ABOUT VICTOR HUGO
Victor Marie Hugo, born in Besançon, France, on February 26, 1802, was the preeminent French man of letters of the 19th century and the leading expo- nent and champion of romanticism. A conservative in his youth, Hugo later became deeply involved in republican politics, and his work touched upon many of the major currents of artistic and political thought of his time. Although best known in the English-speaking world for his two major novels, Notre-Dame de Paris (1831; translated as The Hunchback of Notre Dame, 1833) and Les Misérables (1862; English translation 1862), Hugo was also the out- standing French lyric poet of the 19th century.

Until age 10, Hugo travelled with his father, a general under Napoleon. He then settled in Paris with his mother (1812), whose strong royalist sympathies young Hugo shared. He had early success as a poet and novelist and in 1822 married his childhood sweetheart, Adele Foucher. The home of the young couple became a meeting place of romantic writers, among them Alfred de Vigny and the critic Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve, whose search for freedom in art is exemplified in Hugo’s epic play Cromwell (1827). The play’s preface was the most widely read and influential manifesto of romantic literary theory. In it, Hugo spoke of freeing art from the formal constraints of classicism so that it might reflect the full extent of human nature. Many of Hugo’s novels, like his dramas, use historical settings. The Hunchback of Notre Dame is a powerfully melodramatic story of medieval Paris that deals with a deformed bell ringer’s devotion to a wild gypsy girl. Les Misérables centres on the life of Jean Valjean, a victim of social injustice, but includes a multitude of scenes and incidents that offer a panoramic view of post-Napoleonic France and the early years of the 19th century.

The publication of Hugo’s third collection of poems, Odes and Ballads (1826), marked the beginning of a period of intense creativity. During the next 17 years, Hugo published essays, three novels, five volumes of poems, and the major part of his dramatic works. In 1843, however, the failure of his verse drama Les Burgraves, followed by the death of his beloved daughter, Leopoldine, interrupted his prodigious creativity. In 1845 he accepted a political post in the constitutional government of King Louis Philippe and in 1848 became a representative of the people after Louis Napoleon Bonaparte became presi- dent of the Second Republic. When Napoleon seized complete power in 1851, Hugo’s republican beliefs drove him into exile, first to Brussels and then to the Channel Islands, where he continued to write savage denunciations of the French government.

In exile, accompanied by his devoted mistress Juliette Drouet, Hugo reached maturity as a writer, producing the first volumes of his visionary epic poem Legend of the Centuries (1859–83), Les Misérables, and Contemplations (1856), often considered his finest collection of poems. He returned to Paris after the fall of the Second Empire (1870) to find himself a national hero. He was elected a member of the National Assembly, then a senator of the Third Re- public.

The last two decades of his life were saddened by the deaths of his sons, wife, and mistress, but he continued to write poetry and remained active in politics until 1878, when his health began to fail. His death on May 22, 1885, was an occasion of national mourning and he received a state funeral.
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