Les Misérables Fantine Book Two “The Fall”

Setting:  Digne, Beginning of October, 1815

Introduction of Jean Valjean [JVj] (main character)  
Description of Valjean (66)

Valjean arrives in Digne after walking all day.  He reports to the mayor’s office—as a result he is rejected from every place he goes.
La Croix de Colbas—this is the first inn to reject Valjean (67)

“Ah,  bah! but I am dying with hunger.  I have walked since sunrise:  I have traveled twelve leagues (35 miles).  I will pay. . .” (69)

 [IRONY:  Valjean could not pay for bread and was imprisoned; now he can pay for room/board and he is rejected]
The inn keeper tells him he knows who he is because he sent a message to the mayor’s office.

The Townspeople stare at him; discuss him in detail; this establishes their distrust. 
“He [JVj] saw nothing of all of this:  people overwhelmed with troubles do not look behind; they know only too well that misfortune follows them.” (70)

Tavern in the Rue Chaffaut 
This establishment is poorer than the first; the tavern keeper also rejects Valjean.  Valjean is aware of the cause—his reputation follows him as a result of his yellow passport

“His profile was strong, energetic, and sad, a physiognomy strangely marked:  At first it appeared humble, but it soon became severe.  His eyes shone from under his eyebrows like a fire beneath a thicket.” (71)
Valjean approaches a prison for shelter—he is rejected again  “A prison is not a tavern:  get yourself arrested and we will open.” (72)

Valjean approaches a small home.  He is warned away by the husband:  “Are you the man?” (73)  again JVj reputation precedes him

Valjean lies down in a dog kennel—the dogs even chase him away.  “I’m not even a dog!” (74)

Walking out of Digne: 
“The sky was very dark; it was not simply the darkness of night, but there were very low clouds, which seemed to rest upon the hills, and covered the whole heavens.  A little of the twilight, however, lingered in the zenith; and as the moon was about to rise these clouds formed in mid-heaven a vault of whitish light, from which a glimmer fell upon the earth.                              The earth was then lighter than the sky, which produces a peculiarly sinister effect, and the hill, poor and mean in contour, loomed out dim and pale upon the gloomy horizon . . . ” (75)  (Personification/pathetic fallacy)
Pathetic Fallacy:  attributing human emotions to nature or an inanimate object

Jean Valjean lies down on a stone bench and is approached by an old woman who asks him what he is doing there.  Valjean replies harshly and angrily, “You see, my good woman, I am going to sleep.” (75)

Valjean’s behavior and attitude is worsening with each rejection.  He lies to the old woman and tells her he has no money. She gives him four sous and tells him to knock on the door of the house next to the Bishop’s Palace [now the actual hospital]
Description/comparison (foil) of behavior/appearance of Madame Magloire and Mademoiselle Baptistine (77-78)

Madame Magloire’s gossiping about the news of the arrival of “an ill-favoured runaway, a suspicious vagabond . . .” She advised the Bishop to protect themselves with locks [Dramatic Irony] (78)

Mademoiselle Baptistine defers to her brother—she offers no real opinion (78)

The arrival of Valjean at the Bishop’s home—Madame Magloire is shocked; Mademoiselle Baptistine looks to her brother for reassurance; The Bishop tranquil acceptance of the stranger (80)

Valjean confesses who he is.   He is a strange to Digne, an ex-prisoner who has just been paroled from the prison at Toulon. He has served time for robbery and then more time for five escape attempts.  He carries a yellow passport that describes him as a ‘dangerous man’.  He explains he has money and tried to get room and board at the inn and tavern, but was rejected from there as well as from the police station, a home and a dog kennel.   He is not asking for charity—he is willing to pay as he has 109francs and 15 sous from working the 19 years he was in prison. He asks the Bishop for something to eat and a stable to sleep in. (80-81)
The Bishop listens serenely and says, “Madame Magloire, put on another place.” (81)

