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LES MISÉRABLES

VICTOR HUGO (1802–85) was the most forceful, prolific and versatile of French nineteenth-century writers. He wrote Romantic costume dramas, many volumes of lyrical and satirical verse, political and other journalism, criticism and several novels, the best known of which are Les Misérables (1862) and the youthful Notre Dame de Paris (1831). A royalist and conservative as a young man, Hugo later became a committed social democrat and during the Second Empire of Napoleon III was exiled from France, living in the Channel Islands. He returned to Paris in 1870 and remained a great public figure until his death: his body lay in state under the Arc de Triomphe before being buried in the Panthéon.

NORMAN DENNY was educated at Radley College, and in Vienna and Paris. He has written a great many short stories under different names and several novels. Among his many translations are Prometheus: A Life of Balzac by André Maurois, My Life and Films by Jean Renoir and The Future of Man, by Teilhard de Chardin.
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INTRODUCTION

I

VICTOR HUGO was born in 1802 at Besançon, now capital of the department of Doubs in eastern France. His father, a career officer in Napoleon’s army, was at that time a major, but he rose eventually to the rank of general and was created a count. His various garrison appointments occasioned a number of removals, and the education of the youthful Victor-Marie was in consequence diversified, taking place in Italy and Spain as well as in Paris, at the Maison des Feuillantines. This was certainly good for him. There may be some doubt as to whether he could really read Tacitus at the age of seven, as he claimed, but he received a very thorough grounding in the humanities.


Hugo was, in short, the precocious son (the youngest of three brothers) of well-to-do middle-class parents. His literary vocation was very soon manifest. A poem written while he was still at school won a literary prize, and in 1819, with his brother Abel, he launched the Conservateur Littéraire, a review which, although it survived for only two years, achieved some prominence as a mouthpiece of the Romantic movement.

He shared with nearly all major writers the quality of abundance. The works poured out in an uneven flood, good, bad and indifferent, splendid at their best and, at their worst, lamentable: some twenty volumes of poetry, of which the best known are Les Châtiments (1853) and Les Contemplations (1856), nine novels, ten plays, mostly in verse (Hernani, Ruy Blas) and a huge amount of general writing, literary, sociological and political. Hugo was always, in the French word, engagé, deeply concerned with the social and political developments of his time. His politics might change in the light of events and as a reflection of his own growth, but his essential position remained unchanged. He was first and foremost, by nature as well as by conviction, a romantic. It was an attitude to life expressing itself in all life’s activities, above all in the arts but also in politics, where it bore the name of liberalism. As time went on and he outgrew the Bonapartism inherited from his father and the royalism inherited from his mother, this liberalism took the form of outspoken republicanism. Universal suffrage and free (compulsory) education were to become the basic tenets of his political creed.

He was greatly afflicted by the death, in 1843, of his daughter, Léopoldine, and for some years there was a pause in the flow of purely literary work; but his political career and his growth as a national figure both continued to progress. Although he was becoming increasingly disenchanted with monarchism he contrived to be on good terms with Louis-Philippe, for whom, as his account in Les Misérables shows, he had both liking and respect. He was awarded the Légion d’honneur in 1837, was elected to the Académie Française in 1841 and created a pair de France (a life peer and member of the Upper House) in 1845.

Three years later, when the revolution of 1848 drove Louis-Philippe from the throne, he became a member of the Constituent Assembly of the newly formed republic; but he could not stomach Louis Napoleon’s Second Empire (1851), and since his condemnation of it was too loud to be overlooked he was forced to leave France. After staying for a time in Brussels, he moved to the Channel Islands, first to Jersey and then to Guernsey, where he lived with his wife and family for fourteen years, with the actress Juliette Drouet, his lifelong mistress, close at hand. It was here that he wrote, among other things, Les Travailleurs de la mer (1866) and completed the novel which is generally considered to be his masterpiece, Les Misérables, published in 1862.



II

The brothers Goncourt, at that time the high priests of literature in France, were not impressed by Les Misérables. ‘The lack of firsthand observation,’ they wrote, ‘is everywhere painfully manifest. Hugo has built his book, situation and characters alike, on the appearance of reality, not on reality itself.’ This was their conclusion after reading the first volume. Having read the whole book they likened the author to ‘those English preachers who harangue strollers in the parks on a Sunday’.


Professor Marius-François Guyard, from whose meticulously edited and annotated text (Garnier Frères, 1963) this translation has been made, and to whom the present translator is immensely indebted, answers the Goncourts by citing some of the novel’s more unforgettable characters – Jean Valjean, the Thénardiers, Fantine, Javert and, above all, the splendid street-urchin Gavroche. He is silent however on the subject of Marius, that singularly lacklustre young man who is supposedly a portrait of the youthful Victor Hugo himself.

The Goncourts were both right and wrong, right in the narrow sense but not in the large one. They were right about the realism which Hugo strove so laboriously and, on the whole, so unsuccessfully to achieve. No one could have worked harder at it. He read and read, he pored endlessly over maps and documents, and the fruits of his researches so encumber his book that many readers beside the Goncourts must have found themselves unequal to the effort of pursuing it. But this factual realism is constantly at war with the poet. Imaginative realism is another matter. Les Misérables, with its depth of vision and underlying truth, its moments of lyrical quality and of moving compassion, is a novel of towering stature, one of the great works of western literature, a melodrama that is also a morality and a social document embracing a wider field than any other novel of its time, conceived on the scale of War and Peace but even more ambitious.

That is the trouble. The defects which the Goncourts saw, and which no one can fail to see, since they are as monumental as the book itself, may be summed up in the single word, extravagance. Hugo, although as the final result shows he was masterly in the construction of his novel, had little or no regard for the discipline of novel-writing. He was wholly unrestrained and unsparing of his reader. He had to say everything and more than everything; he was incapable of leaving anything out. The book is loaded down with digressions, interpolated discourses, passages of moralizing rhetoric and pedagogic disquisitions.

One reason for this is that it was written over a period of nearly twenty years. A first unfinished novel entitled Misères was written during the three years from 1845 to 1848; it was then put aside for twelve years, to be completed in 1860–62 as Les Misérables.(An untranslatable title: the first meaning of the French misère is simply misery; the second meaning is utmost poverty, destitution; but Hugo’s misérables are not merely the poor and wretched, they are the outcasts, the underdogs, the rejected of society and the rebels against society.)

As to the digressions, many of them are in fact interpolations. Much had happened in the world during the twelve years that the book was laid aside and much had happened to Hugo himself. He had moved steadily away from his right-wing bourgeois origins to the point where he was not only an avowed republican but could openly proclaim himself a socialist. It is not surprising that that earlier work required considerable amendment if it was to conform to the changed viewpoint of the Hugo who returned to it in 1860.

But some of the digressions, or interpolations, are still indefensible, the most flagrant being the account of the Battle of Waterloo, which occupies the third book of Part Two. It is subdivided into nineteen chapters filling sixty-nine pages of the closely printed French text, and only the last chapter, seven pages long, has any real bearing on Hugo’s story. The rest is entirely concerned with the battle. Hugo, as he tells us, had tramped over the battlefield, presumably when he was living in Brussels in 1853; he had studied maps and army-lists and such professional records as were available to him, and out of this he concocted his own elaborate and poeticized layman’s version of an event which, tremendous though it was, had no more to do with the story of Les Misérables than any other major historical event that had occurred during the century.

This is the largest of the digressions, and it is reasonable to assume that the bulk of it was written long before Hugo returned to his novel. The present English version has retained it, very slightly abridged, in the place it occupies in the novel, partly because it is a magnificent piece of writing and also because the episode described in that final chapter is crucial to the story.

Two other long digressions, however, have been treated with less respect. The first is in the seventh book of Part Two, entitled Parenthèse, in which Hugo discourses upon the subject of strictly enclosed religious orders, of which he disapproved (he himself, although he was broadly and sincerely religious, subscribed to no particular orthodoxy). This parenthesis follows immediately upon another, the meticulous (and fascinating) account of life in the Petit-Picpus convent, so that the story, at a highly dramatic point, is left in mid-air for some fifty pages. Hugo’s publisher, Lacroix, feeling that this would be trying the reader’s patience altogether too high, urged him to take it out; but Hugo refused, as it seems for purely personal reasons: his cousin Marie, to whom he was attached, had taken the veil in 1848. This section has accordingly been removed from the body of the book and transferred to the end as Appendix A.

The discourse on argot (Book Seven, Part Four) has been similarly treated and is relegated to Appendix B in Volume II. Here little explanation is needed. In so far as it related directly to the argot (Paris underworld slang) of Hugo’s day, his discourse, with its numerous examples, can be of interest only to specialists; where it spreads into the wider field of the general significance of thieves’ cant (a digression within a digression!) it is more interesting; but in any event it does nothing to advance the story.

The other digressions, homilies and disquisitions, or simply over-large elaborations, have been left where they were, but in some cases, particularly those of over-elaboration, they have been somewhat abridged. And here I must abandon any suggestion of the editorial ‘we’ and state as plainly as I can my personal approach to the translation of Les Misérables and the liberties I have felt justified in taking with Hugo’s text.



III

There are three earlier English renderings of Hugo’s novel, of which I have seen only one. I shall not disclose which one, or make any comment except to say that I found it very heavy going. It was made at the turn of the century and the translator, conscientiously observing the principles of translation at that time, has made a brave attempt to follow Hugo in the smallest detail, almost literally word for word. The result is something that is not English, not Hugo and, it seems to me, scarcely readable. It reads, in short, like a translation and it does no service to Hugo. I am told that the other English versions, which I have not seen, are not very different.


The principles of translation have greatly changed in the past twenty or thirty years. It is now generally recognized that the translator’s first concern must be with his author’s intention; not with the words he uses or with the way he uses them, if they have a different impact when they are rendered too faithfully into English, but with what he is seeking to convey to the reader. This, of course, embraces a great deal more than literal meaning or the plain statement of fact: feeling, colour, poetry, humour, irony, all these are elements which the translator may on no account ignore; he must catch them as best he can. But there is an overriding intention, larger than all others. The author – each and every author – writes because he wants to be read. Readability must be the translator’s first concern. Sometimes he is set an impossible task. There are writers who may fairly be termed unreadable. But Victor Hugo is not one of them. He is in many ways the most exasperating of writers – long-winded, extravagant in his use of words (it is not uncommon to find eight or ten adjectives appended to a single noun), sprawling and self-indulgent. At times (the vanity for which he was famous may account for it) he was, with all his high-minded earnestness, extraordinarily lacking in self-criticism. There are passages of mediocrity and banality in Les Misérables, as in all his work, which may cause the reader to lose all patience with him and put the book aside, without having ever reached the nobility of spirit that inspired it.

The translator (and here I am referring specifically to myself and Les Misérables) can, I maintain, do something to remedy these defects without falsifying the book, if he will nerve himself to treat Hugo not as a museum piece or a sacred cow but as the author of a very great novel which is still living, still relevant to life, and which deserves to be read. He can ‘edit’ – that is to say abridge, tone down the rhetoric, even delete where the passage in question is merely an elaboration of what has already been said.

I have edited in this sense throughout the book, as a rule only to a minor degree, and never, I hope, so drastically as to be unfaithful to Hugo’s intention. I must cite the most extreme case in illustration of what I mean. This is the third book of Part One entitled ‘In the year 1817’. Hugo has sought to convey the social climate of that particular year by compiling a lengthy catalogue of personalities and events, most of them of no great importance – people and happenings, in short, that got into the news at the time. One has the impression that he did it by skimming through the newspaper headlines. What is certain is that most of his allusions would have meant nothing to any except his oldest readers even when the book was published in 1862. As for the present day, Professor Guyard has found it necessary to append sixty-two footnotes for the enlightenment of contemporary French readers – incidentally pointing out, not infrequently, that Hugo got his facts wrong. I have dealt with this section by drastically reducing it, cutting out references that would be meaningless to English readers and including only those that serve Hugo’s purpose of conveying the atmosphere of Paris in that year. The footnotes have either been incorporated in the text or abolished where they no longer applied, except in the case of a very few which had to go at the bottom of the page. I may mention incidentally that the footnotes throughout the book are to be attributed to Professor Guyard except where I specifically acknowledge them – ‘trs.’.

This foreword is unavoidable if the reader is to know exactly what he is getting – not a photograph but a slightly modified version of Hugo’s novel designed to bring its great qualities into clearer relief by thinning out, but never completely eliminating, its lapses. It must stand or fall not by its literal accuracy, although I profoundly hope that I have been guilty of no major solecisms, but by its faithfulness to the spirit of Victor Hugo. He was above all things, and at all times, a poet. If the fact is not apparent to the English reader then this rendering of his work must be said to have failed.



NORMAN DENNY

While through the working of laws and customs there continues to exist a condition of social condemnation which artificially creates a human hell within civilization, and complicates with human fatality a destiny that is divine; while the three great problems of this century, the degradation of man in the proletariat, the subjection of women through hunger, the atrophy of the child by darkness, continue unresolved; while in some regions social asphyxia remains possible; in other words, and in still wider terms, while ignorance and poverty persist on earth, books such as this cannot fail to be of value.

Hauteville House, 1 January 1862


PART ONE
FANTINE


BOOK ONE
AN UPRIGHT MAN

I
Monseigneur Myriel

IN THE year 1815 Monseigneur Charles-François-Bienvenu Myriel was Bishop of Digne. He was then about seventy-five, having held the bishopric since 1806.


Although it has no direct bearing on the tale we have to tell, we must nevertheless give some account of the rumours and gossip concerning him which were in circulation when he came to occupy the diocese. What is reported of men, whether it be true or false, may play as large a part in their lives, and above all in their destiny, as the things they do. Monseigneur Myriel was the son of a counsellor of the Parliament of Aix, a member of the noblesse de robe. It was said of him that his father, intending him to inherit his office, had arranged for him to marry at a very early age, about eighteen or twenty, following the custom that was fairly widespread in parliamentary families. Charles Myriel, it was said, had attracted much gossip despite this marriage. He was good-looking although of small stature, elegant, graceful, and entertaining; his early life was wholly devoted to worldly matters and affairs of gallantry. Then had come the revolution, and in the rush of those events the decimated and persecuted parliamentary families had been scattered. Charles Myriel emigrated to Italy, and here his wife died of the chest complaint that had long afflicted her. There were no children. What happened after this to Monseigneur Myriel? Did the collapse of the old French social order, the downfall of his own family, the tragic events of ’93 – perhaps even more fearful to an émigré witnessing them at a distance – inspire in him thoughts of renunciation and solitude? Amid the distractions and frivolities that occupied his life, did it happen that he was suddenly overtaken by one of those mysterious and awful revulsions which, striking to the heart, change the nature of a man who cannot be broken by outward disasters affecting his life and fortune? No one can say. All that is known is that when he returned from Italy he was a priest.

In 1804 M. Myriel was curé of Brignolles, where, already elderly, he lived in profound seclusion.

At the time of the Emperor’s coronation, some small matter of parish business took him to Paris. Among the influential personages whom he had occasion to visit was Cardinal Fesch, the uncle of Napoleon, and it happened one day, when he was waiting in the cardinal’s antechamber, that the Emperor passed through on his way to call on his uncle. Seeing the old priest intently regarding him, he turned to him and asked sharply:

‘Who is the gentleman who is staring at me?’

‘Sire,’ replied M. Myriel, ‘you are looking at a plain man and I am looking at a great man. Each of us may benefit.’

That evening the Emperor asked the cardinal the priest’s name, and shortly afterwards M. Myriel learned to his great surprise that he had been appointed Bishop of Digne.

As to the truth in general of the tales that were told about the early life of M. Myriel, no one could vouch for it. Few people remained who had known his family before the revolution. He had to accept the fate of every newcomer to a small town where there are plenty of tongues that gossip and few minds that think. He had to bear with this in spite of being a bishop and because he was a bishop. And after all, these tales were perhaps only tales, rumour and fabrication and nothing more.

However that may be, by the ninth year of his residence as Bishop of Digne all the chatter that at first occupies small people in small places had died down and been forgotten. No one would have presumed to refer to it or even to remember it.

M. Myriel had come to Digne accompanied by his sister, Mademoiselle Baptistine, an unmarried woman ten years younger than himself. Their only servant was Madame Magloire, a woman of the same age as Mlle Baptistine, who, from having been the servant of M. le Curé, now assumed the twofold office of personal maid to Mademoiselle and housekeeper to Monseigneur.

Mlle Baptistine was tall, pale, thin and gentle, a perfect expression of all that is implied by the word ‘respectable’: for it seems that a woman must become a mother before she can be termed ‘venerable’. She had never been pretty. Her life, which had been wholly occupied with good works, had endowed her with a kind of pallor and luminosity, and as she grew older she had acquired what may be called the beauty of goodness. What had been skinniness in her youth had become, as she matured, a quality of transparency through which her saintly nature could be seen to shine. She was a spirit more than she was a virgin. Her being seemed composed of shadow, with too little substance for it to possess sex. It was a shred of matter harbouring a light, with large eyes that were always cast down; a pretext for a soul to linger on earth.

Mme Magloire was a small, plump, white-haired old woman, always busy and always breathless, partly because of her incessant activity and also because she suffered from asthma.

Upon his arrival in Digne M. Myriel was installed in the bishop’s palace with the honours prescribed by the imperial decree, which ranked a bishop immediately below a Marshal of France. The Mayor and the President of the Council were the first dignitaries to call upon him, and his own first visits were paid to the General and the prefect.

His installation over, the town waited to see their new bishop at work.



II
Monseigneur Myriel becomes Monseigneur Bienvenu

The bishop’s palace in Digne was next door to the hospital. It was a large and handsome stone mansion built at the beginning of the previous century by Henri Puget, Doctor of Theology at the University of Paris and Abbot of Simore, who became Bishop of Digne in 1712. Everything in the palace was on the grand scale, the bishop’s personal apartments, the drawing-rooms and bedrooms, the broad courtyard flanked by arcades in the old Florentine manner and the gardens planted with splendid trees. The dining-room was a long and magnificent gallery on the ground floor, giving on to the garden. It was here, on 29 July 1714, that Monseigneur Puget had entertained at a ceremonial dinner seven high dignitaries of the Church, among them Philippe de Vendôme, Grand Prior of France and the great-grandson of Henri IV and Gabrielle d’Estrées. The portraits of the seven reverend gentlemen now hung in the dining-room, together with a white marble tablet carrying the date inscribed in letters of gold.


The hospital was a narrow, two-storeyed house with a small garden.

The bishop called at the hospital on the third day after his arrival. Having concluded his visit he asked the director to accompany him to the palace.

‘Monsieur le Directeur,’ he said, ‘how many patients have you at present?’

‘Twenty-six, Monseigneur.’

‘That is a large number.’

‘The beds,’ said the director, ‘are very close together.’

‘As I noticed.’

‘The wards are no bigger than single rooms. They get very stuffy.’

‘That seems to be the case.’

‘And when we get a little sunshine there is scarcely room in the garden for the convalescents.’

‘So I imagine.’

‘And when there’s an epidemic – we had typhus this year and an outbreak of military fever two years ago, sometimes as many as a hundred patients – we don’t know where to turn.’

‘That thought also occurred to me.’

‘But it can’t be helped, Monseigneur,’ said the director. ‘We have to make the best of things.’

This conversation took place in the ground-floor banqueting-hall. The bishop was silent for some moments, and then he turned abruptly to the director.

‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘how many beds do you think could be put in this room?’

‘In the bishop’s dining-room?’ exclaimed the director in astonishment.

The bishop was gazing round the room, apparently making calculations of his own.

‘At least twenty beds,’ he murmured as though to himself. Then he said more loudly: ‘Monsieur le Directeur, I will tell you what has happened. There has been a mistake. You have twenty-six persons in five or six small rooms, while in this house there are three of us and room for sixty. We must change places. Let me have the house that suits me, and this one will be yours.’

On the following day the twenty-six paupers were moved into the palace and the bishop took up residence in the hospital.

M. Myriel had no private means; his family had been ruined by the revolution. His sister’s annuity of five hundred francs had sufficed for their personal needs during his curacy. As bishop he received a stipend of fifteen thousand francs. On the day of his removal to the hospital he laid down, once and for all, how this money was to be used. The note, written in his own hand, reads as follows:




	Note on the Disposal of my Household Expenses



	For the small seminary

	1500 francs




	Missionary congregation

	100 francs




	Lazarists of Montdidier

	100 francs




	Seminary of foreign missions in Paris

	200 francs




	Congregation of the Saint-Esprit

	150 francs




	Religious establishments in the Holy Land

	100 francs




	Maternity societies

	300 francs




	In addition, for that of Arles

	50 francs




	For the improvement of prisons

	400 francs




	For the relief and deliverance of prisoners

	500 francs




	For the release of fathers of families imprisoned for

	 




	debt

	1000 francs




	To supplement the salaries of underpaid school-

	 




	masters in the diocese

	2000 francs




	Grain reserve in the Hautes-Alpes

	100 francs




	Ladies’ Association of Digne, Manosque, and Sisteron

	 




	for the free education of poor girls

	1500 francs




	For the poor

	6000 francs




	Personal expenses

	1000 francs




	
	Total 15,000 francs






During the time he occupied the see of Digne M. Myriel made almost no change in this order of things, which, as we see, he called ‘the disposal of my household expenses’. The arrangement was accepted with absolute submission by Mlle Baptistine. To that devout woman M. Myriel was both her brother and her bishop, her friend in nature and her superior in the Church. Quite simply, she loved and venerated him. When he spoke she bowed her head, when he acted she sustained him. Only Mme Magloire grumbled a little. The bishop, as we have seen, had kept only a thousand francs for himself, which, with his sister’s annuity, made a total of fifteen hundred francs a year. Upon this sum the two old women and the old man lived.

Nevertheless when a village curé came to Digne the bishop found means to entertain him, thanks to the strict economy of Mme Magloire and the shrewd management of Mile Baptistine.

One day when he had been about three months in Digne the bishop remarked:

‘And yet, with all this, I am still in difficulties.’

‘I should think so!’ cried Mme Magloire. ‘Monseigneur has not even applied to the Department for an allowance to cover the cost of his carriage in the town and on his tours of the diocese. This was always granted to bishops in the old days.’

‘Of course!’ said the bishop. ‘You are quite right, Madame Magloire.’

He made the application.

The Departmental Council, having weighed the matter, voted him an annual allowance of three thousand francs under the heading: ‘Allotted to Monseigneur the Bishop for the purpose of his carriage and postal expenses and the cost of his pastoral journeys.’

This caused considerable outcry among the local citizenry and it moved a certain senator of the Empire, a former member of the Council of Five Hundred who had supported the 18 Brumaire and was now the holder of a princely senatorial seat near Digne, to write an indignant private letter to M. Bigot de Prémeneu* of which the following authentic extract may be quoted:

‘Carriage expenses? What for, in a town of fewer than four thousand inhabitants? Postage and pastoral journeys? What is the use of these journeys? And what is the use of a vehicle for delivering letters in mountainous country with no roads? People go on horseback. The bridge over the Durance at Château-Arnoux can scarcely take an ox-cart. These priests are all the same, greedy and miserly. This one started with a show of virtue but now he’s behaving like the rest. He has to have a carriage and a post-chaise. He wants all the luxuries of the old bishops. These informal priests! Affairs won’t be properly managed, Monsieur le Comte, until the Emperor has rid us of these mountebanks. Down with the Pope!’ [There was trouble with Rome at the time.] ‘For my part, I am on the side of Caesar…’ And so on.

Mme Magloire, on the other hand, was highly delighted.

‘Good,’ she said to Mlle Baptistine. ‘Monseigneur started by thinking of others, but he has to think of himself in the end. He has attended to all his charities. Now there are three thousand francs for us – and high time!’

But that evening the bishop wrote the following note and handed it to his sister.




	Carriage and Travel Expenses



	Meat broth for the hospital patients

	1500 francs




	Maternity Society at Aix

	250 francs




	Maternity Society at Draguignan

	250 francs




	For foundling children

	500 francs




	For orphan children

	500 francs




	
	Total 3000 francs






Such was the personal budget of Monseigneur Myriel.

As for day-to-day charities, the dispensations, baptisms, prayers, consecration of churches and chapels, marriages and so forth, the bishop exacted funds for these from the rich, doing so the more rigorously since he passed the money on to the poor. Within a short time gifts of money were flowing in. Those who had and those who had not knocked at M. Myriel’s door, the latter to seek the alms that the former had contributed. Within a year the bishop had become the treasurer of all charitable works and the cashier of all suffering. Considerable sums passed through his hands, but nothing could cause him to change his way of life or accept any trifle beyond his daily needs. Indeed, the reverse was the case. Since there is always more misery in the depths than compassion in the heights, everything was given, so to speak, before it was received. It was like water on parched land. However fast the money flowed in he never had enough; and then he robbed himself.

