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Henri Barbusse


1873 – 1935


 


Henri Barbusse was a French writer and journalist, widely recognized for his contribution to anti-war literature. Known for his realistic and committed style, Barbusse gained prominence with his novel Le Feu (Under Fire, 1916), a work based on his own experiences in World War I. His literary output and political activism established him as a key figure of pacifism and the communist movement in the first half of the 20th century.


 


Childhood and Education


 


Henri Barbusse was born in Asnières-sur-Seine, France, into a family of intellectuals. He studied in Paris, where he showed an early interest in literature and politics. Before dedicating himself fully to writing, he worked as a journalist and editor, collaborating with various publications. His early inclination toward realism and social criticism would shape his later works.


 


Career and Contributions


 


The outbreak of World War I in 1914 drastically changed his path. Despite his age, Barbusse enlisted as a soldier and spent seventeen months on the front lines. These experiences inspired Le Feu, a novel that starkly portrays the brutality of war and the inhuman conditions faced by soldiers in the trenches. The book, which won the prestigious Goncourt Prize in 1916, became a symbol of pacifism and rejection of armed conflict.


After the war, Barbusse joined the French Communist Party and used his literature as a tool for political propaganda. He wrote essays and novels defending communism and denouncing imperialism, such as Clarté (1919) and L’Enfer (1908), the latter being a philosophical work about solitude and human alienation.


 


Impact and Legacy


 


Barbusse’s commitment to pacifism and communism earned him both admirers and critics. His influence extended beyond literature, as he participated in organizing anti-fascist congresses and collaborated with leftist intellectuals of his time, such as Romain Rolland. Throughout his life, he promoted a literature engaged in social and political critique, establishing a bridge between literature and activism.


Although some of his works were criticized for their strong ideological tone, his contribution to the war literature genre and his role in spreading socialist thought are undeniable. His depiction of the horrors of war in Le Feu remains a foundational reference in anti-war literature.


Henri Barbusse died in 1935 in Moscow, where he had traveled to attend a communist congress. His legacy endures in literature and in the history of 20th-century political thought. His work continues to be studied as an unyielding testimony to the horrors of war and the intellectual commitment to social justice.


 


About the Work


 


Hell (L’Enfer) by Henri Barbusse is an intense and philosophical novel that explores solitude, voyeurism, and the human condition. The story follows a man who, from his boarding house room, observes the lives of other guests through a hole in the wall. As he secretly watches their most intimate moments, he confronts the complexities of love, suffering, death, and despair, becoming a silent witness to human nature in its rawest form.


Since its publication, Hell has been praised for its introspective style and its ability to tackle existential themes with depth and starkness. Barbusse challenges the reader to reflect on alienation, the perception of reality, and the inability to escape one’s own fate. The novel, rich in symbolism and with an oppressive atmosphere, stands as one of the most striking works of 20th-century French literature.


Its relevance endures in its exploration of voyeurism as a metaphor for human existence and the struggle to find meaning in an indifferent world. Hell remains a provocative and disturbing work, inviting readers to question the nature of life, suffering, and loneliness.





HELL




CHAPTER I


The landlady, Madame Lemercier, left me alone in my room, after a short speech impressing upon me all the material and moral advantages of the Lemercier boarding-house.


I stopped in front of the glass, in the middle of the room in which I was going to live for a while. I looked round the room and then at myself.


The room was gray and had a dusty smell. I saw two chairs, one of which held my valise, two narrow-backed armchairs with smeary upholstery, a table with a piece of green felt set into the top, and an oriental carpet with an arabesque pattern that fairly leaped to the eye.


This particular room I had never seen before, but, oh, how familiar it all was — that bed of imitation mahogany, that frigid toilet table, that inevitable arrangement of the furniture, that emptiness within those four walls.


The room was worn with use, as if an infinite number of people had occupied it. The carpet was frayed from the door to the window — a path trodden by a host of feet from day to day. The moulding, which I could reach with my hands, was out of line and cracked, and the marble mantelpiece had lost its sharp edges. Human contact wears things out with disheartening slowness.


Things tarnish, too. Little by little, the ceiling had darkened like a stormy sky. The places on the whitish woodwork and the pink wallpaper that had been touched oftenest had become smudgy — the edge of the door, the paint around the lock of the closet and the wall alongside the window where one pulls the curtain cords. A whole world of human beings had passed here like smoke, leaving nothing white but the window.


And I? I am a man like every other man, just as that evening was like every other evening.


I had been traveling since morning. Hurry, formalities, baggage, the train, the whiff of different towns.


I fell into one of the armchairs. Everything became quieter and more peaceful.