Valjean does not believe that the Bishop (who he thinks is a lowly priest) is willing to help him.   He restates his information, reveals he can read (he learned how in prison) (81)

The Bishop tells Madame Magloire to put sheets on the bed in the alcove (81)

The Bishop tells Madame Magloire to light his silver candles and  gives a signal to her to resets the table. She had placed the three plates necessary before Valjean’s arrival, but whenever they have company, the Bishop always has her set all six plates around the table, as an “appearance of luxury” that has the effect of elevating poverty to dignity. 
The Bishop addresses Jean as “Monsieur” (this puts them on a equal footing) and gets out a bottle of good wine for him [In the “diaries of Pontarlier”- a subsection which is actually a letter from Mademoiselle Baptistine to a friend-Mademoiselle describes the graciousness with which her brother treated Valjean, noting how carefully he avoiding reminding the stranger of his past or treating him in any way like a convict]. 

Valjean gives the Bishop his perception of what a bishop is (82)

Valjean is thankful that the Bishop (whom he calls Curé) has taken him in for the night. (83) 
[a curé is the chief priest of a parish; a bishop is the chief priest of the diocese; a diocese is the territory or churches subject to the jurisdiction of a bishop
The Bishop replies “This is not my house, it is Christ’s.” (83)

It is revealed that Valjean is now 46 years old (he looks much older)
The Bishop shows Valjean to where he will sleep that night—Valjean confronts the Bishop by saying: “Who tells you that I am not a murderer?” (88)

The Bishop responds by saying, “God will take care of that.” (88)

Chapters  VI through IX of this book describe Jean Valjean’s background (a pruner from Faverolles whose parents died when he was young and was raised by his older sister), the despair and hunger of his family that drove him to steal a loaf of bread. 
Valjean lived with his sister and her 7 children.  When the children were starving, out of necessity he broke a window in the bakery and stole a loaf of bread.  He was apprehended, tried and sentenced to five years for stealing a loaf of bread.

Hugo’s purpose again is social reform—he is speaking out against the justice system.  Does the punishment fit the crime?
Valjean’s years in prison are described, his attempts to escape (4), and his subsequent development of acid bitterness toward human law, a mistrust of even the upright and a “habitual indignation” for the injuries and injustices he suffered in the galleys. 

We learn that after 19 years in the galleys, he was at first dazzled with his liberty, but that too becomes sour. His meager savings accumulated during that time was reduced by various and bogus charges. He found a job for a day, but was driven out without pay when a policeman asked him for his papers and saw the “yellow passport,” the mark of the ex-con. 
Valjean realized that “liberation is not deliverance” and that he can leave the galleys but that his condemnation will follow him forever. 
“Jean Valjean entered the galleys sobbing and shuddering: he went out  hardened;  he entered in despair: he went out sullen.” (93)

“What had happened within this soul?” (93) [Hugo poses this question for the reader]

“He was, as we have said, ignorant, but he was not imbecile.  The natural light was enkindled in him. . .” (94)

Hugo, through Valjean, examines society (94-95) and comes to the following conclusion:     “he condemned society and sentenced it.  He sentenced it to his hatred.” (95)

“Jean Valjean was not, we have seen, of an evil nature.  His heart was still right when he arrived at the galleys.  While there he condemned society, and felt that he became wicked; he condemned Providence, and felt that he became impious.” (96)

Society has rejected Jean Valjean so Valjean rejects society

Hugo takes a moment to reflect his point of view:  

“Can human nature be so entirely transformed from top to bottom?  Can man, created good by God, be made wicked by man?  Can the soul be changed to keep pace with its destiny, and turn evil when its destiny is evil?  Can the heart become distorted and contract deformities and infirmities that are incurable, under the pressure of disproportionate woe, like the vertebral column under too heavy a brain?  Is there not in every human soul, was there not in the particular soul of Jean Valjean, a primitive spark, a divine element, incorruptible in this world,  immortal in the next, which can be developed by good, kindled, lit up, and made resplendently radiant, and which evil can never entirely extinguish.” (96)
Hugo continues his description of Valjean and his situation.  He introduces the idea of HOPE—all is not lost (because of the spark—again the leitmotif of light and dark).  He compares him to a ship floundering on the sea.