It being customary for bishops to preface their pastoral letters and orders with the full list of their baptismal names, the people of the region, from instinctive affection, elected to call him by the name which for them had the most meaning, Monseigneur Bienvenu. We shall follow their example and use this name when occasion arises. In any event, it pleased him. Bienvenu – or ‘welcome’. ‘It counteracts the Monseigneur,’ he said.

We do not claim that the portrait we are making is the whole truth, only that it is a resemblance.



III
A hard office for a good bishop

Although he had converted his carriage into alms, the bishop did not on this account neglect his pastoral duties. Digne was a rugged diocese, with very little flat land, many mountains and, as we have seen, very few roads. It contained thirty-two curacies, forty-one vicarages, and two hundred and eighty-five chapels-of-ease and sub-curacies. To visit them all was a large undertaking, but the bishop accomplished it. He went on foot to near-by places, by carrier’s cart to places on the plain, and by pack-mule into the hills. As a rule the two women accompanied him, but when the journey was too difficult he went alone.


He arrived one day at Senez, a former episcopal city, riding a donkey, his means at that moment being so scanty that he could afford no other conveyance. The mayor, welcoming him at the gates of the residence, watched with shocked eyes while he dismounted, and laughter arose from a few citizens who were standing by.

‘Gentlemen,’ said the bishop, ‘I know what has outraged you. You find it arrogant in a simple priest that he should be mounted like Jesus Christ. Let me assure you that I do it from necessity, not from vanity.’

He was gentle and indulgent on these tours of office, preaching less than he talked. He treated no virtue as though it were beyond ordinary reach, nor did he use far-fetched reasoning and examples. To the people of a district which dealt harshly with its poor he would quote the example of their neighbours. ‘Take the people of Briançon. They allow the needy, the widows and orphans, to cut their hay three days earlier than the rest. When their homes are in ruins they repair them for nothing. And so that is a region blessed by God. In the past hundred years they have not had a single murder.’

To villages over-intent upon yield and profit he said: ‘Take the people of Embrun. If at harvest-time the father of a family is left single-handed, with his sons in the army and his daughters in service in the town, or if he is sick or disabled, the priest mentions the fact in his sermon; and on Sunday, after Mass, all the people of the village, men, women, and children, go to help him with his harvesting and carry the straw and grain into his barn.’ To families at odds over questions of money and inheritance he said: ‘Take the hill-people of Devoluy, a region so bleak that the nightingale is not heard there once in fifty years. When the father dies the sons go elsewhere to seek their fortune, leaving the property to the daughters so that they may find husbands.’ In districts much given to litigation, where the farmers wasted their substance on official documents, he said: ‘Take the peasants in the Queyras valley, three thousand souls. I tell you, it is like a little republic. They have no judge or bailiff. The mayor does everything. He apportions the taxes, from each according to his means; he resolves quarrels, divides patrimonies, delivers judgement, all without charge. He is obeyed because he is a just man among simple people.’ And he also cited the example of Queyras in villages where there was no schoolmaster: ‘Do you know what they do? Since a hamlet often or fifteen dwellings cannot afford a schoolmaster they have teachers paid by the valley as a whole who go from village to village, spending a week here and ten days there. These teachers also visit the fairs, as I myself have seen. You may recognize them by the quills stuck in their hatbands. Those who only teach reading wear a single quill, those who teach reading and arithmetic wear two quills, and the teachers of reading, arithmetic and Latin wear three. Those last are very learned men. But how shameful it is to be ignorant! You should do as they do in Queyras.’

That was how he talked, gravely and paternally, inventing parables when no example came to hand, going straight to the point with little phrase-making and frequent imagery, using Christ’s own eloquence, persuaded and persuading.



IV
Works matching words

His conversation was friendly and light-hearted. He put himself on the level of the two old women who shared his life, and when he laughed it was the laughter of a schoolboy.


Mme Magloire was pleased to address him as Your Greatness. On one occasion he rose from his armchair to get a book which was on a top shelf. He was short in stature and could not reach it. ‘Mme Magloire,’ he said, ‘will you be so good as to fetch a chair. My greatness does not extend so high.’

A distant connection, the Comtesse de Lo, seldom missed an opportunity, when she was with him, of talking about what she called the ‘hopes’ of her three sons. She had several very aged relatives of whom her sons were the natural heirs. The youngest was due to inherit an income of a hundred thousand francs from a great-aunt; the second was the adopted heir of his uncle, a duke; and the oldest was direct heir to a peerage. As a rule the bishop listened in silence to these blameless and forgivable maternal effusions. But on one occasion he appeared more abstracted than usual. ‘For Heaven’s sake, Cousin,’ said the lady in mild exasperation, ‘what are you thinking about?’ – ‘I am thinking,’ said the bishop, ‘of the words uttered by, I believe, St Augustine – “Put your hope in Him who has no successor.”’

On another occasion, upon receiving a letter informing him of the death of one of the local gentry which set forth in great detail the deceased’s many titles of nobility and those of his family, he exclaimed: ‘Death has a broad back! What a great load of honours it can be made to bear, and how assiduous are the minds of men that they can use even the tomb in the service of vanity.’

He had recourse at times to gentle raillery in which there was nearly always a serious note. During one Lent a youthful vicar came to preach in the cathedral at Digne and did so with some eloquence. His theme was charity. He urged the rich to give to the poor so that they might escape the torments of Hell, which he depicted in hideous terms, and attain to Paradise, which he made to sound altogether delightful. Among the congregation was a Monsieur Geborand, a wealthy and grasping retired merchant, who had made a fortune in the cloth-trade but had never been known to give anything to the poor. It was observed, after this sermon, that on Sundays he handed a single sou to the old beggar-women clustered outside the cathedral door. There were six of them to share it. Noting the event, the bishop smiled and said to his sister: ‘Monsieur Geborand is buying a penny-worth of Paradise.’

He was not to be deterred in his labours for charity even by a direct refusal, and he found things to say which lingered in the mind. Among the company in a fashionable salon where he went to solicit alms was the Marquis de Champtercier, a rich, elderly miser who contrived to be both ultra-royalist and ultra-Voltairian. The type existed in those days. The bishop touched him on the arm and said, ‘Monsieur le Marquis, you must indeed give me something.’ The marquis turned away, saying curtly, ‘Monseigneur, I have my own poor.’ – ‘Give them to me,’ said the bishop.

He preached the following sermon in the cathedral:

‘My brothers and friends, there are in France thirteen hundred and twenty thousand peasant cottages which have only three outlets, eighteen hundred and seventeen thousand which have only two, a door and one window, and three hundred and forty-six thousand which have only a door. This is due to something known as the tax on doors and windows. Consider the fate of poor families, old women and young children, living in those hovels, the fevers and other maladies! God gives air to mankind and the law sells it. I do not assail the law but I give thanks to God. In Isère, in Var, and in the upper and lower Alps the peasants do not even possess barrows but carry the dung on their backs. They have no candles but burn twigs and lengths of rope steeped in resin. That is what happens throughout the highlands of Dauphiné. They make bread every six months, baking it over a fire of dried dung. In winter they break the loaves with a hatchet and soak the bread for twenty-four hours before it can be eaten. My brothers, be merciful. Consider the sufferings of those around you.’

Having been born in Provence he had had no difficulty in familiarizing himself with the dialects of the Midi, whether of Languedoc or the lower Alps or Upper Dauphiné. This pleased the people and had greatly helped to bring him close to them. He was at home in the peasant’s hut and in the mountains. He could expound great matters in the simplest terms, and speaking all tongues could find his way to all hearts.

For the rest, he was the same to all men, the fashionable world and the ordinary people. He judged nothing in haste, or without taking account of the circumstances. He said, ‘Let me see how the fault arose.’ Being, as he said with a smile, himself a former sinner, he lacked all sactimoniousness, and without self-righteous flourishes preached in forthright terms a doctrine which may be summed up as follows:

‘The flesh is at once man’s burden and his temptation. He bears it and yields to it. He must keep watch over it and restrain it, and obey it only in the last resort. Such obedience may be a fault, but it is a venial fault. It is a fall, but a fall on to the knees which may end in prayer. To be a saint is to be an exception; to be a true man is the rule. Err, fail, sin if you must, but be upright. To sin as little as possible is the law for men; to sin not at all is a dream for angels. All earthly things are subject to sin; it is like the force of gravity.’

Any ill-considered outburst of popular indignation would cause him to smile. ‘It appears,’ he would say, ‘that this is a crime which everyone commits. See how outraged hypocrisy hurries to cover itself!’

He was indulgent to women and to the poor, oppressed by the weight of society. ‘The faults of women, children and servants,’ he said, ‘and of the weak, the poor and the ignorant, are the faults of husbands, fathers and masters, and of the strong, the rich and the learned.’ He also said: ‘Teach the ignorant as much as you can. Society is to blame for not giving free education; it is responsible for the darkness it creates. The soul in darkness sins, but the real sinner is he who caused the darkness.’

As we can see, he had his own way of looking at things. I think he derived it from the Gospel.

He listened one day to a drawing-room discussion of a crime which was then under interrogation and was shortly to be tried. For love of a woman and the child she had borne him a wretched man, at the end of his resources, had coined false currency. Counterfeiting at that time was punishable by death. The woman had been arrested when attempting to pass the first coin the man had forged. She was detained, but there was no evidence except against her, and she alone could destroy her lover by testifying against him. She denied everything and persisted in her denial. The Public Prosecutor then advised a plan. By the cunning use of fragments of letters he persuaded the unhappy woman that her lover had been unfaithful to her, and in a fit of jealousy she divulged everything. The man was doomed. Both would be tried and he would be convicted. The tale was told, and everyone was in raptures over the artfulness of the Prosecutor, who had brought the truth to light and caused justice to be done by appealing to jealousy and the instinct of revenge. The bishop listened to it all in silence and finally asked:

‘Where are this man and woman to be tried?’

‘At the Assizes in Aix.’

‘And where will the Prosecutor be tried?’

A tragic event occurred in Digne. A man was sentenced to death for murder. He was a man, neither wholly educated nor illiterate, who had been a fairground performer and public letter-writer. His trial had aroused great interest in the town. On the even of the day fixed for his execution the prison almoner fell ill. A priest was needed to solace the condemned man’s last moments. The curé was sent for, but it seems that he refused to come, saying that it was no concern of his, that he had had nothing to do with the mountebank in question, that he was himself unwell and that in any case it was not his place. When this was reported to the bishop he said: ‘The curé is right. It is not his place but mine.’

He went at once to the prison and to the ‘mountebank’s’ cell, where he addressed him by name, took his hand and talked to him. He spent the rest of the day and the night with him, without food or sleep, praying to God for his soul and exhorting the man to have regard for it himself. He repeated the greatest truths, which are the simplest. He was the man’s father, brother, friend; his bishop only to bless him. The man had been about to die in utter despair. Death to him was an abyss, and trembling upon that awful threshold he recoiled in horror. He was not so ignorant as to be wholly unmoved. The profound shock of his condemnation had in some sort pierced the veil which separates us from the mystery of things and which we call life. Peering beyond this world through those fateful rents he saw nothing but darkness. The bishop caused him to see light.

When they came for the man next day the bishop went with him showing himself to the crowd at the side of the fettered wretch, in his purple hood and with the episcopal cross hanging from his neck. He went with him in the tumbril and on to the scaffold. The man who had been so desolate the day before was now radiant. His soul was at peace and he hoped for God. The bishop kissed him and said when the knife was about to fall: ‘Whom man kills God restores to life; whom the brothers pursue the Father redeems. Pray and believe and go onward into life. Your Father is there.’ When he came down from the scaffold there was something in his gaze which caused the people to draw back. No one could have said which was the more striking, his pallor or his serenity. Returning to the humble abode which he smilingly called his palace, he said to his sister: ‘I have been performing one of the duties of my office.’

Since the most sublime acts are often the least understood, there were people in the town who said it was all affectation. But this was drawing-room comment. The common people, who do not look for shabbiness where none exists, were deeply moved.

As for the bishop himself, the spectacle of the guillotine caused him a shock from which he was slow to recover.

A scaffold, when it is erected and prepared, has indeed a profoundly disturbing effect. We may remain more or less open-minded on the subject of the death penalty, indisposed to commit ourselves, so long as we have not seen a guillotine with our own eyes. But to do so is to be so shaken that we are obliged to take our stand for or against. Joseph de Maistre approved of the death penalty, Cesar de Beccaria abominated it. The guillotine is the ultimate expression of Law, and its name is vengeance; it is not neutral, nor does it allow us to remain neutral. He who sees it shudders in the most confounding dismay. All social questions achieve their finality around that blade. The scaffold is an image. It is not merely a framework, a machine, a lifeless mechanism of wood, iron, and rope. It is as though it were a being having its own dark purpose, as though the framework saw, the machine listened, the mechanism understood; as though that arrangement of wood and iron and rope expressed a will. In the hideous picture which its presence evokes it seems to be most terribly a part of what it does. It is the executioner’s accomplice; it consumes, devouring flesh and drinking blood. It is a kind of monster created by the judge and the craftsman; a spectre seeming to live an awful life born of the death it deals.

This was the effect it had upon the bishop, and on the day following the execution, and for many days after, he seemed to be overwhelmed. The almost violent serenity of the fateful moment vanished: he was haunted by the ghost of social justice. Whereas ordinarily he returned from the performance of his duties with a glow of satisfaction, he seemed now to be assailed with a sense of guilt. There were times when he talked to himself, muttering gloomy monologues under his breath. This is a fragment that his sister overheard: ‘I did not know that it was so monstrous. It is wrong to become so absorbed in Divine Law that one is no longer aware of human law. Death belongs only to God. What right have men to lay hands on a thing so unknown?’

Gradually those impressions faded and perhaps died away altogether. But it was observed that the bishop thenceforth avoided passing the place of executions.

M. Myriel could be summoned at any hour to the bedside of the sick and the dying. He did not forget that this was his first and greatest duty. Widowed and orphaned families had no need to send for him, he came of his own accord. He would sit for hours in silence with the man who had lost the wife he loved or the mother who had lost her child. But if he knew when to keep silent he also knew when to speak. The wisest of comforters, he did not seek to banish sorrow in forgetfulness but to ennoble and dignify it with hope. ‘Take care how you view the dead,’ he said. ‘Do not think of that which rots. Look steadily and you will see the living light of your beloved in the bosom of Heaven.’ He knew that faith gives health. He sought to counsel and soothe the despairing by pointing to the resigned, and to transform the grief which sees only a pit into the grief which sees a star.



V
How Monseigneur Bienvenu made his cassocks last too long

M. Myriel’s private life was shaped by the same thoughts as his life in public. To anyone privileged to witness it at first hand, the self-imposed austerity of the Bishop of Digne was at once impressive and charming.


Like all old men and most thinkers, he slept little; but his brief slumbers were profound. In the morning, he spent an hour in meditation and then said Mass, either in the cathedral or in his oratory. Having done so he breakfasted on rye bread soaked in the milk of his own cows. Then he started work.

A bishop is a busy man. He has to see the clerk of the diocese every day, and on most days one or more of his vicars. He has to preside over meetings, grant dispensations, cast an eye over the flow of church publications, and attend to countless parochial affairs. He has to write pastoral letters, approve sermons, and resolve differences between curés and mayors, besides conducting a correspondence which is both clerical and administrative, with the State on one hand and the Holy See on the other. In short, he has a thousand matters to attend to.

Such free time as these occupations (as well as the daily offices and his breviary), allowed him, M. Myriel devoted to the needy and afflicted; and in the remaining time he worked. That is to say, he dug his garden or read and wrote, and for him both kinds of work bore the same name; both he called gardening. ‘The spirit is a garden,’ he said.

He dined at midday, a meal little different from his breakfast.

At about two o’clock, if the weather was fine, he would set out on foot through the countryside or the streets of the town, often visiting the humblest homes. He was to be seen walking alone with his head bowed in thought, leaning on his long stick, wrapped in a very warm quilted purple cloak, with purple stockings and heavy shoes, and wearing on his head the flat tricorn hat with gilt tassels hanging from its points.

There was a stir wherever he went, as though with his very passing he brought warmth and light. Children and old men came to the doorstep to greet him as they might greet the sunshine. Those in need were shown the way to his dwelling. He blessed and was blessed. Now and then he stopped to talk to the children and smile at their mothers. He visited the poor when he had money; when he had none he visited the rich.

Since he wore his cassocks until they were threadbare and did not wish the fact to be noticed, he never went into the town except in that padded cloak, which in summer was rather uncomfortable.

At half past eight in the evening he had supper with his sister while Mme Magloire stood over them waiting at table. No meal could be more frugal. But if one of his curés had been invited to supper Mme Magloire took advantage of the circumstance to prepare something more lavish, fish from the lakes or game from the hills. Any curé served as a pretext for a solid meal, and the bishop acquiesced in this. Otherwise the meal consisted of boiled vegetables and fried bread. They said in the town, ‘When the bishop is not eating like a curé he eats like a Trappist monk.’

After supper he talked for half an hour with his sister and Mme Magloire and then withdrew to his own room to resume his writing, either on loose sheets of paper or in the margins of some folio volume. He was a man of letters and something of a scholar, and he has left behind him half a dozen manuscripts which are not without interest, including an essay on a line of Genesis – ‘And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.’ He contrasts this with three other versions: the Arabic, ‘The winds of God blew’; that of Flavius Josephus, ‘A wind from on high descended upon earth’; and finally the Chaldean version of the Rabbi Onkelos, ‘A wind from God blew upon the face of the waters.’ In another essay he examines the theological writings of Charles-Louis Hugo, Bishop of Ptolémaïs, a great-great-uncle of the present writer, in which he proves that a number of pamphlets published in the last century under the pseudonym of Barleycorn are to be attributed to this prelate.*

Sometimes while reading he would sink into a profound reverie from which he would emerge to scribble a few lines on the pages of whatever book he had in his hand. These jottings often had nothing to do with the book itself. We have before us a note written in the margin of a volume entitled, Correspondance du lord Germain avec les généraux Clinton, Cornwallis et les amiraux de la station de l’ Amérique. A Versailles, chez Poinçot, libraire, et à Paris, chez Pissot, libraire, quai des Augustins.



The note is as follows:


O Thou which art



Ecclesiastes names thee Almighty, the Maccabees name thee Creator, the Epistle to the Ephesians names thee Liberty, Baruch names thee Immensity, the Psalms name thee Wisdom and Truth, John names thee Light, the Book of Kings names thee Lord, Exodus names thee Providence, Leviticus Sanctity, Esdras Justice, creation names thee God, man names thee Father; but Solomon names thee Compassion, which is the most beautiful of all thy names.

At about nine o’clock the two women went upstairs to their rooms, leaving him alone on the ground floor until morning.


And here it is necessary that we should give an exact account of the dwelling of Monseigneur the Bishop of Digne.


 
VI
The guardian of his house

The house, as we have said, consisted of two floors with three rooms on each and an attic above them. Behind it was a quarteracre of garden. The two women occupied the top floor and the bishop’s quarters were below. The first of his three rooms, giving directly on to the street, served as the dining-room; the second was his bedroom and study, and the third his oratory. One could leave the oratory only by way of the bedroom, and the only way out of the bedroom was through the dining-room. At the far end of the oratory there was a screened alcove with a bed for the occasional guest. The bishop was accustomed to offer it to country curés whose personal or parish affairs brought them to Digne.


The former hospital dispensary, a small building which had been added to the house, extending into the garden, had been converted into a kitchen and store-room. The garden also contained a shed, formerly the hospital kitchen, where the bishop kept two cows. Half of whatever milk they gave was sent every morning to the hospital. ‘I pay my tithe,’ he said.

His bedroom was large and difficult to heat in winter, and since logs were very dear in Digne he had had the notion of sealing off a part of the cowshed with a blank partition. It was here that he passed the very cold evenings. He called it his winter salon.

Like the dining-room, the winter salon was sparsely furnished, containing only a square whitewood table and four straw-seated chairs. The dining-room contained in addition an old sideboard painted with pink distemper. A similar sideboard, suitably draped with white cloths and imitation lace, served in the oratory as an altar.

Wealthy penitents and the devout ladies of Digne had more than once subscribed funds for providing the oratory with a handsome new altar. The bishop took the money and gave it to the poor. ‘The soul of an unfortunate who thanks God for consolation,’ he said, ‘is the best of altars.’

There were two wicker prayer-stools in the oratory, and an armchair in the bedroom, also of wicker. When the bishop received half a dozen or more persons at a time – the prefect, officers from the garrison or students from the little seminary – chairs had to be fetched from the winter salon, and if necessary the armchair from the bedroom and the prayer-stools from the oratory. In this way seating for eleven visitors could be provided. Sometimes there were twelve, and on these occasions the bishop solved the problem by standing in front of the fire in winter, or in summer proposing that they should walk in the garden.

There was a chair in the screened alcove, but it had lost part of its straw seat and one of its legs, so that it had to be propped against the wall. Mile Baptistine had in her bedroom a capacious wooden easy chair which had once been gilt and upholstered in flowered silk; but since this had had to be brought in through the window, on account of the narrowness of the stairs, it could not be used for general purposes. It had long been Mile Baptistine’s ambition to acquire a drawing-room armchair with tapered mahogany legs and yellow velvet upholstery with rosettes; but this would have cost at least five hundred francs, and in five years she had been able to save only forty-two francs ten sous, so in the end she had finally given up the idea. Do we ever realize our fondest dreams?

Nothing could have been more simple than the bishop’s bedroom. A french window opposite the bed giving on to the garden; a narrow iron bedstead with a canopy of green serge, and beyond it, behind a curtain, an array of toilet articles betraying the fastidious habits of the one-time man of fashion. Two doors, one by the fireplace, leading to the oratory, and the other by the bookcase, leading to the dining-room. The shelves of the big, glass-fronted bookcase were filled. The fireplace, its wooden surround painted to resemble marble, was normally without a fire; it contained instead two ornamental fire-dogs, a form of episcopal luxury, embellished with flower-vases and foliations that had once been silver-gilt; and above the mantelpiece, where ordinarily a mirror is placed, there hung a once-silvered copper crucifix against a square of threadbare black velvet in a wooden frame that had lost its gilding. By the french window was a large table with an inkstand and a confusion of papers and thick tomes, and beside the table was the wicker armchair. A prayer-stool stood at the foot of the bed, borrowed from the oratory.

Two portraits in oval frames hung on the walls on either side of the bed. Small gilt inscriptions on the bare canvas surrounding the portraits indicated that they represented respectively the Abbé de Chaliot, Bishop of Saint-Claude, and the Abbé Tourteau, Vicar-General of Agde and Abbot of Grand-Champ, of the Cistercian order. The bishop had inherited these when he took over the room from the hospital patients, and had left them where they were. They were priests and presumably benefactors, two things entitling them to his regard. Otherwise all he knew about them was that they had received their appointments on the same day in April 1785, the one to his bishopric and the other to his living. He had made the discovery when Mme Magloire had taken down the portraits to dust them, the details being inscribed in faded ink on a small square of paper, yellowed with time and attached with sealing wafers to the back of the portrait of the Abbé de Grand-Champ.

The french window was covered by an aged curtain of some coarse material which had finally become so worn that Mme Magloire had been obliged to put a large patch in it to save the cost of buying a new one. The patch was in the form of a cross, a fact upon which the bishop often remarked with pleasure.

All the rooms in the house, those on the ground floor as well as the upstairs rooms, were whitewashed like a barracks or hospital.

However, during the latter years, as we shall presently see, Mme Magloire discovered wall-paintings under the dismembered paper in Mile Baptistine’s room. This was accounted for by the fact that before becoming a hospital the house had been a place of assembly. The bedrooms had red-tiled floors, scrubbed every week, with straw mats beside the beds. For the rest, the house was maintained by the two women in a state of scrupulous cleanliness. This was the one luxury the bishop allowed. ‘It is taking nothing from the poor,’ he said.

But we may confess that of his former possessions he still retained a set of six silver knives and forks and a large silver soup-ladle which rejoiced the heart of Mme Magloire when they lay splendidly gleaming on the white tablecloth. And since we are depicting the Bishop of Digne as he was, we must add that he more than once remarked, ‘I should find it hard to give up eating with silver.’

To this treasure must be added two massive silver candlesticks which he had inherited from a great-aunt. They held wax candles and stood as a rule on the bishop’s mantelpiece; but when there was a guest, Mme Magloire lit the candles and placed them on the diningtable. In the bishop’s room, at the head of the bed, was a small cupboard in which she locked the silver cutlery and ladle every night; but it must be added that the key was never removed.