My coming from the country to stay in Paris for good marked an epoch in my life. I had found a situation here in a bank. My days were to change. It was because of this change that I got away from my usual thoughts and turned to thoughts of myself.


I was thirty years old. I had lost my father and mother eighteen or twenty years before, so long ago that the event was now insignificant. I was unmarried. I had no children and shall have none. There are moments when this troubles me, when I reflect that with me a line will end which has lasted since the beginning of humanity.


Was I happy? Yes, I had nothing to mourn or regret, I had no complicated desires. Therefore, I was happy. I remembered that since my childhood I had had spiritual illuminations, mystical emotions, a morbid fondness for shutting myself up face to face with my past. I had attributed exceptional importance to myself and had come to think that I was more than other people. But this had gradually become submerged in the positive nothingness of every day.


. . . . .


There I was now in that room.


I leaned forward in my armchair to be nearer the glass, and I examined myself carefully.


Rather short, with an air of reserve (although there are times when I let myself go); quite correctly dressed; nothing to criticize and nothing striking about my appearance.


I looked close at my eyes. They are green, though, oddly enough, people usually take them for black.


I believed in many things in a confused sort of way, above all, in the existence of God, if not in the dogmas of religion. However, I thought, these last had advantages for poor people and for women, who have less intellect than men.


As for philosophical discussions, I thought they are absolutely useless. You cannot demonstrate or verify anything. What was truth, anyway?


I had a sense of good and evil. I would not have committed an indelicacy, even if certain of impunity. I would not have permitted myself the slightest overstatement.


If everyone were like me, all would be well.


It was already late. I was not going to do anything. I remained seated there, at the end of the day, opposite the looking-glass. In the setting of the room that the twilight began to invade, I saw the outline of my forehead, the oval of my face, and, under my blinking eyelids, the gaze by which I enter into myself as into a tomb.


My tiredness, the gloominess (I heard rain outside), the darkness that intensified my solitude and made me look larger, and then something else, I knew not what, made me sad. It bored me to be sad. I shook myself. What was the matter? Nothing. Only myself.


I have not always been alone in life as I was that evening. Love for me had taken on the form and the being of my little Josette. We had met long before, in the rear of the millinery shop in which she worked at Tours. She had smiled at me with singular persistence, and I caught her head in my hands, kissed her on the lips — and found out suddenly that I loved her.


I no longer recall the strange bliss we felt when, we first embraced. It is true, there are moments when I still desire her as madly as the first time. This is so especially when she is away. When she is with me, there are moments when she repels me.


We discovered each other in the holidays. The days when we shall see each other again before we die — we could count them — if we dared.


To die! The idea of death is decidedly the most important of all ideas. I should die some day. Had I ever thought of it? I reflected. No, I had never thought of it. I could not. You can no more look destiny in the face than you can look at the sun, and yet destiny is gray.


And night came, as every night will come, until the last one, which will be too vast.


But all at once I jumped up and stood on my feet, reeling, my heart throbbing like the fluttering of wings.


What was it? In the street a horn resounded, playing a hunting song. Apparently some groom of a rich family, standing near the bar of a tavern, with cheeks puffed out, mouth squeezed tight, and an air of ferocity, astonishing and silencing his audience.


But the thing that so stirred me was not the mere blowing of a horn in the city streets. I had been brought up in the country, and as a child I used to hear that blast far in the distance, along the road to the woods and the castle. The same air, the same thing exactly. How could the two be so precisely alike?


And involuntarily my hand wavered to my heart.


Formerly — to-day — my life — my heart — myself! I thought of all this suddenly, for no reason, as if I had gone mad.


My past — what had I ever made of myself? Nothing, and I was already on the decline. Ah, because the refrain recalled the past, it seemed to me as if it were all over with me, and I had not lived. And I had a longing for a sort of lost paradise.


But of what avail to pray or rebel? I felt I had nothing more to expect from life. Thenceforth, I should be neither happy nor unhappy. I could not rise from the dead. I would grow old quietly, as quiet as I was that day in the room where so many people had left their traces, and yet no one had left his own traces.


This room — anywhere you turn, you find this room. It is the universal room. You think it is closed. No, it is open to the four winds of heaven. It is lost amid a host of similar rooms, like the light in the sky, like one day amid the host of all other days, like my "I" amid a host of other I's.


I, I! I saw nothing more now than the pallor of my face, with deep orbits, buried in the twilight, and my mouth filled with a silence which gently but surely stifles and destroys.


I raised myself on my elbow as on a clipped wing. I wished that something partaking of the infinite would happen to me.


