Notes:  Les Misérables
[Page numbers refer to Everyman’s Library edition translated by Charles E. Wibour]
Type of plot:  Social realism

Hugo’s concern with social reforms included: the death penalty, prison conditions, women’s rights, free education, general suffrage to relieve poverty, and France’s painful struggle toward the equality and well-being promised by the Revolution of 1789.  His concern for society’s outcasts included American Abolitionist John Brown.
John Brown

· Fanatical abolitionist who believed he had a divine mission to ensure Kansas’ admission to the Union as a free state.  

· Three days after militant advocates of slavery sacked Lawrence, Kansas, in May 1856, Brown led a reprisal assault against a pro-slavery settlement during which five men were killed.  

· Brown’s larger purpose was to incite a wide-spread slave revolt, and this led him to attack the Federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, in October 1859.  

· He became a martyr for the anti-slavery movement following his hanging.

Time of the plot:  c. 1815-1835

Major Themes:

· Humanity’s ceaseless combat with evil:
·  (Hugo claimed that the huge book was a religious work for him) Love of humanity and the love of one kind-hearted human being for another realized through good works

· The attainment of salvation through good works: 
· Valjean learns of goodness through the charity of the Bishop.  The theme of charity to others is established in “Fantine” Book Two:  “The Fall.”  This theme is then carried out by other characters throughout the rest of the novel.
· Fate (or destiny):
· Whatever attempt one makes to chisel the “mysterious block” of one’s life, Hugo writes that the “black vein of destiny” reappears continually.  One can never be certain what fate has in store until the last breath of life disappears.  Hugo believes that mortals are never safe from the tricks of destiny, from the seemingly endless struggle to control one’s life in the face of fate.
Leitmotif (a more focused version of motif):  a recurring image, word, phrase, action, idea, object, or situation that appears in a single work which serves to unify the work by bringing to mind its earlier occurrences and the impressions that surround them.
“Fantine” Book One:  “An Upright Man”

Leitmotif of light and dark representing good and evil is found throughout this first book.
· Mademoiselle Baptistine:  tall and thin, pale and gentle, “cloaked in a kind of transparent whiteness. . . she acquired the beauty of goodness”;  “she acquired transparency in age, ethereal quality permitted glimmers of the angel within—more of a spirit than a virgin mortal—form (note, not “body”) seemed made of shadows—not enough body to convey the thought of sex—large eyes (always looking, not speaking) cast down—pretext for a soul to remain on earth (just an angel waiting out her time before ascending to heaven)—seems to float over the earth  (11)
· Madame Magloire:  little old woman, white-haired, plump (enjoys earthly pleasures)—bustling, always out of breath (asthmatic), matronly (11)

· Monsieur Charles-François Bienvenu Myriel, Bishop of Digne (75 yrs old)
· Self abnegation—renunciation of your own interests in favor of the interests of others
· Trades the Bishop’s Palace with the hospital; gives most of his salary to the needs of others (11-16)

“As there is always more misery at the lower end than humanity at the top, everything was given away before it was received, like water on thirsty soil.” (16)

Renaming of the bishop:  Monseigneur Bienvenu (“Welcome”)  
Discuss how this is an appropriate name



Humility:  riding on a donkey on his visits.  People are shocked (dramatic irony)

“. . . I see what astonishes you; you think it shows a good deal of  pride for a poor priest to use the same conveyance which was used by Jesus Christ.  I have done it from necessity, I assure you, and not from vanity.”  (17)


He made virtue accessible



Christ-like; inventing parables to teach morals (17)

“He was indulgent towards women and towards the poor, upon whom the weight of society falls most heavily. . . ‘The faults of women, children, and servants, and  of the feeble, the indigent, and the ignorant, are the faults of their husbands, fathers, and masters, of the strong, the rich, and the wise.” (21)

“Teach the ignorant as much as you can:  society is culpable in not providing instruction for all, and it must answer for the night it produces.  If the soul is left in darkness, sins 

will be committed.  The guilty one is not he who commits the sin, but he who causes 
the darkness.”[Valjean’s education in prison—both academic and rough lessons of life] (21)

Woman who is tricked into testifying against her lover by the magistrate’s “cleverness”

“ In bringing jealousy into play he had brought truth to light by means of anger, and justice had sprung from revenge.  The bishop listened to all this in silence.  When it was finished he asked, “And where is the procureur du roi [king’s prosecutor] to be tried?”(22)

The Bishop spends time with a condemned man before his execution

“Through these fatal breaches, he was constantly looking beyond this world, and he could see nothing but darkness; the bishop showed him the light. (22)

 This alludes to the debtor on the cross who asks forgiveness of Christ before he dies.
The guillotine is personified as the Avenger.  “It is not neutral and does not permit you to remain neutral.” (23)

Hugo’s feelings on the death penalty are shown through the thoughts of the Bishop

“Death belongs to God alone. By  what right do men touch that unknown thing?” (24)


The Bishop’s studying of all religions—reflected open-mindedness—enlightenment (26)