The garden, somewhat the worse for the rather ugly buildings we have mentioned, was laid out in four intersecting paths round a drainage trap, and a fifth path ran round it flanking the white boundary wall. The paths enclosed four square plots bordered with box. Mme Magloire grew vegetables in three of these, and the bishop had planted flowers in the fourth. There were a few fruit trees. Mme Magloire once said teasingly to him: ‘Monseigneur, you believe in making use of everything, but this fourth plot is wasted. Salads are more useful than flowers.’ ‘You are wrong,’ replied the bishop. ‘The beautiful is as useful as the useful.’ Then, after a pause, he added: ‘More so, perhaps.’

The fourth plot, divided into three or four beds, occupied nearly as much of the bishop’s time as did his books. He would spend an hour or two there whenever he could, weeding, hoeing, and planting. He was not as hard on insect pests as a good gardener would have liked him to be. But then, he claimed no knowledge of botany, knew nothing of strains and genera and took no sides in the disputes between learned botanists. He did not study plants, he merely loved flowers. He had great respect for men of learning but even more respect for the ignorant, and without forfeiting either loyalty he watered his beds every summer evening with a green watering-can.

No door in the house could be locked. The dining-room door, which gave directly on to the cathedral close, had originally been as heavily equipped with locks and bolts as the door of a prison. The bishop had had all these removed so that by day or night the door was only latched and anyone could enter at any time. This had at first caused the two women great concern. ‘Put bolts on your bedroom doors if you like,’ he said to them. They came in the end to share his simple faith, or at least to behave as though they did, although Mme Magloire had moments of misgiving. As for the bishop, his view of the matter is conveyed by three lines which he wrote in the margin of a bible: ‘This is the distinction: the doctor’s door must never be shut; the priest’s door must always be open.’

There is another note which he wrote in the margin of a work entitled, A Philosophy of Medical Science’. ‘Am I not as much a doctor as they? I too have my patients; in the first place, theirs, whom they call sick; and then my own, whom I call unfortunate.’

And he wrote elsewhere: ‘Do not ask the name of the person who seeks a bed for the night. He who is reluctant to give his name is the one who most needs shelter.’

It happened one day that an estimable curé – I do not recall whether he was curé of Couloubroux or of Pompierry – having probably been prompted by Mme Magloire, asked Monseigneur whether it was not perhaps a little injudicious on his part to leave his door unlocked at all hours; and, in short, did he not fear lest some calamity might befall a house so unprotected? The bishop touched him gently on the shoulder and said, quoting the Psalms: ‘Except the Lord keep the city, the watchman waketh but in vain.’ Then he changed the subject.

It pleased him to say: ‘There is priest’s courage just as there is the courage of a colonel of dragoons… But,’ he added, ‘ours must be quiet.’



VII
Cravatte

Here an event falls naturally into place which cannot be omitted because of the especial light it throws on the character of the Bishop of Digne.


After the breaking-up of the robber band of Gaspard Bès, which had infested the gorges of Ollioules, one of Bès’s lieutenants, Cravatte, escaped to the mountains. He hid for a time in the county of Nice with the few surviving members of the band, then moved to Piedmont and suddenly reappeared in France, in the region of Barcelonette. He and his companions were seen first in Jauziers and then in Tuiles. He hid in the caves of the Joug-de-l’ Aigle and from there preyed upon hamlets and villages, moving down through the ravines of Ubaye and Ubayette. He even ventured as far as Embrun, where he broke into the cathedral one night and looted the sacristy. His maraudings alarmed the countryside. The gendarmerie pursued him, but he always escaped, sometimes by the use of force. He was an intrepid rogue.

It was during this reign of terror that the bishop arrived in the district on a tour of the diocese. He was met at Chastelar by the mayor, who urged him to turn back. Cravatte was in control of the hills as far as l’Arche and beyond. To go further would be dangerous, even with an escort, and it would mean risking the lives of three or four unfortunate gendarmes.

‘Just so,’ said the bishop. ‘I intend to go without an escort.’

‘Monseigneur,’ cried the mayor, ‘you must not even think of it!’

‘I think so much of it that I refuse absolutely to have any gendarmes and I shall be leaving in an hour.’

‘Alone?’

‘Yes, alone.’

‘Monseigneur, you cannot!’

‘There is a humble commune in the mountains which I have not visited for three years,’ said the bishop. ‘The people are friends of mine, peaceable and honest shepherds who own no more than one in thirty of the goats they pasture. They spin brightly coloured woollen threads and play mountain airs on six-hole pipes. They need someone to talk to them from time to time about God. What would they think of a bishop who was afraid? What would they think of me if I did not go?’

‘But the brigands, Monseigneur – if you should fall foul of them –’

‘Just so,’ said the bishop. ‘Since you mention it, I may meet the brigands. They, too, must be in need of someone to speak to them of God.’

‘But they are like a pack of wolves!’

‘And perhaps that is why Jesus has appointed me to be their shepherd. Who can account for the ways of Providence?’

“They’ll rob you.’

‘I own nothing.’

‘They may kill you.’

‘An old priest mumbling his incantations? Why should they?’

‘Merciful Heaven, Monseigneur – if you should meet them –’

‘I shall ask them for alms for my poor.’

‘Monseigneur, I beseech you not to go. You will be risking your life.’

‘Is that really all, Monsieur le Maire?’ said the bishop. ‘I was not put into this world to preserve my life but to protect souls.’

There was nothing for it but to let him go. The tale of his obstinacy spread through the countryside, causing great alarm.

He left, accompanied only by a small boy who volunteered to act as his guide, having refused to allow his sister and Mme Magloire to go with him. They went on mules, meeting no one, and the bishop arrived safely at the hamlet of his friends the shepherds. He stayed there a fortnight, preaching, ministering, teaching, and moralizing. Before leaving he wished to have a ceremonial Te Deum sung, but when he discussed this with the curé he encountered a difficulty. There was no suitable church apparel. All the village could offer was its shabby sacristy and a few old chasubles trimmed with false braid.

‘No matter,’ said the bishop. ‘Announce the Te Deum after the sermon. Something will turn up.’

Messengers were sent to the neighbouring churches, but the sum of all the treasures of those humble parishes was not enough to clothe a single cathedral cantor in a fitting manner.

And in this awkward situation a large chest arrived for the bishop, brought to the presbytery by two unknown horsemen who at once rode away. It was found to contain a cope of cloth-of-gold, a mitre ornamented with diamonds, an archbishop’s cross, a magnificent crozier and the rest of the pontifical raiment stolen a month previously from the cathedral at Embrun. There was also a sheet of paper bearing the words: ‘Cravatte to Monseigneur Bienvenu’.

‘I said something would turn up,’ commented the bishop. And he added, smiling: ‘To him who is content with a curé’s surplice God sends an archbishop’s cope.’

‘God, Monseigneur,’ murmured the curé with a faint smile, ‘– or the devil?’

The bishop looked sternly at him and answered: ‘God!’

When he returned to Chastelar people lined the roadside to see him. Mile Baptistine and Mme Magloire were awaiting him at the presbytery, and he said to his sister: ‘Was I not right? The poor priest went empty-handed to the poor people of the hills and comes back with his hands full. I set out with nothing but my trust in God and I have brought back the riches of a cathedral.’

And before they went to bed that night he said:

‘We must never fear robbers or murderers. They are dangers from outside, small dangers. It is ourselves we have to fear. Prejudice is the real robber, and vice the real murderer. Why should we be troubled by a threat to our person or our pocket? What we have to beware of is the threat to our souls.’

He added, turning to his sister:

‘A priest must never speak to protect himself against other men. Men do as God allows them to do. We may only pray to Him when we feel ourselves to be in danger, and we must pray, not for ourselves but for our brother, lest through us he fall into sin.’

However, episodes such as this occurred only rarely. We report those of which we have knowledge; but in general he spent his life doing the same things at the same time, and a month of his year resembled an hour of his day.

As to what became of the riches of Embrun Cathedral, it is a matter on which we prefer not to be questioned. They were very handsome objects, very tempting, very suitable for stealing for the good of the poor. Besides, they had already been stolen. Half the business had been done, and it only remained to alter the course of the theft, just to redirect it a little way. We will not comment ourselves on the matter; but later a somewhat cryptic note was found among the bishop’s papers which may have had some bearing on it. It ran: ‘The problem is to decide whether this should be returned to the cathedral or to the hospital.’



VIII
A philosopher in his cups

The senator of whom mention has already been made was a determined man who had pursued his career with a single-mindedness that ignored such hindrances as conscience, good faith, justice, and duty, achieving his ends without ever deviating from the path of his own interests. He was a former public attorney mellowed by success, a man without malice prepared at any time to do what he could for his sons and sons-in-law, his relatives and even his friends, having wisely elected to take the easy way through life and profit by every chance that offered. To do otherwise would have seemed to him absurd. He was intelligent and sufficiently well-educated to consider himself a disciple of Epicurus, although he probably owed more to such lesser writers as Pigault-Lebrun. He laughed as readily and amiably at the eternal truths as at the eccentricities of ‘our excellent bishop’, sometimes in the presence of the bishop himself.


It happened that on the occasion of some semi-official ceremony this senator, the Comte de —, and M. Myriel dined with the prefect. Over the dessert the senator, somewhat flushed with wine but still urbane, exclaimed:

‘Let us talk, Monseigneur. It is hard for a senator and a bishop to look each other in the eye without winking. We are both oracles. I will confess to you that I have my own philosophy.’

‘And rightly so,’ said the bishop. ‘A man’s philosophy is the bed he lies on. Yours, Monsieur le Comte, is a bed of purple.’

‘But let us talk like plain men.’

‘Plain devils, if you would rather.’

‘I will say at once that I do not regard writers such as the Marquis d’Argens, Pyrrho, Hobbes and M. Naigeon as charlatans. I have a row of philosophers on my shelves, in gilt-edged editions.’

‘Like yourself, Monsieur le Comte.’

The senator continued: ‘I detest Diderot. He’s an ideologue, a demagogue, and a revolutionary who in his heart believes in God. He’s more bigoted than Voltaire. Voltaire made fun of Needham’s attempt to reconcile the theory of spontaneous generation with the concept of God the Creator, and Voltaire was wrong, because Needham’s eels prove that God is unnecessary. A drop of vinegar in a spoonful of dough replaces the fiat lux. Imagine the drop and the spoon to be that much larger and you have the world. Man is the eel. So where does the Eternal Father come in? My dear bishop, I find the Jehovah theory very tedious. It produces nothing but lean men with empty heads. I want none of the great All, which irritates me; I prefer the great Nothing, which leaves me untroubled. Between ourselves, and talking candidly as though you were my confessor, I will declare to you that I am a man of plain sense. I am not in love with your Jesus, who went about preaching renunciation and self-sacrifice – a miser’s advice to beggars. Renunciation for what reason, sacrifice to what end? I have never heard of a wolf sacrificing itself for the good of another wolf. Let us stick to nature. We who are the top should have a higher philosophy. What is the use of being at the head of affairs, if you see no further than the end of the next man’s nose? Let us live happily. Life is all we have. That man has any future life, above or below or anywhere else, is something that I flatly disbelieve. You urge upon me the need for sacrifice and renunciation. I am to ponder my every action, rack my brains with the problems of good and evil, justice and injustice, fas and nefas. Why? Because later I shall be called to account. And when? After my death. What fantasy! It will take a cunning judge to catch me after my death – a ghostly finger stirring a handful of dust. We must acknowledge the truth, we initiates who have peered under the skirts of Isis. There is neither good nor evil but only growth. We must look for reality, discard all else, get to the bottom of things, mustn’t we? We need to have a nose for truth, to burrow in the earth for it and seize hold of it. To do so is glorious, it is to grow strong and rejoice. I stand four-square, my lord bishop. The immortality of man is a daydream, a soothing promise which you may believe if you choose. How pleasant to be Adam – to be pure spirit, an angel with blue wings on one’s back! Was it not Tertullian who said that the blessed will travel from one star to another? Splendid. We are to be the grasshoppers of the firmament. And we are to see God. Well, well – what nonsense it all is. God is a grotesque humbug. I would not say that in print, mark you, but I will whisper it among friends over the wine. To renounce the things of this earth for Paradise is to throw away the substance for the shadow.’ To be the dupe of the Infinite – that doesn’t suit me! I am nothing. I am Count Nothing, senator. Did I exist before my birth? No. Shall I exist after my death? No. What am I but an organized handful of dust? What am I to do on earth? I have a choice. I can suffer or enjoy. Where will suffering end? In oblivion, and I shall have suffered. Where will enjoyment end? Also in oblivion, but I shall have enjoyed. I have made my choice. One can eat or be eaten, and I would sooner eat. It is better to be the teeth than the grass. That’s the way I look at it. In the end, whatever you do, the grave is waiting, the Pantheon for some of us, the same limbo for us all. Finis. Total liquidation, the vanishing point; death is dead, believe me. It makes me laugh, the idea that there may be someone waiting there with something to say to me. An old-wives’ tale, a bogeyman for the kids, Jehovah for grown man. No, our tomorrow is only darkness. Beyond the tomb lie equal limbos, and it makes no difference whether you are Sardanapalus or Vincent de Paul. That’s the truth of it. The only thing to do is live, use yourself while you have yourself. I have my philosophy, bishop, and my philosophers, but I do not let myself be fooled by make-believe. But that is not to say that there aren’t some who need it, the poor, the under-fed, the down-and-outs. We give them myths to feed on, fairy-tales – the soul, immortality, Paradise, the stars… And they swallow it. They butter their dry bread with it The man who has nothing else has God. It’s better than nothing and I’ve no objection, but for myself I stick to realism. God is for the masses.’

The bishop clapped his hands.

‘An admirable discourse!’ he exclaimed. ‘What a splendid thing that kind of materialism is. Not everyone can achieve it. But the man who has it can’t be fooled; he isn’t going to let himself be exiled like Cato, or stoned to death like Stephen, or burned alive like Joan of Arc. He has all the joys of irresponsibility, the feeling that he can encompass everything with an easy mind – places, sinecures, dignities, power however gained, profitable recantations, useful betrayals, comforting adjustments of conscience – and go to his grave having stomached them all. How pleasant for him! I am not rebuking you, Monsieur le Senateur; I cannot refrain from congratulating you. As you say, you great men have your own philosophy, subtle, refined, accessible only to the rich, suited to all occasions, an admirable seasoning for the pleasures of life. It is a philosophy distilled from the depths by those who specialize in such matters. But you are a good-hearted man, you do not grudge the masses their belief in God, any more than you grudge them their goose stuffed with chestnuts while you have your turkey and truffles.’



IX
A sister’s account of her brother

To give an impression of the domestic life of the Bishop of Digne, and the way in which the two devoted women subordinated their actions, their thoughts, even their timorous feminine instincts to his habits and purposes, without his needing to express them in words, we cannot do better than transcribe a letter written by Mile Baptistine to the Vicomtesse de Boischevron, her lifelong friend.


Digne, 16 December 18—

My dear Madame,

Not a day passes without our speaking of you. It is a habit, but now I have an added reason. In dusting and scrubbing the walls and ceiling, Mme Magloire made a discovery, and today our two bedrooms, with their old whitewashed wallpaper, would do no discredit even to a château as splendid as your own. Mme Magloire stripped away the paper and found something underneath. My sitting-room, in which there is no furniture since we use it only for hanging up the washing, is fifteen feet high and eighteen feet square. The ceiling, which was at one time painted gold, has beams like yours, but these were covered with canvas when the house was used as a hospital. There is also wainscoting dating from our grandmothers’ time. But my bedroom is the one you should see. After stripping away ten layers of paper Mme Magloire came upon wall-paintings, which, if they are not very good, are at least tolerable. There is a picture of Telemachus receiving knightly honours from Minerva, and another of him in some garden of which I forget the name, but it is where the Roman ladies passed a single night. I cannot describe it all. I have Roman lords and ladies [here an illegible word] with their retainers. Mme Magloire has scrubbed it all clean and this summer she is going to repair the blemishes and re-varnish it, so that my room will be a positive museum. She also found two old wooden consoles in the attic. To have had them re-gilded would have cost six francs apiece and it is better to give the money to the poor; but anyway they are ugly and I would far rather have a round mahogany table.

I am as happy as ever. My brother is so good. He gives everything he has to the sick and needy. We never have enough. The winter is hard in these parts, and we have to do what we can for those in need. At least we are fairly well warmed and lighted, and that is a great comfort.

My brother has his foibles. If he mentions them, it is to say that that is how a bishop should be. Would you believe it, our door is never locked. Anyone who chooses can walk straight into my brother’s room. He is afraid of nothing, even at night. That is his kind of courage, he says.

He does not allow Mme Magloire and me to worry about him. He runs all kinds of risks and we are not supposed even to notice. One has to learn to understand him. He goes out in the rain, tramps through the puddles, travels in winter. He is not afraid of darkness or unsafe roads or chance encounters.

Last year he went alone into a part of the country where there were robbers. He would not take us with him. He was away a fortnight and we thought him dead, but he came back unharmed and said, ‘Let me show you how I have been robbed,’ and he opened a box containing all the jewels stolen from Embrun Cathedral, which the thieves had given him. I had gone with a few friends to meet him some miles along the road, and this time I could not help scolding him a little, although I did it only when the carriage was making a noise so that no one else could hear.

At one time I used to think, ‘No danger will ever deter him, he’s terrible.’ But I have grown used to it. I make signs to Mme Magloire not to vex him. He runs what risks he pleases. I bear Mme Magloire off and go to my room and pray for him and then go calmly to sleep, knowing that if anything should happen to him it would be the end of me too and I should go to God with my brother and my bishop. Mme Magloire found it harder than I to accustom herself to what she calls his rashness. But now she has accepted the situation and we pray together and tremble together and go to sleep. If the devil walked into the house no one would prevent him. And after all, in this house what have we to fear? There is always Someone with us who is stronger. The devil may visit us, but God lives here.

And that is enough. My brother need no longer say a word to me. I understand him without words and we trust in Providence. That is how it must be with a man so great in spirit.

I asked him for the particulars you wanted concerning the family of Faux. As you are aware, he knows everything of this kind and remembers everything, for he is still a strong royalist. It seems that they are a very old Norman family from the region of Caen. There are records five hundred years old of a Raoul de Faux, a Jean de Faux and a Thomas de Faux, all gentlemen, of whom one was Seigneur de Rochefort. The last of the line was Guy-Etienne-Alexandre, who was a colonel and held a command in the Breton light cavalry. His daughter, Marie-Louise, married Adrien-Charles, the son of Duc Louis de Gramont, colonel of the French Guards and lieutenant-general of the army. The name is spelt Faux, Fauq, or Faoucq.

I trust, dear Madame, that you will commend us to the prayers of your saintly relative, the cardinal. As for your dear Sylvanie, she was quite right not to waste the little time she spends with you in writing to me. It is enough for me to know that she is well and working as you would wish, and that she still loves me. I am happy to have news of her through you. My health is fairly good although I grow thinner every day. And now my paper is running out. A thousand affectionate thoughts.

Baptistine.

P.S. Your sister-in-law is still here with her young family. Your greatnephew is charming. Do you know that he will soon be five? Yesterday he saw a horse wearing knee-pads and he asked, ‘What’s the matter with its knees?’ His small brother drags an old broom round their apartment pretending it is a carriage and shouting, ‘Hup!’




It will be seen from this letter that the two women, with that especial feminine genius which understands a man better than he understands himself, had learned to adapt themselves to the bishop’s mode of being. Beneath that air of gentle candour that never belied itself, the Bishop of Digne performed great and sometimes gallant actions without seeming to be conscious of the fact. The women shivered but acquiesced. Mme Magloire might sometimes venture to remonstrate with him before the event, but never during or after it Nothing, not so much as a gesture, was allowed to distract him while the action was in progress. At times, without his needing to say it or even perhaps being fully aware of it, such was his simplicity, they perceived that he was wholly the bishop and themselves no more than shadows in his house. They served him as the occasion required, and if the best obedience was to vanish from his sight they did so. With the admirable delicacy of instinct they knew that some forms of solicitude can be an encumbrance. And so, responsive to his nature if not fully understanding his thought, they did not seek to protect him even when they believed him to be at risk. They entrusted him to God.

As Baptistine said, her brother’s end would be her own. Mme Magloire did not say it, but she knew it.



X
The bishop confronted by a strange light

Not long after the writing of the letter we have quoted, the bishop performed an act which, if the talk in the town is to be believed, was even more perilous than his excursion into the bandit country.


There was a man living in solitude not far from Digne whom we will call G—. Not to beat about the bush, he was an ancien conventionnel, that is to say, a former member of the Revolutionary Convention.

The narrow world of Digne referred to him with a kind of horror. A member of the Convention – think what that meant! It had been a world in which every man addressed his fellow as ‘tu’, and called him ‘citizen’. This man was little better than a monster. He had not voted in fact for the death of the king, but in principle he had done so, so that he was a quasi-regicide and infamous. Why then had he not been brought to trial when the legitimate monarchy was restored? They might not have cut off his head – it is right that clemency should be exercised – but surely he should have been banished for life, if only to serve as an example. Besides which, he was an atheist, like all those people. And so on… Thus the geese cackled round the vulture.

But was G— really a vulture? He was, if one might judge by the wildness of his isolation.

Not having voted for the death of the king he had not figured in the decrees of exile and had been able to remain in France. He lived in a desolate valley about three-quarters of an hour from the town, with no road or habitation near it. Here, it was said, he tilled a plot of land and had contrived for himself a primitive dwelling like a beast’s lair. No one went near him. Since he had gone to live there the pathway leading to the valley had vanished in the undergrowth. The place was known as le maison du bourreau, the hangman’s house.

But the bishop, now and then glancing towards a clump of trees on the horizon which marked the edge of the valley, reflected, ‘There lives a lonely soul.’ Behind this thought lay another – ‘I owe him a visit.’

It must be confessed, however, that the idea, natural enough at first glance, upon consideration seemed to him strange and impossible, even repellent. For in his heart the bishop shared the general feeling, and, without his fully realizing it, the former revolutionary inspired in him the kind of repugnance, bordering on hatred, which is best expressed by the word ‘estrangement’. Should the shepherd recoil from the sick sheep? Assuredly not. But this was a villainous sheep. The bishop was in two minds. He started several times to visit the man but turned back.

Then one day it was learned in the town that the country boy who ran errands for G— had come in search of a doctor. The old monster was dying; he was partly paralysed and would not live through the night. ‘A good thing too,’ said some people. The bishop took his stick and putting on his cloak – partly to hide his worn cassock, but also because the evening breeze would be chilly – set out.

The sun was low on the horizon when he reached the unhallowed spot and realized, with a slight tremor, that he was near the beast’s lair. He crossed over a ditch, negotiated a hedge, raised a barrier, entered an untidy garden and, advancing boldly across it, came in sight of the dwelling itself, half-hidden by tall shrubs.

It was a low-roofed, primitive cabin, small and clean, with a climbing vine fixed to the front. Seated by the door in an old wheelchair, a peasant’s chair, was a white-haired man smiling at the sun, and standing beside him was the boy who did his errands, in the act of handing him a bowl of milk.

While the bishop stood regarding them the old man spoke.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘That is all I want.’ He turned his head from the sunset to look smiling at the boy.

The bishop moved forward and at the sound of his footsteps the old man looked towards him, his face expressing as much astonishment as a man is capable of feeling at the end of a long life.

‘You are the first person to visit me in all the time I have been here,’ he said. ‘Who are you, Monsieur?’

‘My name is Bienvenu Myriel,’ replied the bishop.

‘Bienvenu Myriel! I haven’t heard the name. Is it you whom the people call Monseigneur Bienvenu?’

‘It is.’

The old man said with a half-smile, ‘In that case, you are my bishop.’

‘More or less.’

‘You are welcome, Monsieur.’

He held out his hand, but the bishop did not take it. He merely said:

‘I am glad to see that I have been misinformed. You certainly don’t look very ill.’

‘I shall be cured of my affliction,’ said the old man. He paused and said: ‘I shall be dead in three hours.’

He went on: ‘I know something of medicine. I know how the end comes. Yesterday only my feet were numb. This morning the chill had reached my knees and now I feel it extending to my waist. When it reaches my heart I shall cease to live. The sunset is beautiful, is it not? I asked the boy to wheel me out here so that I might have a last look at things. Please talk to me if you wish, it doesn’t tire me. You did well to come to see a dying man. It is right that there should be a witness at such a moment. One has one’s whims; I had hoped to live until the dawn, but I know that I have barely three hours. It will be dark, but what does that signify? Dying is a simple matter. No need of daylight. I shall die by the light of the stars.’ He turned to the boy. ‘Go and lie down. You’re tired. You were up all night.’

The boy withdrew into the cabin, and the old man, gazing after him, murmured as though to himself:

‘I shall die while he’s asleep. Our two slumbers will go well together.’