I had no genius, no mission to fulfill, no great heart to bestow. I had nothing and I deserved nothing. But all the same I desired some sort of reward.


Love. I dreamed of a unique, an unheard-of idyll with a woman far from the one with whom I had hitherto lost all my time, a woman whose features I did not see, but whose shadow I imagined beside my own as we walked along the road together.


Something infinite, something new! A journey, an extraordinary journey into which to throw myself headlong and bring variety into my life. Luxurious, bustling departures surrounded by solicitous inferiors, a lazy leaning back in railway trains that thunder along through wild landscapes and past cities rising up and growing as if blown by the wind.


Steamers, masts, orders given in barbarous tongues, landings on golden quays, then strange, exotic faces in the sunlight, puzzlingly alike, and monuments, familiar from pictures, which, in my tourist's pride, seem to have come close to me.


My brain was empty, my heart arid. I had never found anything, not even a friend. I was a poor man stranded for a day in a boarding-house room where everybody comes and everybody goes. And yet I longed for glory! For glory bound to me like a miraculous wound that I should feel and everybody would talk about. I longed for a following of which I should be the leader, my name acclaimed under the heavens like a new clarion call.


But I felt my grandeur slip away. My childish imagination played in vain with those boundless fancies. There was nothing more for me to expect from life. There was only I, who, stripped by the night, rose upward like a cry.


I could hardly see any more in the dark. I guessed at, rather than saw, myself in the mirror. I had a realizing sense of my weakness and captivity. I held my hands out toward the window, my outstretched fingers making them look like something torn. I lifted my face up to the sky. I sank back and leaned on the bed, a huge object with a vague human shape, like a corpse. God, I was lost! I prayed to Him to have pity on me. I thought that I was wise and content with my lot. I had said to myself that I was free from the instinct of theft. Alas, alas, it was not true, since I longed to take everything that was not mine.



CHAPTER II


The sound of the horn had ceased for some time. The street and the houses had quieted down. Silence. I passed my hand over my forehead. My fit of emotion was over. So much the better. I recovered my balance by an effort of will-power.


I sat down at the table and took some papers out of my bag that I had to look over and arrange.


Something spurred me on. I wanted to earn a little money. I could then send some to my old aunt who had brought me up. She always waited for me in the low-ceilinged room, where her sewing-machine, afternoons, whirred, monotonous and tiresome as a clock, and where, evenings, there was a lamp beside her which somehow seemed to look like herself.


Notes — the notes from which I was to draw up the report that would show my ability and definitely decide whether I would get a position in Monsieur Berton's bank — Monsieur Berton, who could do everything for me, who had but to say a word, the god of my material life.


I started to light the lamp. I scratched a match. It did not catch fire, the phosphorous end breaking off. I threw it away and waited a moment, feeling a little tired.


Then I heard a song hummed quite close to my ear.


. . . . .


Some one seemed to be leaning on my shoulder, singing for me, only for me, in confidence.


Ah, an hallucination! Surely my brain was sick — my punishment for having thought too hard.


I stood up, and my hand clutched the edge of the table. I was oppressed by a feeling of the supernatural. I sniffed the air, my eyelids blinking, alert and suspicious.


The singing kept on. I could not get rid of it. My head was beginning to go round. The singing came from the room next to mine. Why was it so pure, so strangely near? Why did it touch me so? I looked at the wall between the two rooms, and stifled a cry of surprise.


High up, near the ceiling, above the door, always kept locked, there was a light. The song fell from that star.


There was a crack in the partition at that spot, through which the light of the next room entered the night of mine.


I climbed up on the bed, and my face was on a level with the crack. Rotten woodwork, two loose bricks. The plaster gave way and an opening appeared as large as my hand, but invisible from below, because of the molding.


I looked. I beheld. The next room presented itself to my sight freely.


It spread out before me, this room which was not mine. The voice that had been singing had gone, and in going had left the door open, and it almost seemed as though the door were still swinging on its hinges. There was nothing in the room but a lighted candle, which trembled on the mantelpiece.


At that distance the table looked like an island, the bluish and reddish pieces of furniture, in their vague outline, like the organs of a body almost alive.


I looked at the wardrobe. Bright, confused lines going straight up, its feet in darkness. The ceiling, the reflection of the ceiling in the glass, and the pale window like a human face against the sky.


I returned to my room — as if I had really left it — stunned at first, my thoughts in a whirl, almost forgetting who I was.


I sat down on my bed, thinking things over quickly and trembling a little, oppressed by what was to come.


I dominated, I possessed that room. My eyes entered it. I was in it. All who would be there would be there with me without knowing it. I should see them, I should hear them, I should be as much in their company as though the door were open.


. . . . .


