial

· He has done this before

· The coffin provided by the state (undertaker) will be an extra

· Fauchelevent usually fills the extra coffin with dirt and rocks 

· Now he can put Valjean into the coffin to get him out of the convent

· The problem of what to do with Cosette is also solved
· As she is so tiny, Fauchelevent will take her out in a basket on his back

· He will leave her with a friend until he and Valjean come to get her

· Fauchelevent knows the grave-digger

· The grave digger likes liquor

· Fauchelevent plans to get him drunk so he passes out

· He will then help Valjean get out of the coffin and they will bury an empty coffin

· After this, Fauchelevent will bring Valjean to the Mother Superior, introducing him as his brother

· He will state he wants him to work as a gardener to help Fauchelevent

· Cosette will pose as Valjean’s “granddaughter” and attend the convent school

· What could possibly go wrong with the plan?

· Hugo uses this situation to help build suspense in the novel.  We are fast approaching another climactic scene

· Everything is going according to plan until Fauchelevent reaches the graveyard

· Unfortunately, his “drunk” grave-digging friend has passed away and a new grave digger named Gribier has taken his place
· Gribier refuses the round of drinks

· He does not drink

· He insists on getting on with the burial

· Fauchelevent has to do some fast thinking at this point

· He spots Gribier’s grave-digging card in his back pocket and takes it

· He asks Gribier if he has his card

· Reminds him that it will cost him 15 francs to get out of the cemetery without it unless he gets out before the gate closes

· Closing time is very near

· Gribier goes home to look for his card

· This gives Fauchelevent the opportunity to extract Valjean from the coffin

· Valjean almost died due to lack of air, but the cold night air revives him

· Coffin did have tiny air hole in it

· They bury the empty coffin

· By this time the cemetery is closed

· Fauchelevent drops the grave digger’s card into the box at the cemetery gate so they can leave

· He stops by Gribier’s house to return the spade and pick 

· Tells him his card is with the gate keeper

· Informs him he found it on the ground 

· He tells him that he buried the coffin for him so he will not owe any money

· Gribier is grateful

· Fauchelevent then takes Valjean to his friend where they get Cosette

· They go to be “examined” by the Prioress (Mother Superior)

· Fauchelevent does all the answering

· Valjean’s new identity is Ultimus Fauchelevent

· Fauchelevent uses his dead brother’s name

· The Prioress (Mother Superior) notes that Cosette is homely

· Characteristic in her favor

· Potential candidate for a life as a nun in the convent

· She becomes a charity pupil

· Valjean keeps her mourning clothes locked in a valise 

· Valjean under his new identity is able to live at the convent with Fauchelevent

· He is able to see Cosette daily

· She is able to get a quality education

· She begins to lose her fear and find joy in life

· The narrator credits the convent for a third phase of redemption in Valjean’s life

· As long as Valjean compared himself to the bishop, he remained humble

· He had been becoming a bit arrogant regarding his opinions of  himself

· The convent puts a halt to such notions

· The convent is yet another kind of prison

· Inmates are guilty of nothing

· Valjean often puzzles over how a life of such utter deprivation, however willing, can lead to the issuing of benediction and love

· Valjean is exposed to the loftiest height of self-denial

· Observing the supreme sacrifices made by the nuns contribute to Valjean’s ultimate determination to sacrifice himself for Cosette’s well-being.
· The two spend approximately the next seven or eight years in the convent (1827—1832 or 1833)

· Cosette is around 15 when they leave the convent in the next section.