The bishop was less moved than he felt he should have been. He could not feel the presence of God in this manner of dying. To tell the truth – for the inconsistencies of a noble spirit must be depicted with the rest – he who laughed so readily when addressed as Your Greatness was a little shocked at not being addressed as Monseigneur and half-inclined to say ‘Citizen’ in return. He was tempted to resort to the bluff familiarity which is common enough among doctors and priests but was not his own habit. When all was said, this man, this former member of the Convention, this representative of the people, had in his day been one of the great ones of the earth. Perhaps for the first time in his life the bishop was disposed to be stern.

But the representative of the people was regarding him with a diffident friendliness in which might have been discerned the humility proper to a man who knows that his end is near. The bishop, for his part, although as a rule he guarded himself against the display of inquisitive curiosity, which he held to be impertinent, could not prevent himself from studying the man with an attentiveness which, since it was not born of sympathy, would probably have caused his conscience to reproach him in the case of any other person. To him a revolutionary was little better than an outlaw and even beyond the law of charity.

Seated calmly and almost upright, his voice resonant, G— was one of those octogenarians who confound the physiologists. The Revolution knew many men of this kind, of a stature matching the time they lived in. One could feel the old man’s capacity for endurance. Even now, with his end so near, he retained the appearance of health. In the clarity of his gaze, the firmness of his voice, and the vigorous movement of his shoulders, there was something that defied death. Azrael, the angel of the Muhammadan sepulchre, would have turned back, thinking he had come to the wrong door. G— seemed to be dying because he wished to die. There was a sense of liberation in his agony. Only his legs were motionless; it was here that the darkness had a hold on him. His feet were dead, but his head was still fully alive and he seemed in complete control of all his faculties. In that solemn moment he was like the king in the eastern fable, flesh above and marble below.

There was a stone by the doorway and the bishop seated himself upon it. He began his exordium without preliminaries.

‘You are to be congratulated,’ he said in a cold voice. ‘At least you did not vote for the death of the king.’

The old man appeared to disregard the acid implications of the words ‘at least’. He replied unsmilingly, meeting reproof with austerity.

‘Do not go too far in your congratulations, Monsieur. I voted for the overthrow of a tyrant.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked the bishop.

‘I mean that man is ruled by a tyrant whose name is Ignorance, and that is the tyrant I sought to overthrow. That is the tyrant which gave birth to monarchy, and monarchy is authority based on falsehood, whereas knowledge is authority based on truth. Man should be ruled by knowledge.’

‘And by conscience,’ said the bishop.

‘They are the same thing. Conscience is the amount of inner knowledge that we possess.’

The bishop heard this with some astonishment. To him it was a new way of looking at things. The old revolutionary went on:

‘In the case of Louis XVI, I voted against his death. I do not think I have the right to kill a man, but I believe it is my duty to abolish evil. I voted for the overthrow of the tyrant – that is to say, for an end to the prostitution of women, the enslavement of men, the dark night of the child. Those are the things I voted for in voting for the Republic. I voted for fraternity, for harmony, for a new dawn. I helped to bring about the downfall of prejudice and error, that their crumbling might let in light. We overturned the old world, we revolutionaries, and it was like the overthrow of a hothouse; from being a forcing-house of misery the world became a vessel of joy.’

‘Not unmixed joy,’ said the bishop.

‘You may call it uncertain joy, and now, after the fateful return of the past that is called the Restoration, vanished joy. Our work, alas, was not completed. We destroyed the structure of the ancien régime, but we could not wholly destroy its thought. It is not enough to abolish abuses; custom must also be transformed. The mill was pulled down, but the wind still blows.’

‘You destroyed. Destruction may be necessary, but I mistrust it when it is inspired by rage.’

‘Justice has its anger, my lord Bishop, and the wrath of justice is an element of progress. Whatever else may be said of it, the French Revolution was the greatest step forward by mankind since the coming of Christ. It was unfinished, I agree, but still it was sublime. It released the untapped springs of society; it softened hearts, appeased, tranquillized, enlightened, and set flowing through the world the tides of civilization. It was good. The French Revolution was the anointing of humanity.’

The bishop could not refrain from murmuring: ‘And 1793 – the Terror?’

The man of the Convention raised himself in his chair with an almost awesome solemnity and, as loudly as his dying state permitted, exclaimed:

‘Ah, 1793. I thought we should come to that! The clouds had been gathering for fifteen hundred years and at last the storm broke. What you are condemning is a thunderclap.’

The bishop felt, perhaps without admitting it to himself, that these words had gone home. Nevertheless he put a good face on it.

‘The judge speaks in the name of justice,’ he said. ‘The priest speaks in the name of pity, which is only a higher form of justice. A thunderclap must not make mistakes.’ He looked steadily at the other. ‘And Louis XVII?’

The dying man reached out a hand and took him by the arm.

‘Louis XVII. What are you mourning? An innocent child? If so, I will weep with you. But if you are mourning a royal child I will ask you to consider. To me the case of the brother of Cartouche, an innocent child who was hanged by the armpits on the Place de Grève until he died, for no other crime than that he was the brother of Cartouche, is no less grievous than that of the grandson of Louis XV, an innocent child martyred in the Temple for the crime of being the grandson of Louis XV.’

‘I do not care for that association of names,’ said the bishop.

‘Cartouche? Louis XV? To which do you object?’

There was a brief silence. The bishop was almost sorry he had come; yet he felt obscurely and strangely moved.

‘Monsieur le Prêtre,’ said the dying man, ‘you do not care for the cruder aspects of truth. Christ cared. He drove the money-lenders from the temple. His scourge was a great teller of truths. When he said, “Suffer them to come unto me” he made no distinction between the children. He would have made no bones about associating the son of Barabbas with the son of Herod. Innocence wears its own crown, Monsieur; it needs no added dignity; it is as sublime in rags as in royal robes.’

‘That is true,’ said the bishop in a low voice.

‘You have named Louis XVII. Let us understand one another. Are we weeping for all innocents, all martyrs, all children, whether low-born or of high estate? Then I weep with you. But, as I said, we must then go back far beyond ’93 and Louis XVII. I will weep with you for the children of kings if you will weep with me for the children of the people.’

‘I weep for them all.’

‘But equally! And if the balance is to be tilted either way it must be on the side of the people, for they have suffered longer.’

There was another silence and it was the revolutionary who broke it. He raised himself on his elbow, pinching a fold of his cheek between his thumb and forefinger as one does mechanically in moments of questioning and judgement, and addressed the bishop with eyes so aflame with the intensity of his waning life that his words had the effect of an explosion.

‘The people have suffered a long time, Monsieur. But that is not all. Who are you that you should question me and talk to me of Louis XVII? I do not know you. Since I came here I have lived alone in this place, never setting a foot outside it or seeing anyone except the boy who serves me. It is true that your name has reached me, confusedly, but, I may say, spoken not without respect. But that means nothing. A clever man has plenty of ways of winning the trust of simple people. I did not, for example, hear the sound of your carriage as you drove here; no doubt you left it a short distance away, perhaps at the fork in the road. I repeat, I do not know you. You tell me that you are a bishop, but that tells me nothing about your true self. I ask you again, who are you? You are a bishop, a Prince of the Church, a man richly provided for. The See of Digne, stipend fifteen thousand, expenses ten thousand, total, twenty-five thousand francs a year! You have your palace and your liveried retainers, your kitchens and your loaded table where water-fowl is served on Fridays, your carriage in which you journey in the name of Christ, who went barefoot. You are a prelate, amply supplied with earthly comforts, and like all prelates you rejoice in them. But to say that is to say too much or too little. It does not enlighten me as to your true worth, your essential value, now that you have come here, as I suppose, to bring me words of wisdom. To whom am I speaking? Who are you?’

The bishop bowed his head and murmured a line of the Psalms: ‘Vermis sum – But I am a worm and no man.’

‘A worm in a carriage!’ grunted the man of the people.

It was he who now wore a stern aspect and the bishop who was humble. The bishop said gently:

‘Suppose it to be so. But you have still to explain to me how my carriage, which you say is waiting beyond the trees, my loaded table, the moorhen I eat on Fridays, my palace, my retainers, my twenty-five thousand francs income – you have still to explain how all this proves that compassion is not a virtue and clemency a duty, and that the year 1793 was not beyond all forgiveness.’

The old man passed a hand over his forehead as though to wipe away a mist.

‘Before I answer you,’ he said, ‘I must ask your pardon. I have behaved badly, Monsieur. You are my guest and I have failed in courtesy. We are discussing my ideas, and I should answer you in terms of reason. Your wealth and privileges afford me an advantage in debate which it is tasteless to use. I shall not refer to them again.’

‘I thank you,’ said the bishop.

‘You have asked me for an explanation. Where were we? You said, I think, that 1793 was unforgiveable.’

‘Yes,’ said the bishop. ‘What have you to say to Marat applauding the guillotine?’

‘And what have you to say to Bossuet singing the Te Deum when the dragoons savaged the Protestants?’

It was a rough answer, but it went home like a sword-thrust. The bishop was shaken, finding no reply, and at the same time he was irritated by the reference to Bossuet. The best minds have their blind spots and sometimes feel vaguely outraged by a lack of respect for logic.

The old man had begun to gasp, overtaken by the breathlessness of the dying; but although his voice had weakened there was no dimming of the clarity of his gaze.

‘We may pursue the matter a little further. The Revolution, considered as a whole, was an immense human affirmation of which, alas, the year 1793 was a denial. You find it unforgiveable; but, Monsieur, what of the monarchy as a whole? Carrier was a criminal, but what would you call Montreval? Fouquier-Tinville was a villain, but what would you call Lamoignon-Baville? Maillard was abominable, but what of Saulx-Tavannes? Was Jourdain-Coupe-Tête any more a monwter than the Marquis de Louvois? Monsieur, I grieve for Marie-Antoinette, an archduchess and a queen, but I grieve no less for the Huguenot woman, then nursing an infant, who under the great Louis was bound to a post, naked to the waist, while the child was held in front of her. Her breasts swelled with milk and her heart with anguish as the starving child cried to be fed and her gaoler said, “Recant!”, offering her the choice between the death of her baby and the death of her conscience. What have you to say, Monsieur, to this torment of Tantalus inflicted on a mother? You must remember this: the Revolution had its reasons. Its fury will be absolved by the future. Its outcome is a better world. Out of its most dreadful acts there emerges an embrace for mankind. But I need not go on. I have too good a case. Besides, I’m dying.’

No longer gazing at the bishop, he summed up his thought in a few quiet words.

‘The brutalities of progress are called revolutions. When they are over we realize this: that the human race has been roughly handled, but that it has advanced.’

He did not know, the man of the people, that one by one he had broken down the bishop’s defences. But a last one remained, and from this supreme stronghold Monseigneur Bienvenu uttered words scarcely less harsh than those with which the interview had begun.

‘Progress must believe in God. The good cannot be served by impiety. An atheist is an evil leader of the human race.’

The old man did not answer. A tremor shook him. He looked up at the sky and a tear formed slowly in his eye, to brim over and roll down his pale cheek. Still gazing upward and almost stammering, he murmured to himself:

‘Thou who art Perfection! Thou who alone exist.’

The bishop was inexpressibly moved.

After a pause the old man pointed to the sky and said: ‘The infinite has being. It is there. If infinity had no self then self would not be. But it is. Therefore it has a self. The self of infinity is God.’

He had spoken those last words in a clear voice and with a quiver of ecstasy, as though he saw some living presence. Then he closed his eyes. The effort had exhausted him. It was plain that in the course of a moment he had lived the few hours that remained to him. His last utterance had brought him very near to death.

The bishop saw that there was no time to lose. He had come there as a priest. His mood of extreme aloofness had changed by degrees to one of deep emotion. Gazing at the closed eyes and taking the old, cold, wrinkled hand in his, he leaned towards the dying man.

‘This hour belongs to God,’ he said. ‘Do you not think it would be sad if we should have met in vain?’

The old man opened his eyes. There was a shadowed gravity upon his face.

‘My lord bishop,’ he said, speaking with a slowness that was perhaps due more to the dignity of the spirit than to failing strength, ‘I have passed my life in meditation, study, and contemplation. I was sixty when my country summoned me to take part in her affairs. I obeyed the summons. There were abuses and I fought against them, tyrannies and I destroyed them, rights and principles and I asserted them. Our country was invaded and I defended it; France was threatened and I offered her my life. I was never rich; now I am poor. I was among the masters of the State, and the Treasury vaults were so filled with wealth that we had to buttress the walls lest they collapse under the weight of gold and silver; but I dined in Poverty Street at twenty-two sous a head. I succoured the oppressed and consoled the suffering. I tore up the altar-cloths, it is true; but it was to bind our country’s wounds. I have always striven for the advance of mankind towards the light, and sometimes I have resisted progress that was without mercy. I have on occasion protected my rightful adversaries, your fellow-priests. At Peteghem in Flanders, on the spot where the Merovingian kings once had their summer palace, there is an Urbanist convent, the Abbaye de Sainte-Claire en Beaulieu, which I saved from destruction in 1793.1 have done my duty, and what good I could, so far as was in my power. And I have been hounded and persecuted, mocked and defamed, cursed and proscribed. I have long known that many people believe they have the right to despise me, and that for the ignorant crowd I wear the face of the damned. I have accepted the isolation of hatred, hating no one. Now at the age of eighty-six I am on the point of death. What do you ask of me?’

‘Your blessing,’ said the bishop, and fell on his knees.

When at length the bishop raised his head there was a look of grandeur on the old man’s face. He had died.

The bishop returned home deeply absorbed in thought. He passed the night in prayer. When on the next day a few importunates sought to question him about the man of the people he merely pointed to the sky. Thereafter his tenderness and solicitude for the defenceless and suffering were doubled.

Any reference to ‘that old scoundrel’ caused him to lapse into a state of singular withdrawal. It would be impossible to say that the passing of that spirit in his presence, and the reflection of that lofty conscience upon his own, went for nothing in his own striving for perfection.

His ‘pastoral visit’ was, of course, a subject of considerable comment in local circles.

Was it the place of a bishop to be at the death-bed of a man like that, when clearly no conversion was to be looked for? Those revolutionaries are all apostates. So why had he gone? What business was it of his? He must have been very anxious to see a soul carried off by the devil.

A dowager, one of those ladies who mistake audacity for wit, rallied him as follows: ‘We are all wondering, Monseigneur, when your lordship will be wearing a red revolutionary bonnet.’

‘Red is an all-embracing colour,’ said the bishop. ‘How fortunate that those who despise it in a bonnet revere it in a hat.’



XI
A reservation

It would be a mistake to conclude from this that Monseigneur Bienvenu was a ‘philosopher bishop’ or a ‘patriot priest’. His encounter, which could almost be called his communion, with the man of the people, left in him a kind of amazement which made him still more gentle. That was all.


Although no one could have been less concerned with politics, it is perhaps appropriate that at this point we should give some account of his attitude to the events of the day, supposing him ever to have adopted an attitude. We must therefore go back a few years.

Shortly after he was raised to the episcopacy the Emperor created him a Baron of the Empire, together with a number of other bishops. The arrest of the Pope, as we know, took place during the night of 5–6 July 1809. In consequence of this M. Myriel was summoned by Napoleon to attend the synod of French and Italian bishops convened in Paris. This council was held in Notre-Dame, assembling for the first time on 15 June 1811, under the presidency of Cardinal Fesch. M. Myriel was among the ninety-five bishops who were present. But he attended only one full assembly and three or four lesser meetings. It appears that, coming from his mountain diocese where he lived so close to nature and in such rustic simplicity, he brought to the illustrious gathering notions which had a damping effect. He very soon went back to Digne. When questioned about his prompt return he said: ‘I made them uncomfortable. I brought a draught of outside air with me. It was as though someone had left the door open.’

He also remarked: ‘What would you expect? Those gentlemen are princes. I’m nothing but a peasant bishop.’

The fact is that he incurred displeasure. Among his disconcerting utterances was one that he let fall one evening in the home of one of his most eminent colleagues: ‘So many handsome clocks and carpets! So many rich liveries! It must be very embarrassing. I would not care to live with all this luxury around me, constantly reminding me that there are people who are cold and hungry. There are the poor! There are the poor!’

Let it be said in passing that the hatred of luxury is not a sensible hatred. It implies a hatred of the arts. But in a churchman, outside his rites and ceremonies, luxury is a defect. It suggests an attitude of mind in which there is little true charity. A wealthy priest is a contradiction. A priest should be close to the poor. But can a man live in daily and nightly contact with all the forms of distress and hardship without some of that wretchedness clinging to him like the dust of toil? Can we imagine a man at a brazier who does not feel the heat, a man working all day long at a furnace who never singes his hair, or blackens a fingernail, or has a drop of sweat or a speck of ash on his face? The first proof of charity in a priest, above all in a bishop, is poverty.

This was assuredly the view of the Bishop of Digne, but that is not to say that in certain ticklish matters he did not share what we may call the ‘ideas of the century’. He took little part in the theological disputes of the time and expressed no opinion on questions affecting the relationship between Church and State; but if he had been obliged to declare himself he would, it seems, have been found to be more Ultramontane than Gallican. Since we are painting a portrait, and wish to conceal nothing, we must add that he was decidedly opposed to Napoleon in his decline. From 1813 onwards he supported or applauded every hostile demonstration. He refused to meet the Emperor when he passed through the diocese on his return from Elba and refrained from ordering public prayers for him during the Hundred Days.

In addition to his sister he had two brothers, one a general and the other a prefect, with both of whom he corresponded. For a time he was chilly towards the general because, holding a command in Provence, he had set out with a force of 1200 men in pursuit of Napoleon when he landed at Cannes, but had done so in a manner which suggested that he did not mean to overtake him. With the other brother, the former prefect, a good and worthy man who now lived in retirement in Paris, the bishop remained on affectionate terms.

Monseigneur Bienvenu, then, had his moments of partisanship like other men, his moments of bitterness and of illusion. The passions of the day did not leave that gentle spirit wholly undisturbed in its preoccupation with eternal things. Certainly a man such as he would have been better without political opinions. And here we must not be misunderstood; we are not confusing what are called political opinions with the belief in progress and the high patriotic, democratic, and human faith which in these days must be the basis of all large-minded thinking. Without going deeply into matters with which this book is only indirectly concerned, we may say this: it would have been better if Monseigneur Bienvenu had not been a monarchist and if his gaze had not for an instant been distracted from that serene contemplation in which, above the turbulence of human affairs, the pure rays of the three first principles, Truth, Justice, and Charity, are seen to shine.

While agreeing that it was not for any political purpose that God had created Monsiegneur Bienvenu, we would nevertheless have admired him had he, in the name of justice and liberty, pursued a course of high-minded and perilous resistance to Napoleon when the Emperor was at the height of his power. But what is admirable in the case of a rising star is less so when the star is setting. We can respect the struggle only when it is dangerous; and in any case, only those who fight from the beginning deserve the final victory. The man who did not speak out in the time of prosperity does better to keep silent in the time of adversity; only the assailant of success is the legitimate instrument of its downfall. For our own part, when Providence intervenes we bow our heads. The year 1812 was the beginning. The cowardly breaking of silence in 1813 by a hitherto acquiescent legislature now emboldened by disaster was a matter for disgust which it was shameful to applaud; and from the events of 1814– the treacherous marshals, the Senate sinking into degradation, insulting what it had deified; idolatry turning its coat and spitting on its idol – it was a duty to avert our gaze. And in 1815, when final disaster was in the air and all France shuddered at its approach, when the shadow of Waterloo could be dimly discerned as it gathered over Napoleon, the agonized greeting extended by the Army and the people to the man condemned by Destiny was no subject for laughter. With every reservation made regarding the despot, a spirit such as that of the Bishop of Digne should surely not have failed to perceive all that was noble and touching in this embrace between a great nation and a great man on the edge of the abyss.

Except for this he was in all things just, true, fair-minded, intelligent, humble, and worthy; beneficent and benevolent, which is another beneficence. He was a priest, a sage and a man. And it must be said that even in that political stance of which we disapprove, and for which we have come near to condemning him, he was tolerant and magnanimous – more so, perhaps, than we who write. The commissionaire at the Town Hall had been put there by the Emperor. He was a sergeant of the Old Guard, a legionary of Austerlitz, as Bonapartist as the eagle itself. Now and then he rashly let fall remarks which the law of the day classed as seditious. Since the imperial profile had disappeared from the insignia of the Légion d’honneur he no longer turned out in full regalia, as he put it, so as to avoid wearing his medals. He had removed the cross Napoleon awarded him, leaving a gap on his tunic which he had no wish to fill. ‘Better die,’ he said, ‘than wear three toads over my heart,’ by which he meant the fleur-de-lis. Nor was he tactful in his outspoken references to Louis XVIII. ‘Old Gout-in-English-gaiters,’ he said; ‘he can take himself and his side-whiskers to Prussia,’ thus combining in a single anathema the two first objects of his abhorrence, Prussia and England. He said these things so often that he lost his job and found himself penniless with a wife and children. The bishop sent for him, scolded him gently, and engaged him as caretaker at the cathedral.

Monseigneur Bienvenu was a true pastor of his diocese, the friend of all men. In the nine years of his residence in Digne his gentle goodness had come to inspire a kind of filial devotion. Even his attitude to Napoleon had been accepted and as it were tacitly forgiven by the people, that warm-hearted, simple-minded flock who worshipped their Emperor but loved their bishop.



XII
The loneliness of Monseigneur Bienvenu

Nearly every bishop has his retinue of young priests, just as an army general has his gaggle of young officers. They are what St Francis de Sales has called ‘the cubs’, les prêtres blancs-becs. Every calling has its aspirants who cling to the skirts of authority; no power is without its votaries, no fortune without its court. Those with an eye to the future flutter round the illustrious present. Every bishop possessing any influence has a bevy of acolytes to run his errands and perform palace duties, eager thereby to win his lordship’s regard. To stand well with the bishop is to set a foot on the ladder of promotion. Careers have to be considered, and the priesthood does not disdain sinecures.


The Church, like other walks of life, has its potentates. These are the fashionable bishops, well-endowed and urbane dignitaries, on excellent terms with the world, who doubtless know how to pray but also know how to lobby; men who do not scruple to constitute themselves the antechamber of a diocese, links between the sacristy and diplomacy, abbots rather than priests and prelates rather than bishops. Happy is he who has their ear. Being men of credit they can shower fat livings, prebends, archdeaconries, cathedral offices – steps on the road to higher preferment – upon the ambitious and the favoured, and upon the young who know how to please. In furthering their own interests they further those of their satellites; it is like a solar system in motion. They shed a glow of purple on their followers, and their prosperity, discreetly shared, is like bread scattered on the water. And in the background is Rome. The bishop who becomes an archbishop, the archbishop who becomes a cardinal, may carry others with him. There are secretarial appointments; there is the Rota, the Conclave, the pallium. From Lordship to Eminence is but a step, and between Eminence and Holiness there is only the wisp of smoke from a burnt voting-slip. Every tonsure may dream of a crown. The priest is the only man in our time who may legitimately become a king – and what a king, the highest of them all! So there is no greater hothouse of ambition than a seminary. Who shall say how many pink-cheeked choir-boys and youthful abbés share the day-dreams of the dairymaid Perrette, or how often ambition wears the guise of vocation, perhaps in all good faith?

But Monseigneur Bienvenu, humble, penurious, and retiring, was not among these potentates, a fact which was manifest in the total absence of young priests around him. In Paris, as we have seen, he had failed to please. No rosy future beckoned to the solitary old man, and no sprouting ambition unwisely sought to blossom in his shadow. His canons and parish vicars were excellent men, somewhat of the people as he was himself, immured as he was in the diocese with no access to higher preferment, resembling their bishop in all things except one, that they had reached the end of the road and he had achieved completeness. The impossibility of rising under Monseigneur Bienvenu was so apparent that the young priests he ordained secured introductions to the Archbishops of Aix or Auch and made off as soon as possible. For we must repeat, a man needs help. A saint addicted to excessive self-abnegation is a dangerous associate; he may infect you with poverty, and a stiffening of those joints which are needed for advancement – in word, with more renunciation than you care for – and so you flee the contagion. Hence the isolation of Monseigneur Bienvenu. We live in a squalid society. Success: that is the message seeping, drop by drop, down from the overriding corruption.