Valjean wakes in the middle of the night and is obsessed with the silver sets. Since he feels the government “robbed” him he feels justified in robbing the Bishop.
Before he leaves, Valjean looks in on the Bishop, who appears to be bathed in a heavenly light that encircles him like a halo.  According to Hugo/Valjean “There was something of divinity almost in this man, thus unconsciously august [unconsciously noble].” (108)
“. . . [he] ran across the garden, leaped over the wall like a tiger, and fled.” (109) [Note:  simile and animal imagery]

In the morning, Madame Magloire finds the empty silver basket in the garden. Monseigneur Bienvenu is not the least disturbed to find it stolen; he asks Madame Magloire, “Now first, did this silver belong to us?” (110)

The Bishop goes on to state that the silver really belonged to the poor and who was this man if not one of the poor. Therefore, the poor man had greater need of it than they did. 
While they are talking, three police lead Valjean into the garden. They explain that they caught Valjean running with the silver, whereupon the Bishop says that he gave him the plates. He reinforces the idea by having the candlesticks brought out and insisting that Valjean “forgot” to take them with the plates. 

Once the police are gone, the Bishop continues to press the candlesticks on Valjean. He also tells him that he need not return by the garden but can enter through the front door by day or night. 
The Bishop tells Valjean, “Forget not, never forget that you have promised me to use this silver to become an honest man.” (112)

Valjean is dumfounded, as he has no recollection of ever making any such promise

The Bishop continues, “Jean Valjean, my brother, you no longer belong to evil, but to good.  It is your soul that I am buying for you.  I withdraw it from dark thoughts and from the spirit of perdition, and I give it to God!” (112)
This act signals the beginning of Valjean’s resurrection—Remember that Hugo loves to sink a character to the absolute depths of despair before either raising him up or killing him off.

Chapter XIII Petit Gervais

After leaving the Bishop, Valjean travels onward and comes to a country lane.  Petit Gervais, a little Savoyard chimney sweep, is singing and playing with a small handful of coins. Petit Gervais drops a 40 sous piece which rolls near Valjean who puts his foot on it and refuses to return it.  Because Valjean is still trying to process what has happened at the Bishop, he has put his foot on the coin instinctively.  The child becomes angry, demanding his money, then frightened at Valjean’s answer, and finally runs off.  During this episode, Valjean does not understand what the child is trying to tell him.  It is as if he is in a trance. The coolness of the evening brings him back to self-awareness and he stoops to pick up his walking stick. Then he sees the coin and realization of the day’s events comes to him. He runs in the direction Petit Gervais has gone, enquiring after him and calling for him.  He asks a passing priest to help and gives him money for his poor, asking the priest to arrest him for being a robber.  The priest flees in horror.

At the place where three roads meet (crossroads), he falls to his knees.  This is the first time he has wept in 19 years.  

He remembers the Bishop’s parting words about buying his soul for God.

“While he wept, the light grew brighter and brighter in his mind—an extraordinary light, a light at once transporting and terrible.  His past life, his first offence, his long expiation, his brutal exterior, his hardened interior, his release made glad by so many schemes of vengeance, what had happened to him at the bishop’s, his last action, this theft of forty sous from a child, a crime meaner and the more monstrous that it came after the bishop’s pardon, all this returned and appeared to him, clearly, but in a light he had never seen before.” (19)

He is coming out of the dark into the light (leitmotif)

“It seemed to him that he was looking at Satan by the light of Paradise.” (119)

This is Valjean’s epiphany and resurrection—he is reborn a new man.

The Christ-figure image now passes from the Bishop to Valjean. Since his own crime was really only the crime of trying to save and feed another person, sacrifices and self-condemnation will permeate the rest of the novel.