“It would be difficult for me to give up eating with silver.” (30)  [link to the Bishop’s wealthier past—family’s lost fortune.  NOTE:  when he relinquishes silver to Valjean, it signals the Bishop moving away from the last of his earthly pleasures to a Christ-like life of self abnegation]  Silver will represent Valjean’s struggle toward the light of redemption. 
Key is never removed from the silver cupboard—signals trust

Cravette was the leader of a band of bandits who have taken refuge in the mountains.  They stole from a wealthy Cathedral and later give the Bishop the chest with the religious accoutrements from the Cathedral so he can perform a mass for the poor who live in the mountain village. (34-35)
Question is:  Whether the Bishop should return the chest with the items back to the Cathedral or to the hospital?  (35)  poor vs. church

“Have no fear of robbers or murderers.  Such dangers are without, and are but petty.  We should fear ourselves.  Prejudices are the real robbers; vices the real murderers.  The great dangers are within us. What matters it what threatens our heads or our purses?  Let us think only of what threatens our souls. . . Let us confine ourselves to prayer to God when we think that danger hangs over us.  Let us beseech him, not for ourselves, but that our brother may not fall into crime on our account.” (35)
Epicurus:  a philosopher from 300 BC He thought the highest pleasure (tranquility and freedom from fear) was obtained by knowledge, friendship, and living a virtuous and temperate life. He lauded the enjoyment of simple pleasures, by which he meant abstaining from bodily desires, such as sex and appetites.  The term has now come to mean one devoted to sensual pleasures—discriminating taste in wine and food, bon vivant, gourmet, glutton
Senator/Comte de_____:  an Epicurean who believed that life is all we have; therefore let’s live for pleasure 

Antithesis:  the bishop is the complete opposite of the senator (foil)
Senator follows the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes (see CL #4).

Hobbes viewed humans as “selfish, greedy, and warlike . . . without the state, human life would become solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”  Needed social contract binding humans under one individual or a ruling assembly for society’s only hope for peace and security.  Humanity’s only hope lay in its willingness to submit to a higher authority. (38)

Title of Chapter: X  “The Bishop in the Presence of an Unknown Light” (42)

Dinner with the conventionist

He is a recluse who is a dying revolutionary conventionist

The town is always gossiping and blustering about the man

“Babblings of geese against a vulture!” (animal imagery)

The Bishop travels to visit with the man.  “The shepherd should not recoil from the diseased sheep.  Ah! But what a sheep!” (43)

Hugo describes the recluse’s cottage as a “lair” (again connection to animal imagery)

The Bishop does not accept the conventionist’s extended hand. (44)

[This is important—it signals the emotional journey of the Bishop]

Bishop’s anger—The conventionist was a representative of the people—took revenge—wielded power on earth against members of government and royalty (45)

Conventionist:  “I did vote for the destruction of the tyrant” (45) “. . .  man has a tyrant, Ignorance. [Note personification:  calls it a tyrant which fathers royalty which springs from the False as opposed to the science which springs from the True] (46)
Conventionist says that he did not feel he had the right to vote for the death of man (Louis XVI), but he did have a duty to exterminate evil (theme of the struggle of good over evil).  He voted for the downfall of prostitution for women, slavery for man, darkness for children.  Voted for the overthrow of prejudice and error—their down fall brings light! (46)

Conventionist:  French revolution is the greatest advance by mankind

When the Bishop reminds the Conventionist of the death of Louis XVII (hung by ropes under the arms), the Conventionist counters with “I will weep for the children of kings with you, if you will weep with me for the little ones of the people.” (48)

Conventionist asks the Bishop who he is (revealing the Conventionist’s anger toward wealth of the church—thus showing the Bishop that the two of them share beliefs)

Bishop answers “Vermis sum” (I am an earthworm) (48)
Conventionist counters an ‘A worm of the earth in a carriage!” (49)
Bishop:  “Marat applauding at the guillotine?”

Conventionist:  “Bosseut chanting the Te Deum* during the persecution of the Huguenots*?”[intellectual sparing]

*Te Deum:  A canticle used at Morning Prayer, as a Song of Praise at the Eucharist, or added to a service on days of special Thanksgiving

*Huguenots:  French Protestants who accepted the reformed religion in 16th century. They were persecuted and their resistance led to religious wars. Their leader was Henry of Navarre who later turned Roman Catholic. In 1598 by the Edict of Nantes they were granted civil and religious liberty, but this was revoked in 1685 and many emigrated, some to Denmark. Huguenot Camisard peasants and artisans fought a guerrilla war against oppression 1701-1710.

Conventionist:  “Mourn Marie Antoinette and the poor Huguenot woman . . .” 
“. . . the French revolution had its reasons.  Its wrath will be pardoned by the future; its result is a better world.  From its most terrible blows comes a caress for the human race.” (50)

Conventionist (dying):  This me of the infinite is God.” (51)
Conventionist:  “True, I tore the drapery from the altar; but it was to staunch the wounds of the country.” (51)

When asked what he had come for, the Bishop falls to his knees before the dying Conventionist and answers : “Your benediction.” [blessing] (52)

Chapters XI—XIV are more chapters on how the bishop lives his life