It may be remarked in passing that success is an ugly thing. Men are deceived by its false resemblances to merit. To the crowd, success wears almost the features of true mastery, and the greatest dupe of this counterfeit talent is History. Juvenal and Tacitus alone mistrust it. In these days an almost official philosophy has come to dwell in the house of Success, wear its livery, receive callers in its ante-chamber. Success in principle and for its own sake. Prosperity presupposes ability. Win a lottery-prize and you are a clever man. Winners are adulated. To be born with a caul is everything; luck is what matters. Be fortunate and you will be thought great. With a handful of tremendous exceptions which constitute the glory of a century, the popular esteem is singularly short-sighted. Gilt is as good as gold. No harm in being a chance arrival provided you arrive. The populace is an aged Narcissus which worships itself and applauds the commonplace. The tremendous qualities of a Moses, an Aeschylus, a Dante, a Michelangelo or a Napoleon are readily ascribed by the multitude to any man, in any sphere, who has got what he set out to get – the notary who becomes a deputy, the hack playwright who produces a mock-Corneille, the eunuch who acquires a harem, the journeyman-general who by accident wins the decisive battle of an epoch. The profiteer who supplies the army of the Sambre-et-Meuse with boot-soles of cardboard and earns himself an income of four hundred thousand a year; the huckster who espouses usury and brings her to bed of seven or eight millions; the preacher who becomes a bishop by loudly braying; the bailiff of a great estate who so enriches himself that on retirement he is made Minister of Finance – all this is what men call genius, just as they call a painted face beauty and a richly attired figure majesty. They confound the brilliance of the firmament with the star-shaped footprints of a duck in the mud.



XIII
What he believed

It is not for us to scrutinize the Bishop of Digne in terms of religious orthodoxy. A spirit such as his can inspire only respect. The truth of an upright man must be accepted on his own terms. Moreover, since natures vary, we must agree that all the beauties of human excellence may be fostered by faiths that we do not share.


As to the view he took of this or that dogma or mystery, these are secrets only to be revealed when the soul passes naked beyond the tomb. What we may assert with confidence is that for him no problem of faith was ever hypocritically resolved. The diamond is incorruptible. He believed as much as he could. Credo in Patrem was his constant cry, reinforced by the acts of his daily life which satisfied his conscience and assured him that he was true to God.

But what we are obliged to note is that, outside his faith and, so to speak, beyond it, the bishop overflowed with love. It was in this, quia multum amavit, that he was held to be weak by ‘the sober-minded’, by ‘responsible citizens’ and ‘sensible people’, those clichés of a tawdry world in which egotism takes its time from pedantry. What was this excess of love? It was a serene benevolence embracing all men and extending even beyond them. He lived disdaining nothing, indulgent to all God’s creation. Even the best of men has in him a core of unconsidered callousness which he reserves for what is animal The Bishop of Digne lacked this intolerance, which is nevertheless found in many priests. Although he did not go as far as the Brahmins, he had assuredly pondered the verse of Ecclesiastes which runs: ‘Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth?’ Ugliness of aspect and deformities of instinct neither dismayed nor outraged him. He was moved by them and sometimes grieved, seeming to search, beneath the appearances of life, for a reason, an explanation or an excuse. He seemed to be asking God to rearrange things. He contemplated without anger, rather in the manner of a scholar deciphering a palimpsest, the chaos that still exists in nature, and his reflections sometimes drew from him strange utterances, as on one occasion when he was walking in his garden. He thought himself alone, but his sister was a few paces behind him. He stopped suddenly, staring at something on the ground. It was a very large spider, black, hairy, and repellent. She heard him say: ‘The poor creature, it’s not its fault.’

Why not record these almost sublime absurdities of goodness? They were childish indeed, but it was the childishness of St Francis of Assisi and Marcus Aurelius. He strained a muscle once in avoiding treading on an ant. Thus did he live. Sometimes he fell asleep in the garden, and never did he seem more worthy of veneration.

From the reports of Monseigneur Bienvenu’s youth and early manhood it would seem that he had been a man of strong passions, even perhaps of violence. His universal compassion was due less to natural instinct, than to a profound conviction, a sum of thoughts that in the course of living had filtered through to his heart: for in the nature of a man, as in a rock, there may be channels hollowed by the dropping of water, and these can never be destroyed.

In 1815 he was seventy-five years old, but he looked no more than sixty. He was not tall but inclined to stoutness, and to combat this he walked a great deal, walking with a steady stride and with his back only very slightly bowed, a detail from which we draw no conclusions. Pope Gregory XVI, at the age of eighty, bore himself erect and smiling, but this did not prevent him from being a bad pope. Monseigneur Bienvenu had what is called a handsome presence, but such was his amiability that his looks were forgotten.

The childlike gaiety of his conversation was an especial grace that put all men at their ease. His whole being seemed to radiate happiness. The freshness of his colouring, and the unbroken row of white teeth which showed when he laughed, lent him that frank and approachable air which causes people to say of a youth, ‘He’s a nice lad,’ and of the elderly, ‘He’s a sound man.’ This, it will be recalled, was the impression he had made on Napoleon. It was the impression he made at a glance on any person seeing him for the first time. But to spend a few hours in his company and see him in a reflective mood was to witness the gradual transformation of the sound man into something altogether more imposing. The wide, grave forehead, rendered noble by the white hair, acquired an added nobility from meditation; majesty emanated from the goodness while still the goodness shone. To see this was to know something of the emotion one might experience on seeing an angel, smiling, slowly spread his wings while continuing to smile. It was to be imbued with a feeling of respect beyond words, and to feel oneself in the presence of a great spirit, tested and compassionate, whose thought was so all-embracing that it could be nothing else than sweet.

The days of his life, as we have seen, were filled with prayer, with the celebration of the offices, the giving of alms, the consoling of the afflicted, the tilling of his garden-plot; with brotherliness, frugality, hospitality, renunciation, trust, study and toil. Filled, indeed, is the correct word, for the bishop’s days overflowed with goodness of thought and word and action. But the day was not complete for him if he was prevented by bad weather from spending an hour or two in his garden after the two women had retired to bed. It seemed to be a necessary ritual that he should prepare himself for sleep by meditating under the solemnity of the night sky. Sometimes, if they were awake, they would hear him at a late hour pacing up and down the paths. Peaceful in his solitude, adoring, matching the tranquillity of the heavens with the tranquillity of his own heartbeat, ravished in the shadows by the visible and invisible splendours of God, he opened his spirit to the thoughts coming from the Unknown. At those moments, when he offered up his heart in the hour when the night flowers offer up their scent, himself illumined in the bestarred night and unfolding in ecstasy amid the universal radiance of creation, he could not perhaps have said what took place in his spirit, what went out from him and what entered in: a mysterious transaction between the infinity of the soul and the infinity of the universe.

He pondered on the greatness and the living presence of God, on the mystery of eternity in the future and, even more strange, eternity in the past, on all the infinity manifest to his eyes and to his senses; and without seeking to comprehend the incomprehensible he contemplated these things. He did not scrutinize God but let his eyes be dazzled. He pondered on the sublime conjunction of atoms that gives matter its substance; that reveals forces in discovering them, creates the separate within the whole, proportion within immensity, countless numbers within infinity; and through light gives birth to beauty. This conjunction, this ceaseless joining and disjoining, is life and death.

Seated on a wooden bench with his back against a crumbling trellis he gazed at the stars through the gnarled and stunted outlines of his fruit trees. That quarter acre of land, with its poor growth and its encumbrance of buildings, was dear to him and sufficient.

What more could he need, this old man whose little leisure was divided between daytime gardening and night-time contemplation? Was not that narrow space with the sky its ceiling room enough for the worship of God in the most delicate of His works and in the most sublime? A garden to walk in and immensity to dream in –what more could he ask? A few flowers at his feet and above him the stars.



XIV
What he thought

A last word.


Since this account of him, particularly at the present time, and to use an expression currently in vogue, may have lent the Bishop of Digne a ‘pantheistic’ complexion, making it appear, to his discredit or otherwise, that he had evolved one of those personal philosophies, peculiar to our century, which sometimes grow in solitary minds and so possess them as to replace accepted religions, we must emphasize that no one who knew Monseigneur Bienvenu would have felt justified in supposing anything of the kind. It was the heart that inspired this man, and it was from its light that his wisdom proceeded.

No philosophical system; but many works. Abstruse speculation contains an element of vertigo, and there is nothing to suggest that he hazarded his reason in any apotheosis. The prophet may be bold, but a bishop must be cautious. He probably refrained on principle from looking too closely at those problems which are in some sort the reserve of towering and inconoclastic intellects. A sacred terror haunts the threshold of Enigma; the dark portals are flung wide, but there is a voice which warns the passer-by not to enter. Woe to him who ventures too far! Men of genius from the boundless depths of abstraction and pure speculation, situated as it were above dogma, propose their theories to God. Their prayers audaciously invite discussion. Their worship poses questions. That is personal religion, loaded with anxiety and responsibility for those who dare embark upon it.

There are no bounds to human thought. At its own risk and peril it analyses and explores its own bewilderment. One may almost say that in a kind of transcendent reaction it bewilders nature; the mysterious world around us gives back what it is given, and probably the contemplators are themselves contemplated. However this may be, there are men – but are they men? – who clearly discern beyond the horizon of dreaming the heights of the Absolute, who experience the terrible vision of the infinite mountain. Monseigneur Bienvenu was not one of these; he was not a man of genius. He would have mistrusted those sublimities whence certain men, and very great men such as Swedenborg and Pascal, have lapsed into madness. Such powerful thinking has its value; it is by these arduous roads that we approach perfection. But he took the short cut, the Holy Gospel.

He did not seek to assume the mantle of Elijah, to shed a light of the future upon the misty turmoil of events or resolve the prevailing light into a single flame; there was in him nothing of the prophet or the mystic. He was a simple soul who loved, and that was all.

That he expanded prayer to make of it a superhuman aspiration, this is probable. But we can no more pray too much than we can love too much; and if to pray outside the accepted texts is heresy, then St Teresa and St Jerome were also heretics.

His heart was given to all suffering and expiation. The world to him was like an immense malady. He sensed fever everywhere, sought out affliction and without seeking to answer the riddle did what he could to heal the wound. The awesome spectacle of things as they were enhanced his tenderness; he was concerned only to find for himself and inspire in others the best means of comfort and relief. The theme of all existing things was for that good and rare priest distress in need of consolation.

There are men who dig for gold; he dug for compassion. Poverty was his goldmine; and the universality of suffering a reason for the universality of charity. ‘Love one another.’ To him everything was contained in those words, his whole doctrine, and he asked no more. The senator to whom we have referred, the gentleman who thought himself a philosopher, once said to him: ‘You see what the world is like, every man at war with every other, and victory to the strongest. Your “Love one another” is pure folly’ – ‘Well, if it is folly,’ said Monseigneur without disputing the matter, ‘then the soul must enclose itself within it like the pearl in the oyster.’ Which is what he did. He enclosed himself in that folly and was wholly content to do so, putting aside the huge questions that fascinate and terrify, the endless vistas of abstraction, the chasms of metaphysics, all those depths which for the believer converge in God and for the atheist in limbo: destiny, good and evil, the conflict of man with man, the consciousness of men and the sleep-walking thought of animals, transformation by death and the recapitulation of lives in the tomb, the mysterious additions made by successive loves to the continuing self, the essence and the substance, the Nihil and the Ens, the soul, nature, liberty, necessity; problems sheer as precipices, sinister densities beckoning to the giants of the human intellect; abysses which a Lucretius, a Paul, or a Dante explore with blazing eyes, steadfastly turned towards the infinite, which seem to kindle the stars.

Monseigneur Bienvenu was simply a man who observed these mysteries from outside, not looking too closely, not stirring them with his finger or letting them oppress his mind, but in a spirit deeply imbued with reference for the hereafter.




BOOK TWO
THE OUTCAST

I
End of a day’s journey

AT THE beginning of October 1815, and about an hour before sunset, a man travelling on foot entered the town of Digne. The few people who happened to be at their windows or doorways observed him with a vague misgiving. It would have been hard to find a traveller of more disreputable aspect. He was a man in the prime of life, of medium height, broad-shouldered and robust, who might have been in his late forties. A cap with a low leather peak half hid his face, which was tanned by sun and weather and glistened with sweat. His coarse yellow shirt, fastened at the neck with a small metal clasp, gaped to reveal a hairy chest. He wore a scarf twisted like a rope, threadbare duck trousers frayed at one knee and in holes at the other, and a tattered grey jacket patched over one elbow with a piece of green cloth sewn on with string. On his back was a new and bulging soldier’s knapsack and he carried a very large, knotted stick. His stockingless feet were in hob-nailed shoes and his beard was long. The dust and sweat of his day’s journey added a touch of squalor to his down-at-heel appearance. His head was shorn but stubbly, having evidently not been shaved for some days.


No one knew him. Presumably he was only passing through the town, having come from the south, and possibly from the coast, since he had entered by the road over which Napoleon had travelled seven months previously on his way from Cannes to Paris. He must have been walking all day, he seemed so tired. He was seen to stop and drink at the public drinking-fountain at the far end of the Boulevard Gassendi, on the outskirts of the town; but he was clearly very thirsty because some children who followed him saw him stop again, two hundred yards further on, at the fountain in the market-place.

At the corner of the Rue Poichevert he turned left towards the Town Hall, which he entered, emerging from it a quarter of an hour later. A gendarme was seated outside the door on the stone bench from which General Drouot, on 4 March, had read to the startled populace Napoleon’s famous Proclamation upon his landing in Golfe Juan. The stranger respectfully raised his cap. The gendarme did not acknowledge the salute but looked intently at him, watched him for some moments as he walked away, and then went into the building.

There was at that time a handsome inn in Digne bearing the sign of the Croix-de-Colbas. Its proprietor was a certain Jacquin Labarre, a man esteemed in the town because of his connection with another Labarre, proprietor of the inn of the Trois-Dauphins at Grenoble, who had served in the Guides. There had been many rumours concerning the Trois-Dauphins at the time of the Emperor’s landing. It was said that General Bertrand had paid the inn a number of surreptitious visits in the previous January, disguised as a carter, and had bestowed medals on soldiers and fistfuls of coin on certain citizens. The truth is that Napoleon, arriving at Grenoble, had politely refused the mayor’s offer of accommodation at the Prefecture saying that he was going to stop with a personal acquaintance, and had gone to the Trois-Dauphins. The reflected glory of the Trois-Dauphins Labarre extended over twenty-five leagues to the Labarre of the Croix-de-Colbas, who was referred to in the town as ‘the cousin of the one in Grenoble’.

The stranger made for this inn, the best in the district, and entered by way of the kitchen, which opened directly on to the street. All the cooking-stoves were lighted and a fire burned brightly in the hearth. The innkeeper, who was also the cook, was busy among his pots and pans preparing a meal for a party of waggoners who could be heard loudly talking and laughing in the next room. As every traveller knows, no one fares better than the waggoner. A plump marmot, flanked by partridges and grouse, was turning on a long spit in front of the fire, and two large carp from the Lac de Lauzet and a trout from the Lac d’Alloz were cooking on the stove.

Hearing the door open the innkeeper said without looking up:

‘What can I do for Monsieur?’

‘A meal and a bed,’ said the stranger.

‘By all means –’ but at this moment the innkeeper turned his head; after glancing at the visitor he added ‘– provided you can pay for it.’

‘I have money,’ said the stranger producing a shabby leather purse from his jacket pocket.

‘In that case you’re welcome.’

The man returned the purse to his pocket, dropped his knapsack on the floor by the door and, keeping hold of his stick, seated himself on a low stool by the fire. Digne is high in the hills and its October evenings are chilly. The innkeeper, still busy with his cooking, was none the less examining him.

‘Will dinner soon be ready?’ the man asked.

‘Quite soon.’

While the stranger warmed himself, seated with his back turned to the room, the worthy innkeeper, Jacquin Labarre, got a pencil out of his pocket and tore a strip off a newspaper lying on a table by the window. He scribbled a line or two, folded the strip and handed it to a youngster who appeared to serve him as scullery-boy and personal attendant. He murmured a few words and the boy ran off in the direction of the Town Hall.

The stranger had seen nothing of this. He asked for the second time:

‘Will dinner soon be ready?’

‘Quite soon.’

The boy returned with the scrap of paper, and the innkeeper unfolded it with the promptness of someone who has been anxious for a reply. He read the message with care, then nodded his head and stood for a moment reflecting. Finally, he went over to the stranger, who appeared to be plunged in unhappy thought.

‘I’m sorry, Monsieur. I can’t have you here.’

The man swung round, half-rising to his feet.

‘Why? Are you afraid I shan’t pay? Do you want me to pay in advance? I tell you, I’ve got the money.’

‘It isn’t that.’

‘Well, then?’

‘You have the money, but –’

‘But what?’

‘But I haven’t a room free.’

The stranger said calmly: ‘Then put me in the stable.’

‘I can’t do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘The horses take up all the room.’

‘Well then, a corner of the hay-loft. A truss of straw. We can see to that after dinner.’

‘I can’t offer you dinner.’

The words, spoken in a firm, deliberate tone, seemed to shake the stranger.

‘But I’m dropping with hunger! I’ve been walking since daybreak. I’ve covered a dozen leagues. I must have something to eat.’

‘I’ve nothing to spare,’ said the innkeeper.

The stranger uttered a short laugh and pointed to the spit and the stove.

‘What’s all that?’

‘It’s all reserved.’

‘By whom?’

‘By the waggoners.’

‘How many are there?’

‘Twelve.’

‘There’s enough there for twenty.’

‘It’s what they ordered and they paid in advance.’

The stranger sat down again and said without raising his voice:

‘I’m at an inn and I’m hungry. I’m stopping here.’

The innkeeper then bent over him and said in a tone which caused him to start: ‘Get out.’

The stranger at the moment was bent forward in the act of thrusting a few cinders back into the fire with the metal ferrule of his stick. He swung round sharply, but as he opened his mouth to reply the innkeeper, looking hard at him, went on in a low voice:

‘That’s enough talk. Do you want me to tell you who you are? Your name is Jean Valjean. And now do you want me to tell you what you are? I had my suspicions when you came in. I sent a note to the Mairie and this is the reply. Can you read?’

He held out the scrap of paper and after the stranger had looked at it he went on:

‘I like to treat everyone politely. Kindly go away.’

The man rose, took up his knapsack and left.

He walked off seemingly at random along the main street, keeping close to the house fronts, his attitude one of dejected humiliation. He did not once look round. Had he done so he would have seen the proprietor of the Croix-de-Colbas standing in his doorway surrounded by a party of customers and passers-by, talking volubly and pointing towards him; and from the excited and hostile looks cast in his direction he would have realized that before long his arrival would be known throughout the town.

He saw nothing of this. A man crushed by misfortune does not look back, knowing only too well that ill-chance follows behind. He continued to walk blindly along streets unknown to him, for a time forgetful of his fatigue, such is the effect of despair. But he was suddenly conscious of an acute pang of hunger. It was growing dark. He looked about him, seeking some shelter for the night.

The better establishment was closed to him. What he sought now was the poorest of taverns, the humblest of lodgings for the poor. And as it happened a light shone at the end of the street; a torch of pine-twigs, hanging from a metal bracket, was visible against the pallor of the evening sky. He went towards it.

The place was the tavern at the end of the Rue de Chauffaut. The stranger paused for a moment at the window to peer inside at a low-ceilinged room lighted by a small table-lamp and the glow of a large fire. Some men were drinking while the host warmed himself at the fire, over which a stewpot bubbled hanging from a pot-hook.

There are two entrances to this tavern, which is also a species of hostelry, one giving on to the street and the other on to a small yard with a midden. The stranger did not venture to use the front entrance. He went into the yard, hesitated again, then diffidently raised the latch and pushed upon the door.

‘Who’s that?’ asked the innkeeper.

‘Someone looking for a meal and a bed.’

‘Then come in. We can give you both.’

He entered and the heads turned to gaze at him as he stood between the light of the lamp and the light of the fire. They watched in silence while he unloosed his knapsack.

‘There’s a stew cooking,’ the innkeeper said. ‘Come and warm yourself, friend.’

The man sat down by the hearth, stretching out his tired feet to the blaze. A pleasant smell rose from the stewpot. What could be seen of his face under the low-peaked cap conveyed a vague impression of well-being mingled with that other poignant aspect which comes of habitual suffering. In other respects it was a strong face, vigorous and melancholy; and it contained a strange contradiction, appearing at first sight humble but then seeming masterful. The eyes under heavy brows shone like fire under a thicket.

But one of the company was a fish-merchant who on his way to the tavern had put his horse in Labarre’s stable. As chance would have it, he had met this ill-favoured stranger that morning on the road between Bras d’Asse and some other village of which I forget the name. The man, who already seemed tired, had asked to be allowed to get up behind him, a request which the fishmonger had answered by digging his spurs into his horse. The fishmonger was one of the group which half an hour previously had clustered round Jacquin Labarre, and he had there told the story of this encounter. He now made a covert sign to the innkeeper, who went over to him. They exchanged a few words in an undertone while the stranger sat lost in thought.

Returning to his fireside, the host tapped the man on the shoulder and said:

‘You must clear out of here.’

The stranger looked up and said gently: ‘So you know?’

‘Yes.’

‘They turned me out of the other inn.’

‘You’re being turned out of this one.’

‘But where am I to go?’

‘Somewhere else.’

The man picked up his stick and knapsack and left.

Some boys who had followed him from the Croix-de-Colbas, and had evidently been waiting for him to emerge, flung stones at him as he did so. He swung round angrily brandishing his stick, and they scattered like a flock of birds.

He came to the prison. A bell-chain hung by the doorway and he pulled it. A panel in the door slid back.

‘Monsieur,’ said the man, removing his cap, ‘will you be so kind as to let me in and give me lodging for the night?’

‘This is a prison, not an inn,’ said the voice of the door-keeper. ‘If you want to be let in you must get yourself arrested.’ The panel closed.

The stranger moved on into a narrow street where there were a great many gardens, some enclosed only by hedges, to give it a cheerful appearance. Among the gardens and hedges was a small, one-storeyed house with a lighted window. Peering through this window as he had done at the tavern he saw a large, whitewashed room containing a bed draped with printed calico, a cradle standing in a corner, a few wooden chairs and a double-barrelled shotgun hanging on the wall. A table was laid in the middle of the room, and the light from a brass lamp fell upon a cloth of coarse white linen, a pewter jug shining like silver and filled with wine, and a steaming earthenware tureen. A man of about forty with an open, amiable face was seated at the table dancing a small child on his knee while near to him sat a young woman suckling an infant. Father and child were laughing, while the mother smiled.

The stranger stayed for a moment thoughtfully contemplating this pleasant scene. Only he could have said what he was thinking. He may well have reflected that so happy a household might also be hospitable, and that where there was so much gaiety there might also be a little charity.

He tapped very gently on the window-pane but was not heard.

He tapped a second time and heard the wife say to her husband: ‘I think there’s someone knocking.’

‘It’s nothing,’ said the man.

He tapped a third time, and now the husband rose, picked up the lamp and opened the door.

He was a tall man, part peasant, part craftsman, wearing a large leather apron attached over his left shoulder, in the bulge of which were a hammer, an old handkerchief, a powder-horn, and a variety of other objects, held in place by his belt, so that it constituted a loose pocket. He carried his head high, and his open shirt-front disclosed a powerful, untanned neck. He had thick eyebrows, bushy black side-whiskers, prominent eyes and, above all, that air of being in his own place which cannot be described in words.

‘Forgive me, Monsieur,’ said the stranger. ‘If I pay you, will you give me a plate of soup and allow me to sleep in the shed in your garden? Will you do this, Monsieur? If I pay?’

‘Who are you?’ asked the master of the house.

‘I have come from Puy-Moisson. I’ve been walking all day. Can you do this for me? If I pay?’

‘I wouldn’t refuse shelter to any decent man who can pay. But why don’t you go to an inn?’

‘There are no rooms.’

‘What? But this isn’t market-day. Have you tried Labarre?’

‘Yes, I went there.’

‘Well?’

The stranger said awkwardly: ‘I don’t know. He wouldn’t have me.’

‘What about the other place – Rue de Chauffaut?’

The stranger’s embarrassment increased. He muttered: ‘He wouldn’t take me in either.’

A look of mistrust appeared on the peasant-face. The man’s gaze travelled slowly over the stranger and suddenly he exclaimed with a sort of shudder: ‘Are you the man –?’

After a final glance he stepped rapidly backward, set the lamp on the table and took his gun down from the wall. At the words, ‘Are you the man –?’, the woman had gathered the two children into her arms and now stood behind her husband, her bosom uncovered, staring with horrified eyes at the stranger while she murmured in the patois of the hill-country, ‘Tsomaraude, brigand’.

All this happened in less time than it takes to tell. After examining the stranger for a moment as though he were some kind of wild beast the master of the house returned to the door, gun in hand, and said:

‘Clear out!’

‘I beseech you,’ said the stranger. ‘A glass of water.’

‘A bullet’s what you’ll get,’ said the man.

He slammed the door and sounds of the shooting of bolts, the closing of shutters and the clang of an iron bar falling into its slot could be heard from outside.

Night was closing in and the cold alpine wind was blowing. By the last gleam of daylight the stranger saw, in one of the gardens flanking the lane, a sort of hut which looked as though it had been made of turfs. Clambering resolutely over a low wooden fence he went to examine it. It had a very low, narrow doorway and seemed to be one of those temporary shelters which road-workers put up. This was what he assumed it to be.