A moment later I raised my face to the hole and looked again.


The candle was out, but some one was there. It was the maid. No doubt she had come in to put the room in order. Then she paused.


She was alone. She was quite near me. But I did not very well see the living being who was moving about, perhaps because I was dazzled by seeing it so truly — a dark blue apron, falling down from her waist like rays of evening, white wrists, hands darker than her wrists from toil, a face undecided yet striking, eyes hidden yet shining, cheeks prominent and clear, a knot on top of her head gleaming like a crown.


A short time before I had seen the girl on the staircase bending over cleaning the banisters, her reddened face close to her large hands. I had found her repulsive because of those blackened hands of hers and the dusty chores that she stooped over. I had also seen her in a hallway walking ahead of me heavily, her hair hanging loose and her body giving out an unpleasant odor, so that you felt it was obnoxious and wrapped in dirty underwear.


. . . . .


And now I looked at her again. The evening gently dispelled the ugliness, wiped out the misery and the horror, changed the dust into shadow, like a curse turned into a blessing. All that remained of her was color, a mist, an outline; not even that; a thrill and the beating of her heart. Every trace of her had disappeared save her true self.


That was because she was alone. An extraordinary thing, a dash of the divine in it, to be actually alone. She was in that perfect innocence, that purity which is solitude.


I desecrated her solitude with my eyes, but she did not know it, and so /she/ was not desecrated.


She went over to the window with brightening eyes and swinging hands in her apron of the color of the nocturnal sky. Her face and the upper part of her body were illuminated. She seemed to be in heaven.


She sat down on the sofa, a great low red shadow in the depths of the room near the window. She leaned her broom beside her. Her dust cloth fell to the floor and was lost from sight.


She took a letter from her pocket and read it. In the twilight the letter was the whitest thing in the world. The double sheet trembled between her fingers, which held it carefully, like a dove in the air. She put the trembling letter to her lips, and kissed it. From whom was the letter? Not from her family. A servant girl is not likely to have so much filial devotion as to kiss a letter from her parents. A lover, her betrothed, yes. Many, perhaps, knew her lover's name. I did not, but I witnessed her love as no other person had. And that simple gesture of kissing the paper, that gesture buried in a room, stripped bare by the dark, had something sublime and awesome in it.


She rose and went closer to the window, the white letter folded in her gray hand.


The night thickened — and it seemed to me as if I no longer knew her age, nor her name, nor the work she happened to be doing down here, nor anything about her — nothing at all. She gazed at the pale immensity, which touched her. Her eyes gleamed. You would say she was crying, but no, her eyes only shed light. She would be an angel if reality flourished upon the earth.


She sighed and walked to the door slowly. The door closed behind her like something falling.


She had gone without doing anything but reading her letter and kissing it.


. . . . .


I returned to my corner lonely, more terribly alone than before. The simplicity of this meeting stirred me profoundly. Yet there had been no one there but a human being, a human being like myself. Then there is nothing sweeter and stronger than to approach a human being, whoever that human being may be.


This woman entered into my intimate life and took a place in my heart. How? Why? I did not know. But what importance she assumed! Not of herself. I did not know her, and I did not care to know her. She assumed importance by the sole value of the momentary revelation of her existence, by the example she gave, by the wake of her actual presence, by the true sound of her steps.


It seemed to me as if the supernatural dream I had a short while before had been granted, and that what I called the infinite had come. What that woman, without knowing it, had given me by showing me her naked kiss — was it not the crowning beauty the reflection of which covers you with glory?


. . . . .


The dinner bell rang.


This summons to everyday reality and one's usual occupations changed the course of my thoughts for the moment. I got ready to go down to dinner. I put on a gay waistcoat and a dark coat, and I stuck a pearl in my cravat. Then I stood still and listened, hoping to hear a footstep or a voice.


While doing these conventional things, I continued to be obsessed by the great event that had happened — this apparition.


I went downstairs and joined the rest of my fellow-boarders in the brown and gold dining-room. There was a general stir and bustle and the usual empty interest before a meal. A number of people seated themselves with the good manners of polite society. Smiles, the sound of chairs being drawn up to the table, words thrown out, conversations started. Then the concert of plates and dishes began and grew steadily louder.


My neighbors talked to those beside them. I heard their murmur, which accentuated my aloneness. I lifted my eyes. In front of me a shining row of foreheads, eyes, collars, shirtfronts, waists, and busy hands above a table of glistening whiteness. All these things attracted my attention and distracted it at the same time.


I did not know what these people were thinking about. I did not know who they were. They hid themselves from one another. Their shining fronts made a wall against which I dashed in vain.
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