He was cold and famished. Hunger he was resigned to, but here at least was some protection against the cold. Places of this sort were not generally occupied at night. Lying flat on his stomach he wriggled inside. It was warm, and there was a bedding of straw. For a moment he lay motionless, too exhausted to move. Then, finding his knapsack uncomfortable, and since in any case it would serve him as a pillow, he began to unbuckle its straps. At this moment he heard a fierce sound of growling and, looking up, saw the head of a large bull-mastiff outlined against the faint light beyond the entrance.

The hut was a dog-kennel.

The man was himself vigorous and formidable. Grasping his stick and using the knapsack as a shield he fought his way out, not without further damage to his tattered clothes. He beat a retreat with his stick outthrust in the defensive posture known to fencers as la rose couverte. When at length, and not without difficulty, he had got back over the fence and found himself again in the lane, alone and shelterless, driven out of a dog-kennel, he sank rather than seated himself on a stone by the roadside, and it seems that a passerby heard him cry aloud:

‘I’m not even a dog!’

Presently he got up and walked on, leaving the town behind, hoping to find a tree or hayrick which would serve him for the night. He walked for some time with his head bowed, but eventually, when he felt himself to be remote from all human habitation, he paused to look about him. He was in a field and before him was a hillock covered with the stubble of the recent harvest, so that it looked like a shaven head.

The horizon was very dark, not only with the darkness of night but also with low cloud which seemed to emanate from the hillock itself and, rising, to fill the sky. At the same time, since the moon was not yet risen and there was still a last, faint glimmer of twilight, the clouds formed a pallid vault reflecting this light back to earth.

The earth was thus more brightly illumined than the heavens, producing a strangely sinister effect, and the sparse outline of the hillock loomed mistily and bleakly against a shadowed horizon. The whole scene was ugly, mean, desolate, and drab. There was no object in the field or on the hillock except a single misshapen tree rustling its branches a few yards from where the outcast stood.

Clearly he was a man largely lacking in those finer sensibilities which cause the spirit to respond to the mysteries of nature; nevertheless that prospect of sky and plain, the hillock and the tree, was so profoundly desolating that after standing a few moments in motionless contemplation he turned abruptly away. There are times when nature seems hostile.

He went back to Digne, of which the gates were now shut. In 1815 Digne was still enclosed by the walls and square towers which had sustained sieges during the wars of religion, although these have since been demolished. Passing through a breach in the ramparts he re-entered the town.

The time was about eight. Being unfamiliar with the streets he resumed his haphazard wanderings, passing by the Prefecture and the Seminary. As he crossed the cathedral square he shook his fist at the church.

There is a printing works at one corner of the square. It was here that the proclamations of the Emperor and the Imperial Guard to the army, brought from Elba and dictated by Napoleon himself, were first printed. Exhausted and with no further hope the outcast stretched himself on a stone bench by the doorway of this establishment.

An elderly lady who came out of the cathedral at this moment saw him lying there and asked, ‘What are you doing?’

He answered roughly and angrily:

‘My good woman, you can see what I’m doing. I’m sleeping here.’

The good woman, who indeed merited the designation, was the Marquise de R—.

‘On this bench?’ she asked.

‘I’ve slept for nineteen years on a wooden mattress,’ the man said. ‘Now it’s stone.’

‘Were you a soldier?’

‘Yes – a soldier.’

‘Why don’t you go to an inn?’

‘Because I haven’t any money.’

‘Alas,’ said Madame de R—, ‘I have only four sous in my purse.’

‘That’s better than nothing.’

The man took the four sous and Madame de R— said:

‘It’s not enough to pay for lodging at an inn. But have you tried everything? You can’t possibly spend the night here. You must be cold and hungry. Someone would surely take you in out of charity.’

‘I’ve knocked at every door.’

‘You really mean –?’

‘I’ve been turned away everywhere.’

The lady touched his arm and pointed across the square to a small house beside the bishop’s palace.

‘Have you really knocked at every door?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you knocked at that one?’

‘No.’

‘Then do.’



II
Prudence urged upon wisdom

That evening the Bishop of Digne, after returning from his customary walk through the town, had stayed late in his own room. He was busy with a large work on Christian Duty which, alas, was never completed. The book, which was to be a careful survey of all that the learned Fathers and Doctors have said upon this weighty matter, was to be divided in two parts, treating first the duties of the community as a whole and secondly of the duties of the individual according to the category to which he belonged. The duties of the community are major duties and St Matthew has resolved them into four: duty to God, duty to self, duty to one’s neighbour, duty to all living creatures. As for the more particular duties, the bishop had found these defined and prescribed elsewhere. The duties of monarchs and their subjects were dealt with in the Epistle to the Romans; those of magistrates, wives, mothers, and young men by St Peter; those of husbands, fathers, children, and servants in the Epistle to the Ephesians; those of the Faithful in the Epistle to the Hebrews and those of virgins in the Epistle to the Corinthians. He was engaged in the laborious task of reassembling these prescriptions in a harmonious whole for the good of all men’s souls.


At eight o’clock that evening he was still at work, writing rather uncomfortably on small slips of paper with a large volume open on his knees, when Mme Magloire entered as usual to get the silver cutlery out of the cupboard by the bed. A few minutes later the bishop, suspecting that the table was laid and that his sister might be waiting, closed his book and went into the dining-room. It was a rectangular room with a fireplace, a door giving directly on to the street, as we have said, and a window opening on to the garden.

Mme Magloire had just finished laying the table and was chatting with Mlle Baptistine before serving the meal. A lamp stood on the table, which was near the hearth where a fire was burning. The two women, both over sixty, may readily be pictured – Mme Magloire short, plump, and lively; Mlle Baptistine mild, slender, and fragile, a little taller than her brother, clad in a dress of the plum-coloured silk that had been fashionable in 1806, the year she had bought it in Paris, and which she had been wearing ever since. To borrow one of those popular expressions which have the merit that they say more in a word than can be achieved by a page of writing, Mme Magloire had the look of a peasant and Mlle Baptistine that of a lady. Mme Magloire wore a white cap with piping, a small gold cross at her neck (the only article of feminine jewellery in the house), a very white kerchief emerging from her dress of black homespun with its wide, short sleeves, which was tied at the waist with a green ribbon, and a stomacher of the same material fixed with two pins in front. On her feet she wore thick shoes and yellow stockings of the kind worn by the women of Marseilles. Mlle Baptistine’s dress was cut in the 1806 pattern, high and narrow-waisted, with puffed shoulders, tabs, and buttons. She hid her grey hair under a curled peruke of the kind called à l’enfant. Mme Magloire had a look of bright intelligence and warmth of heart; the uneven corners of her mouth, with its upper lip thicker than the lower, gave an impression of imperious obstinacy. While the bishop remained silent she would address him with a forthright mingling of respect and familiarity, but directly he spoke she lapsed, like her mistress, into mute obedience. Mlle Baptistine talked very little, being content to obey and acquiesce. Even as a girl she had not been pretty, with her large, overprominent blue eyes and her long, pinched nose. She had been predestined to meekness, but faith, hope and charity, those virtues that enrich the soul, had raised meekness to saintliness. Nature had made her a lamb, religion had made her an angel of goodness.

Mlle Baptistine was later to tell the story of that night’s events so often that there are persons still living who can recall its every detail. At the moment when the bishop entered the dining-room Mme Magloire was talking with some vehemence to her mistress about a matter which constantly occupied her mind and with which her master was well acquainted, namely, the fastening of the front door. It seemed that while she had been out shopping for the evening meal she had heard rumours. There was talk of a stranger in the town, a vagabond of forbidding aspect who must still be lurking in the streets, which made it inadvisable for anyone to be out late that night; the more so since the police service was not all it should be owing to bad blood between the prefect and the mayor, each of whom would be glad to make trouble for the other. In short the prudent citizen would do well to see after his own safety by shuttering and barricading his house and making sure that his front door was securely locked.

Mme Magloire laid particular stress on those last words, but the bishop, whose own room was rather cold, had sat down to warm himself by the fire and paid no attention. Accordingly she repeated them, and Mlle Baptistine, wishing to support her without vexing her brother, said cautiously:

‘Brother, did you hear what Mme Magloire said?’

‘Only vaguely,’ said the bishop. He half turned with his hands on his knees and smiled at the old servant with the glow of firelight on his friendly, cheerful face. ‘Well now, what is it? Do I understand that we are in some grave danger?’

Mme Magloire told the story again, instinctively elaborating it. The man was a gipsy, a ne’er-do-well, a dangerous beggar. He had tried to get a lodging with Jacquin Labarre, who had turned him away. He had arrived by way of the Boulevard Gassendi and had been seen wandering about the streets in the mist, a man with a knapsack and a terrible look on his face.

‘Really?’ said the bishop.

Encouraged by this show of interest, which suggested that the bishop shared something of her alarm, Mme Magloire continued triumphantly:

‘Yes, Monseigneur, that kind of man. Something dreadful will happen tonight, everyone says so. When you think of the state of the police, and a town buried in the mountains like this with not a single lantern in the streets so that it’s black as pitch when you go out… Well, what I say, and Mademoiselle agrees with me –’

‘I am saying nothing,’ murmured Mademoiselle. ‘Whatever my brother does is right.’

Mme Magloire ignored the interruption.

‘What we both say is that this house is not safe and that, if Monseigneur permits, I should go round to Paulin Musebois, the locksmith, and ask him to put back the bolts on the front door. We have them here, it wouldn’t take him a minute. I say the door should be bolted, even if it’s only for tonight, and anyway it’s a shocking thing for the door to be simply on the latch so that any stranger can walk in, to say nothing of Monseigneur’ habit of always inviting people in, even at midnight, gracious Heaven, they don’t even need to ask, and when you think–’

At this moment there was a heavy knock on the door.

‘Come in,’ said the bishop.



III
The gallantry of absolute obedience

The door opened. It was flung widely open, as though in response to a vigorous and determined thrust. A man entered.


We know the man already. He stepped across the threshold and then stood motionless with the door still open behind him. His knapsack hung from his shoulder and his stick was in his hand. The firelight falling on his face disclosed an expression of exhaustion, desperation, and brutish defiance. He was an ugly and terrifying spectacle.

Mme Magloire was too startled even to exclaim. She stood trembling and open-mouthed. Mlle Baptistine half rose in alarm but then, as she turned towards her brother, her face recovered its customary tranquillity.

The bishop was calmly regarding the stranger. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could do so the man, leaning on his stick with both hands and gazing round at the three elderly people, said in a harsh voice:

‘Look. My name is Jean Valjean. I’m a convict on parole. I’ve done nineteen years in prison. They let me out four days ago and I’m on my way to Pontarlier. I’ve walked from Toulon in four days and today I covered a dozen leagues [about thirty miles]. When I reached this place I went to an inn and they turned me out because of my yellow ticket-of-leave which I’d shown at the Mairie as I’m obliged to do. I tried another inn and they told me to clear out. Nobody wants me anywhere. I tried the prison and the doorkeeper wouldn’t open. I crawled into a dog-kennel and the dog bit me and drove me out just as if he were a man and knew who I was. I thought I’d sleep in a field under the stars, but there weren’t any stars and it looked as though it was going to rain, and no God to stop it raining, so I came back here hoping to find a doorway to sleep in. I lay down on a bench in the square outside and a good woman pointed to your door and told me to knock on it. So I’ve knocked. What is this place? Is it an inn? I’ve got money. I’ve got one hundred and nine francs and fifteen sous, the money I earned by nineteen years’ work in prison. I’m ready to pay, I don’t care how much, I’ve got the money. I’m very tired, twelve leagues on foot, and I’m hungry. Will you let me stay?’

‘Mme Magloire,’ said the bishop, ‘will you please lay another place.’

The man moved nearer to the light of the table-lamp, seeming not to understand.

‘It’s not like that,’ he said. ‘Weren’t you listening? I’m a convict, a felon, I’ve served in the galleys.’ He pulled a sheet of yellow paper out of his pocket and unfolded it. ‘This is my ticket-of-leave –yellow, as you see. That’s why everybody turns me away. Do you want to read it? I can read. There were classes in prison for anyone who wanted to learn. You can see what it says – “Jean Valjean, released convict, born in –” not that that matters “– served nineteen years, five years for robbery with violence, fourteen years for four attempts to escape – a very dangerous man.” So there you are. Everybody kicks me out. Will you take me in? Is this an inn? Can you give me food and a bed for the night? Have you a stable?’

‘Mme Magloire,’ said the bishop, ‘you must put clean sheets on the bed in the alcove.’

We have already described the absolute obedience of the two women. Mme Magloire went off without a word.

The bishop turned to the man.

‘Sit down and warm yourself, Monsieur. Supper will very soon be ready, and the bed can be made up while you’re having a meal.’

And now the man had really understood. His face, which had been so hard and sombre, was suddenly and remarkably transformed by an expression of amazement, incredulity and pleasure. He began to babble like a child.

‘You really mean it? You’ll let me stay? A convict – and you aren’t turning me out! You called me “Monsieur”. “Clear off, you dog,” is what they mostly say. I thought you’d be bound to send me away, that’s why I told you at once who I was. I’m grateful to the good lady who sent me here. Supper and a bed, with a mattress and sheets! It’s nineteen years since I slept in a bed. Well, I’ve got the money, I’m ready to pay. May I ask your name, sir? I’ll pay whatever you ask. You’re a good man. You are an innkeeper, aren’t you?’

‘I’m a priest,’ said the bishop, ‘and this is where I live.’

‘A priest! But a good priest. So you won’t ask for payment. I suppose you’re the curé of this great church. But of course! I’m stupid. I hadn’t noticed your cap.’

He had put his knapsack and stick in a corner while he was speaking, and after returning the yellow document to his pocket he sat down. Mlle Baptistine was looking kindly at him.

‘You’re human, Monsieur le curé,’ he went on. ‘You don’t despise people. A good priest is a fine thing. So I don’t need to pay anything?’

‘No,’ said the bishop, ‘keep your money. How much did you say – a hundred and nine francs?’

‘And fifteen sous.’

‘And how long did it take you to earn it?’

‘Nineteen years.’

‘Nineteen years!’ The bishop sighed profoundly.

‘I’ve still got it all,’ the man said. ‘All I’ve spent in these four days is twenty-five sous I earned by helping to unload some carts in Grasse. As you’re a priest I may tell you that we had an almoner in the prison. And once I saw a bishop – a Monseigneur, as they say. He was from Marseilles. A bishop’s a priest who’s higher than the other priests, not that I’ve any need to tell you that, but for us it’s all so strange, for men like me. He said mass at an altar in the prison yard and he had a sort of pointed hat on his head, gold, it glittered in the sun at midday. We were drawn up in ranks on three sides of the yard, with the guns pointing at us, fuses lighted. We couldn’t see him very well. He talked, but he was too far off and we couldn’t hear. That’s what a bishop’s like.’

The bishop had risen while he was speaking to shut the door, which had remained wide open. Mme Magloire came back into the room with the additional cutlery.

‘Put them as near as possible to the fire, Mme Magloire,’ the bishop said. He turned to his guest ‘The night wind is raw in the Alps. You must be cold, Monsieur.’

Each time he uttered the word ‘Monsieur’ in his mild, companionable voice the man’s face lighted up. The courtesy, to the exconvict, was like fresh water to a shipwrecked man. Ignominy thirsts for respect.

‘This lamp doesn’t give much light,’ the bishop said.

Perceiving what he had in mind, Mme Magloire fetched the two silver candlesticks from his bedroom mantelpiece, lit them and set them on the table.

‘Monsieur le curé,’ said the man, ‘you are very good. You don’t despise me. You have taken me in and lighted your candles for me. But I have not concealed from you where I come from and what I am.’

The bishop, seated at his side, laid a hand gently on his arm.

‘You need have told me nothing. This house is not mine but Christ’s. It does not ask a man his name but whether he is in need. You are in trouble, you are hungry and thirsty, and so you are welcome. You need not thank me for receiving you in my house. No one is at home here except those seeking shelter. Let me assure you, passer-by though you are, that this is more your home than mine. Everything in it is yours. Why should I ask your name? In any case I knew it before you told me.’

The man looked up with startled eyes. ‘You know my name?’

‘Of course,’ said the bishop. ‘Your name is brother.’

‘Monsieur le curé,’ the man cried, ‘I was famished when I came in here. Now I scarcely know what I feel. Everything has changed.’

The bishop was regarding him. ‘You have suffered a great deal,’ he said.

‘Well, yes – the red smock, the ball-and-chain, a plank to sleep on, heat, cold and hard labour, the galleys and the lash. The double-chain for a trifle, solitary for a single word. Chained even when you’re sick in bed. And the dogs – well, they’re better off than we were. Nineteen years of it. I’m forty-six. And now a yellow ticket. That’s the story.’

‘Yes. You have come from an unhappy place. But listen. There is more rejoicing in Heaven over the tears of one sinner who repents than over the white robes of a hundred who are virtuous. If you leave your place of suffering with hatred in your heart, and anger against men, you will be deserving of our pity; but if you leave with goodwill, in gentleness and peace, you will have risen above any of us.’

Mme Magloire had meanwhile dished up the meal, which consisted of a broth of water, oil, bread and salt with some scraps of bacon and mutton, figs, a fresh cheese, and a large loaf of rye bread. She had taken it upon herself to supplement the bishop’s table-wine with a bottle of old wine from Mauves.

The bishop had recovered the cheerful expression of a man who is hospitable by nature. ‘Supper is served,’ he said gaily, and, as his custom was, he seated the guest at his right hand while Mlle Baptistine, naturally and unassumingly, took her place on his left.

The bishop said grace and himself served the broth. The man began to eat hungrily. But suddenly the bishop said:

‘There seems to be something lacking on this table.’

Mme Magloire had, in fact, only laid places for three. But it was the custom of the house, when there was a guest, to set out the full set of silver cutlery for six persons, an innocent and childlike display of elegance, in that simple and austere household, which graced its poverty with dignity.

Again reading his thought Mme Magloire went out without speaking, and a minute later the rest of the set, laid for three additional guests, gleamed on the white tablecloth.



IV
The cheese-makers of Pontarlier

To convey some notion of what took place during that meal we cannot do better than quote part of a letter written by Mlle Baptistine to Mme de Boischevron in which she gives a detailed and artless account of the conversation between the bishop and the exconvict.


…The man at first paid no attention to anyone. He ate as though he were starving. But after the broth he said:

‘Monsieur le curé, all this is too good for me, but let me tell you that the waggoners, who would not let me share, their meal, eat better than you.’

I may confess that this remark rather shocked me. But my brother replied:

‘Their work is more tiring than mine.’

‘No,’ said the man. ‘They have more money. I can see that you are poor. Perhaps you are not even a curé. Are you a curé? If God were just you would be that at least.’

‘God is more than just,’ said my brother, and he went on after a pause. ‘I understand, Monsieur Jean Valjean, that you are on your way to Pontarlier.’

‘On a route which I am under orders to follow.’ This, I think, is what the man said. He continued: ‘I have to start tomorrow at daybreak. It’s a hard journey. The nights may be cold but the days are hot.’

‘You are going to a good part of the country,’ my brother said. ‘My family was ruined in the Revolution and for a time I took refuge in the Franche-Comté where I got my living by manual labour. I was willing and I had no difficulty in finding work. There is plenty to be had. There are paper-mills, distilleries, oil-refineries, clockmakers, steel and copper mills, and at least twenty iron foundries, of which four, at Lods, Chatillon, Audincourt, and Beure, are very large.’

I think those are the places my brother named. He then turned to me and said:

‘My dear, have we not relatives in the region?’

‘We used to have,’ I replied. ‘Among others there was Monsieur de Lucenet, who was Captain of the Gates at Pontarlier under the ancien régime.’

‘But we had no relatives left in ’93,’ said my brother. “We had only our hands. I worked. In the region of Pontarlier, where you are going, Monsieur Valjean, there is a charming patriarchal industry consisting of the cheese-farms which they call fruitières.’

While encouraging the man to go on eating my brother described these Pontarlier fruitières to him in great detail. There are two kinds, those known as the grosses granges, the property of rich owners, with a herd of forty or fifty cows, which produce seven or eight thousand cheeses in a summer, and the fruitières d’associations formed by groups of the poorer peasants in the middle hills who share the cows and their produce and receive payment from a cheese-maker who is known as the grurtn. The grurin takes three deliveries of milk a day and enters the quantities in a double register. Cheese-making begins towards the end of April, and the peasants take their cows up to the hill-pastures about the middle of June.

The man was reviving as he ate, and my brother encouraged him to drink the good Mauves wine which he himself does not drink because he says it costs too much. He told him about the cheese-making in the light and easy way with which you are familiar, breaking off occasionally to bring me into the conversation. He referred more than once to the excellent standing of the grurin as though he wished to convey to the man, without presuming directly to advise him, that this was a field of employment which he might do well to enter. One thing particularly struck me. I have told you the kind of man this was. Well, throughout the meal, and indeed throughout the evening, except for those few words at the beginning, my brother said nothing to remind him of what he was, nor did he tell him who he himself was. Clearly this was a possible occasion for a little sermonizing and for the bishop to make himself known to the malefactor in order to impress him. Another man, having him at his mercy, might have seized the opportunity to fortify his soul as well as his body with words of reproof and moral exhortation, or of sympathy mingled with the hope that he would mend his ways in the future. But my brother did not so much as ask the man where he was born. He did not ask his story. For the story must have included some account of his crimes and my brother clearly wished to avoid all reference to these. To the point, indeed, that when he was talking about the hill-people of Pontarlier and ‘their pleasant labours high under heaven’ and their contentment because they were innocent, he broke off abruptly as though fearing that he might say something to offend the man. Thinking it over afterwards, I believe I know what was in my brother’s mind. He must have reflected that the man, this Jean Valjean, was sufficiently oppressed already with the burden of his wretchedness, and that it was better to distract his thoughts and make him feel, if only for a little while, that he was a man like any other. Was not this true charity? Is there not true evangelism in the delicacy which refrains from preaching and moralizing? To avoid probing an open wound, is not that the truest sympathy? This, I believe, was my brother’s inmost thought. But I can also affirm that if this was his thought he gave no sign of it, even to me. From start to finish he was his ordinary self, and he dined with Jean Valjean precisely as he would have done with the provost or the curé of the parish.

Near the end of the meal, when we were at dessert, there was a knock at the door. It was Mme Gerbaud with her child in her arms. My brother kissed the child on the forehead and borrowed fifteen sous which I had handy and gave them to her. Valjean paid little attention to this. He had fallen silent and was looking very tired. When the old woman had left, my brother said grace, and then, turning to Valjean, he said, ‘I’m sure you’re ready for bed.’ Mme Magloire quickly cleared the table. I realized that it was time for us to withdraw and leave the man to sleep, and we both went upstairs. But I sent Mme Magloire down a moment later with a goatskin rug from the Black Forest which I have in my room. The nights are bitterly cold and although it is old, more’s the pity, and the hair is very worn, it would help to warm his bed. My brother bought it in Germany, at Tottlingen, near the source of the Danube, and also the little ivory-handled knife which I use at table.

Mme Magloire came back almost at once and we said our prayers in the room where we hang the washing to dry. Then each of us went to her own room without a word.



V
Quietude

Having bidden his sister good night Monseigneur Bienvenu picked up one of the two silver candlesticks and handed the other to his guest, saying, ‘I will show you to your room, Monsieur.’ The man followed him.


As we have seen, the arrangement of the rooms was such that to reach the oratory with its alcove, or to leave it, one had to go through the bishop’s bedroom. They did so while Mme Magloire was in the act of replacing the silver in the cupboard by the bed, this being invariably the last thing she did before retiring.

The bishop showed his guest into the alcove, where the bed was newly made. The man put the candle on a small table.

‘Sleep well,’ said the bishop. ‘Before you leave tomorrow you must have a bowl of warm milk from our cows.’

‘Thank you, Monsieur l’abbé,’ the man said.

And then, having uttered those peaceable words, suddenly and without warning he assumed a posture that would have horrified the two women had they been there to witness it. It is hard, even now, to say what impulse seized him at that moment. Did he intend to convey a warning or a threat, or was it simply a sort of instinctive movement incomprehensible even to himself? He swung round upon his elderly host, folded his arms, glared at him, and harshly exclaimed:

‘This is wonderful! You’re putting me to sleep in a bed next to your own.’ He broke off to laugh, and there was a monstrous quality in his laughter. ‘Have you thought what you’re doing? How do you know I have never murdered anyone?’

The bishop replied quietly: ‘That is God’s affair.’

Then with his lips moving as though in prayer, or as though he were speaking to himself, he gravely raised his right hand, the first two fingers extended, and blessed the man, who did not bow his head in response; after which he turned and, without looking back, went to his own room.

When the alcove was occupied, a large curtain of serge was drawn across the oratory to hide the altar. The bishop knelt for a moment in front of this and said a short prayer.

A minute later he was in his garden, strolling and meditating, his mind and spirit absorbed in the contemplation of those mysteries which God reveals at night to eyes that remain open.

As for the man, he was so utterly exhausted that he could not even enjoy the luxury of clean white sheets. After blowing out the candle with his nostril, as convicts do, he stretched himself fully clad on the bed and sank instantly into a profound slumber.

Midnight was striking when the bishop returned to his room, and a few minutes later all the house was asleep.



VI
Jean Valjean

In the small hours Jean Valjean awoke.


Jean Valjean came from a very poor peasant family in Brie. As a child he had not learnt to read. When he was old enough he had gone to work as a tree-pruner at Faverolles. His mother’s name was Jeanne Mathieu and his father was Jean Valjean or Vlajean, the latter being probably a nickname, a contraction of ‘voilà Jean’.

The boy was thoughtful without being melancholy, which is a characteristic of warm-hearted natures. In general he tended to be immature and rather unimpressive, at least in his outward aspect. He had lost both his parents when he was still very young. His mother had died of milk-fever, and his father, who was also a pruner, had been killed by a fall from a tree. His only living relative was a widowed sister older than himself who had seven children, boys and girls. She had housed and fed him while her husband was still alive, but the husband had died when the oldest child was eight and the youngest only one. Jean Valjean, who was then just twenty-four, had stepped into the breach and supported the sister who had cared for him. It had happened quite naturally, as a matter of plain duty, but with a certain surliness on the part of Valjean. All his youth had been spent in hard and ill-paid labour. He was never known to have a sweetheart, having had no time to fall in love.

He came home tired after work and ate his supper in silence. His sister, Mother Jeanne, would often take the best bits out of his bowl, the scrap of meat or whatever it might be, to give to one of the children. Seated with his head bowed and the long hair hiding his eyes, he would take no notice of this but would go on eating as though nothing had happened. Near the cottage where they lived, across the lane, was a farmhouse. The Valjean children, always ravenous, would borrow a jug of milk in their mother’s name from the farmer’s wife and drink it behind a hedge, snatching the jug from each other so greedily that they spilt milk on their clothes. Had their mother known she would have whipped them. But Valjean always paid, in his offhand, surly fashion, and they went unpunished.

His work as a tree-pruner brought him twenty-four sous a day during the season and at other times he worked as a harvester, cattleman, or at any other form of casual labour. He did what he could, and his sister also worked, but the seven children were a great burden. They were a sad little group, engulfed in poverty and always on the verge of destitution. And then came a particularly hard winter. Jean was out of work and there was no food in the house. Literally no bread – and seven children!

One Sunday night when Maubert Isabeau, the baker on the Place de l’Église in Faverolles, was getting ready for bed, he heard a sound of shattered glass from his barred shop-window. He reached the spot in time to see an arm thrust through a hole in the pane. The hand grasped a loaf and the thief made off at a run. Isabeau chased and caught him. He had thrown away the loaf, but his arm was bleeding. The thief was Jean Valjean.

This was in the year 1795. Valjean was tried in the local court for housebreaking and robbery. He possessed a shotgun which he used for other than legitimate purposes – he was something of a poacher – and this told against him. There is a legitimate prejudice against poachers who, like smugglers, are not far removed from brigandage. Nevertheless it may be remarked in passing that there is a wide gulf between men of this kind and the murderous criminals in the towns. The poacher works in the woods, and the smuggler in the mountains or on the sea. The towns make men ferocious because they make them corrupt. Mountains, sea, and forest make men reckless. They stir the wildness of men’s nature, but do not necessarily destroy what is human.

Jean Valjean was found guilty. The Penal Code was explicit. There are terrible occasions in our civilization, those when the Law decrees the wrecking of a human life. It is a fateful moment when society draws back its skirts and consigns a sentient being to irrevocable abandonment. Jean Valjean was sentenced to five years hard labour.

On 22 April 1796, the victory of Montenotte was proclaimed in Paris, a victory won by the general commanding the army in Italy, referred to as Buona-Parte in the message addressed by the Directory to the Five Hundred, dated 2 Florial, Year IV. On the same day a large chain-gang was assembled at Bicêtre, of which Jean Valjean was one. A former turnkey at the prison, now aged nearly ninety, perfectly recalls the unhappy wretch who was chained at the end of the fourth row in the north corner of the prison yard. He was seated with the rest on the ground and seemed to understand nothing about his situation except that it was hideous. No doubt there was also a vague notion in his ignorant and untutored peasant mind that it was excessive. While heavy hammer-blows riveted the iron collar round his neck, he wept so bitterly that he could not speak except to mumble from time to time, ‘I was a tree-pruner in Faverolles.’ Still sobbing, he raised his right hand and lowered it in stages as though he were laying it upon seven heads of unequal height, a gesture designed to indicate that what he had done had been for the sake of seven children.

He was taken to Toulon, where he arrived, still chained by the neck, after a journey of twenty-seven days in a cart. Here he was clad in the red smock and everything that had been his life was blotted out, even to his name. He was no longer Jean Valjean, but No. 24601. As to what became of his sister and children, who knew or cared? What becomes of the leaves of a tree, sawed down at the root?

It is an old story. Those unhappy beings, God’s creatures, left without support, guidance, or shelter, were scattered no one knows where. Each presumably went its own way, to become lost in that cold murk that envelops solitary destinies, the distressful shadows wherein disappear so many unfortunates in the sombre progress of mankind. They left the district. The church-tower of what had been their village, the hedgerows of what had been their countryside, forgot them; and after a few years’ imprisonment even Jean Valjean forgot them. What had been an open wound was covered by a scar. That is all. During all the time he was in Toulon he only once had news of his sister. It was, I think, towards the end of his fourth year. I do not know how the news reached him. Someone who had known them in Faverolles had seen her. She was living in Paris, in a poor street near Saint-Sulpice, with only one of her children, the youngest, a little boy. Where were the other six? Perhaps she herself did not know. She was working as a folder and stitcher for a printer in the Rue de Sabot. She had to be there at six in the morning, well before daybreak in winter. There was a school in the same house where she took her seven-year-old boy. But since she started work at six and the school did not open until seven the child had to wait for an hour in the open air of the courtyard – in winter an hour of darkness. He was not allowed into the printer’s shop because, they said, he got in the way. Passing workmen would see the poor little creature crouched half asleep on the cobbles, or huddled sleeping over his basket. On rainy days an old woman, the concierge, would take pity on him and let him into her den, which contained nothing but a truckle-bed, a spinning wheel, and two wooden chairs; and here the little boy would curl up in a corner, hugging the cat for warmth. At seven o’clock he went into school. This was what Jean Valjean learned, and the story brought a momentary blaze of light as though a window had been suddenly opened on the lives of those beings he had loved. Then it was closed again. He heard no more of them; he was destined never to see them again; and there will be no further mention of them in this tale.

Jean Valjean’s turn to escape came towards the end of that fourth year. His fellow-prisoners helped him as was customary. He got away, and for two days drifted in freedom through the countryside: if to be tracked is freedom, to be constantly on the alert, to tremble at every sound, to be frightened of everything, a smoking chimney, a passing man, a barking dog, a galloping horse, a striking clock; to be frightened of the daylight because one can see, and of the darkness because one cannot; to be frightened of the road, the pathway, and the thicket; to be afraid to sleep. On the evening of the second day he was caught. He had neither eaten nor slept for thirty-six hours. The tribunal added three years to his sentence, making eight in all. His second turn came in the sixth year and again he used it, but with even less success. His absence was discovered at roll-call. The alarm-gun was fired, and that night the watch found him in the dockyard hiding under the keel of a vessel under construction. He fought against them, and for the crimes of attempted escape and resisting arrest the Code prescribed the penalty of an additional five years, two in double chains. Thirteen years. His third turn came in the tenth year, and again he tried and failed. For this he got another three years, making sixteen. It was in the thirteenth year, I believe, that he made his last attempt. He was out for only four hours, but they cost him another three years. Nineteen years altogether. He was released in October 1815, after being imprisoned in 1796 for having broken a window-pane and stolen a loaf of bread.

A brief parenthesis. This is the second time that the present writer, in his study of the penal system and the damning of men’s souls by law, has found the theft of a loaf of bread to be the starting-point of the wrecking of a life. Claude Gueux stole a loaf, as did Jean Valjean. English statistics have established that in London hunger is the direct cause of four robberies out of five.

Jean Valjean had gone to imprisonment weeping and trembling; he emerged impassive. He had gone despairing; he emerged grim-faced.

What had taken place in this man’s soul?



VII
The inwardness of despair

We must try to answer the question. It is very necessary that society should look at these matters, since they are the work of society.


He was an untutored man, as we have said; but that is not to say that he was stupid. There was a spark of natural intelligence in him; and adversity, which sheds its own light, had fostered the light slowly dawning in his mind. Under the lash and in chains, on fatigue and in the solitary cell, under the burning Mediterranean sun and on the prisoner’s plank bed, he withdrew into his own conscience and reflected.

Constituting himself judge and jury, he began by trying his own case.

He admitted that he was not an innocent man unjustly punished. He had committed an excessive and blameworthy act. The loaf of bread might not have been refused him if he had asked for it, and in any event it would have been better to wait, either for charity or for work. The argument, ‘Can a man wait when he is half-starved’ was not unanswerable, for the fact is that very few people literally die of hunger. Man is so constituted that he can endure long periods of suffering, both moral and physical, without dying of it. He should have had patience, and this would have been better even for the children. To attempt to take society by the throat, vulnerable creature that he was, and to suppose that he could escape from poverty through theft, had been an act of folly. In any case, the road leading to infamy was a bad road of escape. He admitted all this – in short, that he had done wrong.

But then he asked questions.

Was he the only one at fault in this fateful business? Was it not a serious matter that a man willing to work should have been without work and without food? And, admitting the offence, had not the punishment been ferocious and outrageous? Was not the law more at fault in the penalty it inflicted than he had been in the crime he committed? Had not the scales of justice been over-weighted on the side of expiation? And did not this weighting of the scales, far from effacing the crime, produce a quite different result, namely, a reversal of the situation, substituting for the original crime the crime of oppression, making the criminal a victim and the law his debtor, transferring justice to the side of him who had offended against it? Did not the penalty, aggravated by his attempts to escape, become in the end a sort of assault by the stronger on the weaker, a crime committed by society against the individual and repeated daily for nineteen years?

He asked himself whether human society had the right to impose upon its members, on the one hand its mindless improvidence and, on the other hand, its merciless providence; to grind a poor man between the millstones of need and excess – need of work and excess of punishment. Was it not monstrous that society should treat in this fashion precisely those least favoured in the distribution of wealth, which is a matter of chance, and therefore those most needing indulgence?

He asked these questions and, having answered them, passed judgement on society.

He condemned it to his hatred. He held it responsible for what he was undergoing and resolved that, if the chance occurred, he would not hesitate to call it to account. He concluded that there was no true balance between the wrong he had done and the wrong that was inflicted upon him, and that although his punishment might not be technically an injustice it was beyond question an iniquity.

Anger may be ill-considered and absurd; we may be mistakenly angered; but only when there is some deep-seated reason are we outraged. Jean Valjean was outraged.

Moreover society as a whole had done him nothing but injury. He had seen nothing of it but the sour face which it calls justice and shows only to those it castigates. Men had touched him only to hurt him; his only contact with them had been through blows. From the time of his childhood, and except for his mother and sister, he had never encountered a friendly word or a kindly look. During the years of suffering he reached the conclusion that life was a war in which he was one of the defeated. Hatred was his only weapon, and he resolved to sharpen it in prison and carry it with him when he left.

There was in Toulon a school conducted by monks which offered elementary instruction to those unfortunates who were willing to accept it. Valjean was among them. He went there when he was forty and learned to read, write, and calculate, with the feeling that to improve his mind was to fortify his hatred. There are circumstances in which education and enlightenment can become an extension of evil.

The sad fact must be recorded that having condemned society as the cause of his misfortune, he took it upon himself to pass judgement on the Providence which had created society, and this, too, he condemned. Thus during those nineteen years of torture and enslavement his spirit both grew and shrank. Light entered on one side and darkness on the other.

As we have seen, he was not bad by nature; he had been still virtuous when he was sent to prison. There he learned to condemn society and felt himself becoming evil; he condemned Providence and knew that he became impious.

It is difficult at this point not to pause for a moment to reflect.

Can human nature be ever wholly and radically transformed? Can the man whom God made good be made wicked by man? Can the soul be reshaped in its entirety by destiny and made evil because destiny is evil? Can the heart become misshapen and afflicted with ugly, incurable deformities under disproportionate misfortune, like a spinal column bent beneath a too low roof? Is there not in every human soul, and was there not in the soul of Jean Valjean, an essential spark, an element of the divine, indestructible in this world and immortal in the next, which goodness can preserve, nourish, and fan into glorious flame, and which evil can never quite extinguish?

These are weighty and obscure questions, to the last of which any psychologist would probably have answered no, had he seen Jean Valjean in Toulon during a rest period seated with arms crossed over a capstan-bar, the end of his chain thrust into his pocket to stop it dragging, a brooding galley-slave, sombre, silent, and vengeful, an outcast of the laws glaring in anger at men, one of the damned of civilization looking accusingly at Heaven.

There can be little doubt, and we may not pretend otherwise, that the observant psychologist would have seen in him a case of incurable abasement, a sick man for whom he might feel pity but for whom he could propose no remedy. He would have averted his gaze from the spiritual abysses he discerned and, like Dante at the gate of hell, have expunged from that life the word which God’s finger writes on the brow of every man, the word Hope.

And what of Valjean himself? Was the spiritual state which we have depicted as plain to him as we have sought to make it to the reader? Had he any clear perception, after they were formed, or during their formation, of the elements of which his moral degradation was composed? Could a man so crude and untaught take any positive account of the process whereby, by gradual stages, his spirit had risen and sunk into those depths which through the years had come to constitute his moral horizon? We cannot venture to say so, and in fact we do not believe it. He was too ignorant to be lucid in his thoughts, even after so much hardship. There were times when he could not be sure of his own feelings. He lived in shadow, suffered in shadow, hated the shadows and may be said to have hated himself. He lived in darkness fumbling like a blind man, a man in a dream. Only occasionally was he overtaken by a burst of furious rage, rising within him or provoked from without, that was an overflow of suffering, a swift, searing flame illuminating all his soul and shedding its ugly light on everything that lay behind him and ahead, the chasms and sombre vistas of his destiny.

But these flashes passed, the darkness closed in again – and where was he? He did not know.

It is characteristic of this form of punishment, inspired by all that is pitiless, that is to say brutalizing, that gradually, by a process of mindless erosion, it turns a man into an animal, sometimes a ferocious one. Jean Valjean’s repeated and obstinate efforts to escape are evidence of the effect of this legal chastisement on the human spirit. He would have made further hopeless attempts whenever the chance offered, without giving a thought to the consequences or to past experience. Like a caged wolf, he dashed madly for the door whenever he found it open. Instinct prompted him to run where reason would have bidden him stay: in the face of that overwhelming impulse, reason vanished. It was the animal that acted, and the added penalties inflicted on him when he was recaptured served only to increase its savagery.

A detail which we must not fail to mention is that in physical strength Jean Valjean far surpassed any other inmate of the prison. On fatigue duties, or hauling an anchor-chain or turning a capstan, he was worth four men. He could lift and carry enormous weights and on occasion did duty for the appliance known as a ‘jack’, in those days called an orgueil, from which the Rue Montorgueil, near the Paris halles, derives its name. Once when the balcony of the Toulon town-hall was being repaired, one of the admirable caryatids by Puget which support it came loose and was in danger of falling. Valjean, who was on the spot, propped it up with his shoulder until help arrived.

His dexterity was even greater than his strength. There are prisoners, obsessed with the thought of escape, eternally envious of the birds and the flies, who make a positive cult of the physical sciences, daily performing a mysterious ritual of exercises. The climbing of a sheer surface, where scarcely any hand or foothold was to be discerned, was to Valjean a pastime. Given the angle of a wall and applying the thrust of his back and legs, with elbows and heels gripping the rough surface of the stone, he could climb three storeys as though by magic; he had even reached the prison roof.

He spoke seldom and never smiled. It took some extreme emotion to wring from him, perhaps once or twice in a year, the sour convict-chuckle that is like the laughter of demons. The sight of him suggested that he was continually absorbed in the contemplation of something terrible.

And so he was. With the hazy perception of an unformed nature and an overborne intelligence, he was confusedly aware of something monstrous that oppressed him. Did he seek to look upward beyond the pallid half-light in which he crouched, it was to see, with mingled terror and rage, an endless structure rising above him, a dreadful piling-up of things, laws, prejudices, men and facts, whose shape he could not discern and whose mass appalled him, and which was nothing else than the huge pyramid that we call civilization. Here and there in the formless, swarming heap, near to him or at an inaccessible height, some detail would be thrown into sharp relief – the prison-warder with his truncheon, the gendarme with his sabre; above these the mitred bishop, and at the very top, like a sun, the Emperor radiantly crowned. Far from dispelling his own darkness, those distant splendours seemed only to intensify it. Life came and went above his head – laws, prejudices, facts, men and things – in the intricate and mysterious pattern God stamps on civilization, bearing down and crushing him with a placid cruelty and remorseless indifference. Men fallen into the nethermost pit of adversity, lost in that limbo where the eyes do not follow, those outcasts of the law feel upon their necks the whole weight of society, so formidable to the outsider, so terrifying to the underdog. It was in this situation that Jean Valjean pondered, and what could his thoughts be?

What could they be but the thoughts of a grain of corn ground between millstones, if it were capable of thinking? All these things, reality charged with fantasy and fantasy laden with reality, ended by creating in him a frame of mind scarcely to be expressed in words. At times he would pause in his prison labours to stand reflective, and his reason, at once more mature and more disturbed, would recoil in disbelief. The things that happened to him seemed inconceivable, the world around him grotesque. He would say to himself: this is a dream, and stare at the warder standing a few feet away as though he were seeing a ghost – until suddenly the ghost dealt him a blow.

He was almost unconscious of the natural world. It would be nearly true to say of Jean Valjean that for him the sun did not exist, or any summer day, or clear skies or April dawns. Heaven alone knows what sullied light filtered through to his soul.

To sum up this account of him, so far as it can be done in concrete terms, we may say that in nineteen years Jean Valjean, the harmless tree-pruner of Faverolles and the sinister galley-slave of Toulon, thanks to the way imprisonment had shaped him, had become capable of two kinds of ill-deed: first the heedless, unpremeditated act executed in a blind fury, as some sort of a reprisal for the wrongs he had suffered; and secondly, the deliberate and considered crime, justified in his mind by the thoughts inspired by those wrongs. His calculated thinking passed through the three successive stages of reason, resolve and obstinacy which are only possible to natures of a certain kind. His impulses were governed by resentment, bitterness and a profound sense of injury which might vent itself even upon good and innocent people, if any such came his way. The beginning and the end of all his thought was hatred of human laws: a hatred which, if some providential happening does not arrest its growth, may swell in time into a hatred of all society, all mankind, all created things, becoming a savage and obsessive desire to inflict harm on no matter what or whom.

It will be seen that the yellow ticket he carried had some warrant for describing Jean Valjean as ‘a very dangerous man’. Year by year, slowly but inexorably, his spirit had withered. Dry of heart and dry-eyed. During his nineteen years imprisonment he had not shed a tear.



VIII
Sea and shadow

Man overboard!


But the ship does not stop. The wind is blowing and the doom-laden vessel is set on a course from which it cannot depart. It sails on.

The man sinks and reappears, flings up his arms and shouts, but no one hears. The ship, heeling in the wind, is intent upon its business, and passengers and crew have lost sight of him, a pinpoint in the immensity of the sea.

He calls despairingly, gazing in anguish after the receding sail as, ghostlike, it fades from view. A short time ago he was on board, a member of the crew busy on deck with the rest, a living being with his share of air and sunlight. What has become of him now? He slipped and fell, and this is the end.

He is adrift in the monstrous waters with only their turbulence beneath him, hideously enclosed by wave-crests shredded by the wind, smothered as they break over his head, tumbled from one to another, rising and sinking into unfathomable darkness where he seems to become a part of the abyss, his mouth filled with bitter resentment at this treacherous ocean that is so resolved to destroy him, this monster toying with his death. To him the sea has become the embodiment of hatred.

But he goes on swimming, still struggles despairingly for life, his strength dwindling as he battles against the inexhaustible. Above him he can see only the bleak pallor of the clouds. He is the witness in his death-throes of the immeasurable dementia of the sea, and, tormented by this madness, he hears sounds unknown to man that seem to come from some dreadful place beyond the bounds of earth. There are birds flying amid the clouds as angels soar over the distresses of mankind, but what can they do for him? They sing as they glide and hover, while he gasps for life.

He is lost between the infinities of sea and sky, the one a tomb, the other a shroud. Darkness is falling. He has swum for hours until his strength is at an end and the ship with its company of men has long since passed from sight. Solitary in the huge gulf of twilight he twists and turns, feeling the waves of the unknowable close in upon him. And for the last time he calls, but not to man. Where is God?

He calls to anyone or anything – he calls and calls but there is no reply, nothing on the face of the waters, nothing in the heavens. He calls to the sea and spray, but they are deaf; he calls to the winds, but they are answerable only to infinity. Around him dusk and solitude, the heedless tumult of wild waters; within him terror and exhaustion; below him the descent into nothingness. No foothold. He pictures his body adrift in that limitless dark. The chill numbs him. His hands open and close, clutching at nothing. Wind and tumult and useless stars. What can he do? Despair ends in resignation, exhaustion chooses death, and so at length he gives up the struggle and his body sinks for ever.

Such is the remorseless progression of human society, shedding lives and souls as it goes on its way. It is an ocean into which men sink who have been cast out by the law and consigned, with help most cruelly withheld, to moral death. The sea is the pitiless social darkness into which the penal system casts those it has condemned, an unfathomable waste of misery. The human soul, lost in those depths, may become a corpse. Who shall revive it?



IX
Fresh tribulations

When at the time of his leaving prison Jean Valjean heard the words, ‘You are free,’ the moment had seemed blinding and unbelievable, as though he were suddenly pierced by a shaft of light, the true light of living men. But this gleam swiftly faded. He had been dazzled by the idea of liberty. He had believed for an instant in a new life. He soon discovered the meaning of liberty when it is accompanied by a yellow ticket.


And with this came further disillusion. He had calculated that his savings during his imprisonment would amount to one hundred and seventy-one francs. It must be said in fairness that he had omitted to allow for Sundays and feast-days, days of enforced rest which reduced this total by about twenty-four francs. But there had been other deductions conforming to prison regulations, and the sum he received was one hundred and nine francs and fifteen sous.

He did not understand the reason for this and thought himself cheated – in plain language, robbed.

In Grasse, on the day after his release, he saw some men unloading bales of orange-blossom outside a scent-distillery. He volunteered his labour, and since the matter was urgent he was taken on. He was intelligent, strong, and adroit; he worked well and the foreman seemed content. While he was at work a passing gendarme noticed him and asked to see his papers. He had to show the yellow ticket, after which he went back to work. Earlier he had asked one of the other men the rate of pay for the day and had been told that it was thirty sous. In the evening, since he was obliged to move on next morning, he went to the foreman and asked for his wage. Without saying anything the man handed him twenty-five sous, and said when he protested, ‘That’s good enough for you.’ He again protested and the foreman looked hard at him and said, ‘Watch it or you’ll be back inside.’

Again he felt that he had been robbed. Society had robbed him wholesale of a part of his savings; now it was the turn of the individual to rob him in detail. Release, he discovered, was not deliverance. A man may leave prison, but he is still condemned.

This was what had happened to him in Grasse. We know of his reception in Digne.



X
The man awakens

Jean Valjean awoke as the cathedral clock was striking two.


What had awakened him was an over-comfortable bed. He had not slept in a bed for twenty years, and although he had not taken off his clothes, the sensation was too unfamiliar not to disturb his sleep. Nevertheless he had slept for over four hours and recovered from his exhaustion. He was not accustomed to long hours of rest.

He opened his eyes and peered into the darkness, then closed them hoping to fall asleep again. But after a day of various emotions, when many thoughts have oppressed the mind, we may fall once asleep but not a second time. Sleep comes more readily than it returns. This was the case with Valjean. He could not get to sleep again and lay thinking.

He was in a state of great mental perturbation, assailed with a flood of old and new impressions which changed incessantly in shape, grew immeasurably, and suddenly vanished as though in a turgid stream. Many thoughts occurred to him, but there was one in particular that constantly returned, overshadowing the rest. It was the thought of the silver on the bishop’s table.

Those silver knives and forks obsessed him. There they were, only a few yards away. He had seen Mme Magloire put them in the cupboard when he passed through the bishop’s room, and he had noted the position of the cupboard, on the right as one entered from the dining-room. They were solid pieces of old silver and with the big ladle would fetch at least two hundred francs – twice what he had earned in nineteen years, although it was true that he would have got more if the authorities had not robbed him.

For a whole hour he remained in a state of indecision in which there was an element of conflict. The clock struck three. He opened his eyes again and sat up briskly, reaching out an arm to grope for the knapsack that he had let fall by the bedside. Then he swung his legs over and almost without knowing it found himself seated on the bed with his feet on the floor.

He remained for some time in this posture, a sinister figure to anyone seeing him thus seated in the darkness, the only wakeful person in that sleeping house. Suddenly he bent down, removed his shoes and laid them very quietly on the bedside mat. Then he returned to his state of pensive immobility.

The ugly thoughts jostled in his brain, came and went, bearing down on him like a physical weight; and at the same time, unaccountably, with the obstinate irrelevance of distracted meditation, he was thinking of something entirely different. One of his fellow-prisoners had been a man named Brevet who kept his trousers up with a single brace of knitted cotton. The check design of that brace repeatedly occurred to him.

He might have stayed like this until daybreak if the clock had not sounded again, striking the quarter or half-hour. It roused him as though it had been a signal.

He got to his feet and stood listening. The house was quite silent. He then moved cautiously towards the window, of which the outline was clearly discernible. The night was not very dark; there was a full moon intermittently hidden by large clouds scudding in the wind, creating out of doors an alternation of darkness and light, and indoors a sort of twilight, sufficient to move by, rising and dimming like the light from a basement window when people are passing outside. Having reached the window, Valjean examined it. It was not barred; it opened on to the garden and, after the local custom, was fastened only with a small latch. Cold air flooded the room when he opened it, and he quickly closed it again. He stared into the garden with the intent look of a man inspecting rather than seeing. It was enclosed in a low whitewashed wall, easy to climb. Beyond were trees spaced at regular intervals, indicating that the wall separated the garden from an avenue or planted lane.

Having concluded his survey he turned with an air of decision, went back into the alcove, picked up his knapsack and got something out of it which he laid on the bed. He put his shoes in one of the pockets, buckled the knapsack and strapped it on his back, put his cap on his head, pulling the peak low over his eyes, and groped for his stick, which he had stood in a corner by the window. Returning to the bed, he picked up the object he had placed there. It was a short iron bar, sharpened to a point at one end.

The darkness made it difficult to determine what purpose this piece of metal was designed to serve, whether it was intended for use as a lever or a bludgeon. By daylight it could have been seen to be an ordinary miner’s spike. The convicts were sometimes put to work stone-quarrying in the hills behind Toulon, and it was not uncommon for them to be in possession of miners’ tools. The spike of thick, solid metal was used for splitting rock.

Grasping it in his right hand and holding his breath, Valjean moved stealthily towards the door of the bishop’s bedroom. He found it ajar. The bishop had not closed it.



XI
What he did

Valjean stood listening. There was no sound.


He gave the door a gentle push with one finger-tip, cautious as a cat planning to enter a room. It yielded soundlessly, opening a little wider. He paused, then pushed again.

The door still made no sound, and now it was wide enough open for him to pass through; but close by it was a small table set at an awkward angle which still blocked his passage. There was nothing for it but to open the door wider still. Summoning his resolution, he gave it a third and more vigorous push, and this time one of the hinges emitted a long and piercing squeak.

Jean Valjean shivered. The sound was as appalling to him as that of the Last Trump. In those first wild moments of dismay he could almost believe that the hinge had become endowed with supernatural life and was barking like a watchdog to warn the sleepers in the house. He sank quivering back on his heels, hearing the blood thunder in his temples while the noise of his breath was like wind roaring out of a cave. It seemed to him impossible that the dreadful din would not arouse the household as effectively as an earthquake. The door had given the alarm. The old man would start up, the old woman would scream, help would come running; within a quarter of an hour the town would be in an uproar and the gendarmes would be active. During those moments he thought he was lost.

He stayed where he was, stock still and not daring to move. Several minutes passed. The door was now wide open. He ventured to peer into the room. Nothing stirred. He listened and heard no sound of movement in the house. It seemed that the rusty hinge had not awakened anyone.

That peril was over, but although he was still in a state of great perturbation he did not turn back. He had not turned back even when he thought he was done for. His only thought was to get the business over quickly. He moved on into the bedroom.

It was perfectly quiet. Vague shapes were discernible which by daylight would have been seen to be papers scattered over a table, open folios, books piled on a stool, garments draped over a chair, a prie-dieu, now only visible as contrasts of light and shadow. Valjean moved cautiously forward, hearing from the far side of the room the quiet, steady breathing of the bishop. He came to an abrupt stop at the bedside, finding that he had reached it sooner than he expected.

Nature at times adds her own commentary to our actions with a kind of sombre and considered eloquence, as though she were bidding us reflect. For nearly half an hour the sky had been darkened by cloud. At the moment when Jean Valjean stopped by the bed the clouds were torn asunder as though by a deliberate act, and moonlight, flooding through the tall window, fell upon the bishop’s face. He was sleeping peacefully. Because of the coldness of night in the lower Alps he wore a bed-jacket of brown wool which covered his arms to the wrists. His head lay back on the pillow in the abandonment of repose, and the hand wearing the episcopal ring, a hand responsible for so much that was good and well done, hung down outside the sheets. His face wore a look of serenity, hope, and beatitude, something more than a smile and little short of radiance, the reflection of light that was not to be seen. The spirits of the righteous in sleep commune with a mysterious heaven.

It was the light of this heaven that lay upon the bishop, a luminosity emanating from himself, the light of his own conscience. At the moment when the moon shone upon him, mingling with his inner light, he seemed in the soft half-dark to wear a halo. The brightness of the moon, the stillness of the garden, the quietness of the house, the deep repose of the hour, all this conferred a tranquil majesty upon the venerable white head now sunk in childlike sleep, an unconscious nobility approaching the divine.

Motionless in the shadow, gripping the spike in his hand, Jean Valjean stood gazing in a kind of terror at the old man. He had never before seen anything like this. On the moral plane there can be no more moving contrast than that between an uneasy conscience, bent upon a misdeed, and the unguarded slumber of innocence. In that solitary confrontation there was an element of the sublime of which Valjean was obscurely but strongly aware.

No one, not even himself, could have described his feeling. We have to imagine utmost violence in the presence of utmost gentleness. Nothing could have been discerned with certainty from his expression, which was one of haggard astonishment. He stood looking down and no one could have read his thoughts. That he was profoundly moved was evident, but what was the nature of his emotion?

He looked away from the bed. All that clearly emerged from his attitude and expression was that he was in a state of strange indecision, seemingly adrift between the two extremes of death on the one hand and salvation on the other – ready to shatter that skull or to kiss that hand.

After some moments he slowly raised his left arm and removed his cap; then, letting his arm sink as slowly as he had raised it, he resumed his attitude of contemplation, holding the cap in his left hand and the weapon in his right, the hair unruly on his wild head, while the bishop continued to sleep peacefully beneath his terrifying gaze. Above the mantelpiece the crucifix was dimly visible with its arms extended as though to both men, in benediction of the one and forgiveness of the other.

Valjean suddenly put his cap back on his head and without looking at the bishop moved quickly to the cupboard. He raised the spike, prepared to force the lock, but the key was in it. The first thing he saw when he opened the door was the basket of silver. He grabbed it, crossed the room with long strides regardless of precaution, re-entered the oratory, picked up his stick, opened the window, climbed over the sill, emptied the silver into his knapsack, threw away the basket, crossed the garden and, scrambling like a great cat over the wall, took to his heels.



XII
The bishop at work

At sunrise that morning Monsieur Bienvenu was in his garden. Mme Magloire came running out to him in great agitation.


‘Monseigneur, monseigneur, do you know where the silver-basket is?’

‘Yes,’ said the bishop.

‘Thank the Lord! I couldn’t think what had happened to it.’

The bishop had just retrieved the basket from one of the flowerbeds. He handed it to her saying, ‘Here you are.’

‘But it’s empty!’ she exclaimed. ‘Where’s the silver?’

‘So it’s the silver you’re worrying about?’ said the bishop. ‘I can’t tell you where that is.’

‘Heaven save us, it has been stolen! That man who came last night!’

With the zeal of an elderly watchdog Mme Magloire ran into the oratory, peered into the alcove and came running back to her master, who was now bending sadly over a cochlearia that had been damaged by the basket when it fell.

‘Monseigneur, the man’s gone! The silver has been stolen!’ She was looking about her as she spoke. The wall bore traces of the thief’s departure, one of its coping-stones having been dislodged. ‘That’s the way he went – he climbed into the lane! The monster – he’s gone off with our silver!’

The bishop after a moment’s pause turned his grave eyes on her and said gently:

‘In the first place, was it really ours?’

Mme Magloire stood dumbfounded. After a further silence the bishop went on:

‘I think I was wrong to keep it so long. It belonged to the poor. And what was that man if not one of them?’

‘Saints alive!’ exclaimed Mme Magloire. ‘It’s not on my account or Mademoiselle’s. But Monseigneur – what will Monseigneur eat with now?’

He looked at her in seeming astonishment. ‘There is always pewter.’

‘Pewter smells.’

‘Well then, iron.’

‘Iron has a taste.’

‘Then,’ said the bishop, ‘wooden forks and spoons.’

A few minutes later he was breakfasting at the table where Jean Valjean had sat the night before and remarking cheerfully to his sister, who kept silent, and to Mme Magloire, who muttered under her breath, that no spoon or fork, even wooden ones, was needed for dipping bread into a bowl of milk.

‘After all, what can you expect?’ soliloquized Mme Magloire as she bustled to and fro. ‘Taking in a man like that and putting him to sleep in the alcove. The mercy is we were only robbed. It makes me shudder!’

As the brother and sister were in the act of rising from the table a knock sounded on the door and the bishop called, ‘Come in!’

The door opened to disclose a dramatic group. Three men were holding a fourth by the arms and neck. The three were gendarmes; the fourth was Jean Valjean.

A sergeant of gendarmes, who had been standing by the door and was evidently in charge of the party, entered the room and saluted.

‘Monseigneur –’ he began.

At this Valjean, who was looking crushed and woebegone, raised his head in stupefaction.

‘Monseigneur…’ he repeated. ‘He isn’t the curé?’

‘Silence,’ said one of the gendarmes. ‘This is his lordship the Bishop.’

Monseigneur Bienvenu was meanwhile coming towards them as rapidly as his age allowed.

‘So here you are!’ he cried to Valjean. ‘I’m delighted to see you. Had you forgotten that I gave you the candlesticks as well? They’re silver like the rest, and worth a good two hundred francs. Did you forget to take them?’

Jean Valjean’s eyes had widened. He was now staring at the old man with an expression no words can convey.

‘Monseigneur,’ said the sergeant, ‘do I understand that this man was telling the truth? When we saw him he seemed to be on the run, and we thought we had better make sure. We found this silver in his knapsack and –’

‘And he told you,’ said the bishop, smiling, ‘that it had been given him by an old priest with whom he stopped the night. I can see how it was. You felt bound to bring him here, but you were mistaken.’

‘You mean,’ said the sergeant, ‘that we can let him go?’

‘Certainly.’

The gendarmes released Valjean, who seemed to cringe. ‘Am I really allowed to go?’ he said, mumbling the words as if he were talking in his sleep.

‘You heard, didn’t you?’ said a gendarme.

‘But this time,’ said the bishop, ‘you must not forget your candlesticks.’

He fetched them from the mantelpiece and handed them to Valjean. The two women watched him do so without seeking by word or look to interfere. Valjean was trembling. He took the candlesticks mechanically and with a distracted air.

‘And now,’ said the bishop, ‘go in peace. Incidentally, my friend, when next you come here you need not go through the garden. This door is never locked.’ He turned to the gendarmes. ‘Thank you, gentlemen.’

The gendarmes withdrew. Valjean stayed motionless as though he were on the verge of collapse. The bishop came up to him and said in a low voice:

‘Do not forget, do not ever forget, that you have promised me to use the money to make yourself an honest man.’

Valjean, who did not recall having made any promise, was silent. The bishop had spoken the words slowly and deliberately. He concluded with a solemn emphasis:

‘Jean Valjean, my brother, you no longer belong to what is evil but to what is good. I have bought your soul to save it from black thoughts and the spirit of perdition, and I give it to God.’



XIII
Petit-Gervais

Jean Valjean left the town as though he were still on the run. He plunged into the countryside, blindly following lanes and footpaths and not realizing that he was going in circles. Thus he spent the morning, without eating or feeling any sense of hunger. He was overwhelmed by new and strange sensations, among them a kind of anger, he did not know against whom. He could not have said if he was uplifted or humiliated. He had moments of strange tenderness which he resisted with all the hardness of heart which twenty years had brought him. His state of mind was physically exhausting. He perceived with dismay that the kind of dreadful calm instilled in him by injustice and misfortune had begun to crumble. What was to take its place? At moments he positively wished himself back in prison, and that these things had never happened to him; at least he would have been less distraught. Although it was late in the year there were still a few last flowers in the hedges whose scent as he passed recalled pictures of his childhood; and these memories, so long buried, were almost intolerable.


Thus he spent the day in a state of growing turmoil; and in the evening, when the sun had sunk so low that every pebble cast a shadow, he was seated on the ground by a thicket, in an expanse of russet plain that was totally deserted. Only the Alps were visible on the horizon; not so much as a village church-steeple was to be seen. He was then perhaps seven miles from Digne, and a footpath crossed the plain a few yards from the place where he sat.

Into his sombre meditations, which must have rendered his ragged appearance still more alarming to any passer-by, a lively sound intruded. A boy of about ten was coming along the footpath, singing as he came. He carried a vielle, a kind of small hurdy-gurdy, slung over his shoulder, and a box with his belongings on his back; one of those gay and harmless child vagrants, generally chimneysweeps, who go from village to village with knees showing through the holes in their trousers. Now and then he paused, still singing, to play at ‘bones’ with the coins he was carrying, tossing them in the air and catching them on the back of his hand. They probably represented his entire fortune, and one was a piece of forty sous.

He stopped by the thicket to play his game without having noticed Jean Valjean. Thus far he had caught all the coins, but this time he dropped the forty-sou piece, which rolled in the direction of Valjean, who promptly set his foot on it.

The boy had seen where it went. Without appearing in any way disconcerted, he went up to him.

The place was entirely solitary with no other soul in sight on the footpath or the plain, and no sound except the distant cry of a flock of birds passing high overhead. The boy stood with his back to the setting sun, which lighted his hair with threads of gold and cast a red glare on Valjean’s brooding face.

‘Monsieur,’ said the boy with the childish trustfulness that is a mingling of innocence and ignorance, ‘may I have my coin?’

‘What’s your name?’ asked Valjean.

‘Petit-Gervais, Monsieur.’

‘Clear out,’ said Valjean.

‘Please, Monsieur,’ said the child, ‘may I have my money back?’

Jean Valjean lowered his head and did not reply.

‘Please, Monsieur.’

Valjean was staring at the ground.

‘My money!’ the boy cried. ‘My piece of silver. My coin!’

Valjean seemed not to hear him. The boy seized hold of his collar and shook him, while at the same time he tried to shift the heavy, iron-studded shoe covering his coin.

‘I want my money, my forty-sou piece!’

He began to cry, and Jean Valjean, who was still seated, raised his head. His eyes were troubled. He stared with a sort of amazement at the child, then reached for his stick and cried in a terrifying voice, ‘Who’s there?’

‘It’s me, Monsieur. Petit-Gervais. Only me. Give me back my forty sous, if you please. Will you please move your foot?’

Then the boy grew angry, small as he was, and his tone became almost threatening.

‘Move your foot, can’t you! Are you going to move your foot?’

‘Are you still there?’ said Valjean, suddenly standing up but still keeping his foot on the coin. ‘Damn you, clear out!’

The boy looked at him and was suddenly frightened. After a moment of stupefaction he turned and ran, without looking back or uttering a sound. Out of breath, he eventually came to a stop, and amid the tumult of his thoughts Valjean heard the sound of his distant sobbing. A minute later he had vanished from sight.

The sun had set. The shadows were closing about Jean Valjean. He had eaten nothing all day and was probably feverish. He remained standing in the same place, not having moved since the boy had run off. While his breath came slowly and unevenly his eyes were fixed on a spot some yards in front of him, as though he were wholly absorbed in contemplating a blue fragment of broken pottery lying in the grass. He shivered suddenly, conscious of the chill of evening.

He pulled down the peak of his cap, tried mechanically to fasten his shirt over his chest and then stooped to pick up his stick. In doing so his eye caught the glitter of the forty-sou piece, half buried by his foot in the earth.

It affected him like an electric shock. ‘What’s that?’ he muttered under his breath. He stepped back a couple of paces and then stood still, unable to detach his gaze from that object shining in the dusk like an eye watching him. After some moments’ pause he moved convulsively forward, snatched up the coin and then stood gazing to every point of the compass, quivering like a frightened animal in search of a hiding-place.

There was nothing to be seen. Night was falling, the plain was cold and empty and a purple mist was rising to obscure the twilight. He uttered an exclamation and began to walk rapidly in the direction taken by the boy. After going a hundred yards or so he stopped and stared again but still saw nothing. He shouted at the top of his voice:

‘Petit-Gervais! Petit-Gervais!’

He waited, but there was no reply.

He was standing in the midst of gloom and desolation, surrounded by nothing but the dusk in which his gaze was lost and the silence in which his voice died away. A keen wind had begun to blow, endowing the objects around him with a kind of dismal life. Bushes waved their branches with a strange fury, as though they were threatening and pursuing.

He went on walking and then broke into a run, stopping now and then to cry out amid the solitude in a voice that was at once terrifying and despairing, ‘Petit-Gervais! Petit-Gervais!’ If the boy had heard he would certainly have hidden; but by now he was probably far away.

Valjean presently met a priest on horseback. He went up to him and asked:

‘Monsieur le curé, have you seen a boy go by?’

‘No,’ said the priest.

‘A boy called Petit-Gervais.’

‘No. I’ve seen no one.’

Valjean produced two five-franc pieces and handed them to the priest.

‘For your poor, Monsieur le curé… He was a boy of about ten with a box on his back, I think, and carrying a vielle. He was tramping, a chimney-sweep or something of the kind.’

‘I haven’t seen him.’

‘Petit-Gervais his name was. Doesn’t he come from one of the villages round here?’

‘I think not,’ said the priest. ‘It sounds as though he was a stranger in these parts, a vagrant. We get them from time to time. We know nothing about them.’

With an almost savage gesture Valjean produced two more five-franc pieces and gave them to the priest. ‘For your poor,’ he said again. And then he cried out: ‘Monsieur l’abbé, you must have me arrested. I’m a thief.’

The priest clapped his heels to his horse’s flanks and rode off in terror.

Valjean continued to run in the same direction as before. He ran for a long time, calling as he went, but he saw no one else. Several times he turned aside to inspect a patch of shadow which might have been a person lying or crouching, but these turned out to be bushes or small boulders. Finally, at a place where three paths intersected, he stood still. Gazing into the distance he called for the last time, ‘Petit-Gervais! Petit-Gervais!’ and his voice sank without echo into the mist. He again murmured, ‘Petit-Gervais,’ so faintly that the words were scarcely audible, and this was his last attempt. His legs suddenly buckled under him as though some unseen power had struck him down with all the weight of his guilty conscience. He sank exhausted on to a piece of rock with his hands clutching his hair and his head between his knees, and he exclaimed, ‘Vile wretch that I am!’

His heart overflowed and he wept, for the first time in nineteen years.

When he left the bishop’s dwelling Jean Valjean, as we know, had been in a state of mind unlike anything he had ever experienced before and was quite unable to account for what was taking place within him. He had sought to harden his heart against the old man’s saintly act and moving words. ‘You have promised me to become an honest man. I am buying your soul. I am rescuing it from the spirit of perversity and giving it to God.’ The words constantly returned to him and he sought to suppress them with arrogance, which in all of us is the stronghold of evil. Obscurely he perceived that the priest’s forgiveness was the most formidable assault he had ever sustained; that if he resisted it his heart would be hardened once and for all, and that if he yielded he must renounce the hatred which the acts of men had implanted in him during so many years, and to which he clung. He saw dimly that this time he must either conquer or be conquered, and that the battle was now joined, a momentous and decisive battle between the evil in himself and the goodness in that other man.

Beset by these intimations, he reeled like a drunken man: but as, haggard-eyed, he went on his way, had he any clear notion of what must be the outcome for him of that episode in Digne? Did he truly understand all that it implied? Did any voice whisper to him that he was at a turning-point in his life, that henceforth there could be no middle way for him, that he must become either the best of men or the worst, rise even higher than the bishop himself or sink lower than the felon, reach supreme heights of goodness or become a monster of depravity?

We must again ask the question, did any dim understanding of all this enter his mind? It is true that misfortune sharpens the wits; but still it may be doubted whether Jean Valjean was in a condition to grasp so much. Such notions as occurred to him were glimpsed rather than clearly seen and did no more than plunge him into a state of agonized and almost intolerable confusion. The encounter with the bishop, immediately following his release from the black limbo of prison, had dazed him spiritually in the way that the eyes may be dazzled by the brilliance of daylight after a period of total darkness. The prospect now proposed to him, a life of goodness and purity, caused him to tremble with apprehension. He was truly at a loss. Like an owl overtaken by a sudden sunrise, he was blinded by the radiance of virtue.

What was certain, although he did not realize it, was that he was no longer the same man. Everything in him was changed. It was no longer in his power to behave as though the bishop had not spoken to him and touched his heart.

And it was in this state of disarray that he had encountered Petit-Gervais and stolen his forty sous. Why had he done so? Assuredly he could not have answered the question. Had it been a last stirring of the evil generated in him by prison, a lingering impulse akin to what the physicists term latent energy? It had been that, and perhaps it had also been something less. In simple terms, it was not the man who had stolen; it was the animal which, from habit and instinct, had brutally set its foot on the coin while the man’s intelligence wrestled with the new and dumbfounding thoughts that preoccupied it. When the man saw what the animal had done, Jean Valjean recoiled with a cry of horror.

The fact is – a strange phenomenon, only conceivable in the situation in which he found himself – that in robbing the boy he had committed an act of which he was no longer capable.

In any event, this last misdeed had a decisive effect upon him. It piercingly dispelled the chaos in his mind, separating light from darkness and working upon his spirit like a chemical reagent introduced into a turgid solution, which clarifies one element and precipitates another.

His immediate impulse, before taking time for thought, like a man clutching at a straw, had been to find the boy and return his money, and when he failed to do this he gave way to despair. In the moment when he uttered the words ‘vile wretch’, he had seen himself for what he was, being so far detached from himself as to see something that was like a ghost. What he saw was the flesh-and-blood man, stick in hand, clothing bedraggled, knapsack stuffed with stolen goods on his back, dark of face and darker still in thought, Jean Valjean the felon.

Excess of suffering, as we have seen, had made him in some sort a visionary. This was a vision. He truly saw that Jean Valjean, that evil countenance confronting him. At that moment he was near to asking who the man was, and he was appalled.

It was one of those moments of blinding and yet frighteningly calm insight when the thought goes so deep that it passes beyond reality. The tangible world is no longer seen; all that we see, as though from outside, is the world of our own spirit.

Thus he contemplated himself, as it were face to face, and there arose in his vision, at some mysterious depth, a sort of light resembling that of a torch. But as he looked more closely at this light growing in his consciousness he saw that it had a human form and that it was the bishop.

His mind’s eye considered these two men now presented to him, the bishop and Jean Valjean. Only the first could have overshadowed the second. By a singular process special to this kind of ecstasy, as his trance continued the bishop grew and gained splendour in his eyes, while Jean Valjean shrank and faded. A moment came when Valjean was no more than a shadow, and then he vanished entirely. The bishop alone remained, flooding that unhappy soul with radiance.

Jean Valjean wept for a long time, sobbing convulsively with more than a woman’s abandon, more than the anguish of a child. And as he wept a new day dawned in his spirit, a day both wonderful and terrible. He saw all things with a clarity that he had never known before – his past life, his first offence and long expiation, his outward coarsening and inward hardening, his release enriched with so many plans for revenge, the incident at the bishop’s house, and this last abominable act, the robbing of a child, rendered the more shameful by the fact that it followed the bishop’s forgiveness. He saw all this, the picture of his life, which was horrible, and of his own soul, hideous in its ugliness. Yet a new day had now dawned for that life and soul; and he seemed to see Satan bathed in the light of Paradise.

How long did he stay weeping? What did he then do and where did he go? We do not know. But it is said on that same night the stage-driver from Grenoble, passing through the cathedral square in Digne at three in the morning, saw in the shadows the figure of a man kneeling in an attitude of prayer outside the door of Monseigneur Bienvenu.
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