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			Victor Hugo


			French poet, playwright, novelist and politician


			

					Born in Besançon in 1802


					Died in Paris in 1885


					
Notable works: 
	
Hernani (1830), drama


	
The Hunchback of Notre-Dame (1832), novel


	
Les Misérables (1862), novel







			


			Victor Hugo, a poet, novelist, playwright and politician, was an emblematic writer of French Romanticism. Known as the “leader of the Romantics”, he also led an active political life, intervening in worthy causes such as the abolition of capital punishment. During the Second Empire, he was exiled to (1851-1870) Jersey, then to Guernsey where he notably wrote Les Misérables. 


			Following his death in 1885, the Republic organised a huge national funeral for him and he was celebrated by the public as one of the greatest French writers. 


		




		

			The Last Day of a Condemned Man


			

					
Genre: novel 


					
Reference edition: Hugo, V. (2009) The Last Day of a Condemned Man. Trans. Ward, A. New York: Dover Publications. 


					
First edition: 1829


					
Themes: capital punishment, suffering, injustice, cruelty


			


			The Last Day of a Condemned Man was published in 1829. The 1832 edition included a significant preface.


			This work is presented as the final thoughts of a man who has been condemned to death during the last 24 hours of his life. We do not know his name, nor the crime he has committed. In this “diary of suffering”, the narrator revisits what he has been through over the past six weeks, from the start of his trial to his execution. He punctuates this with reflections on his situation and memories of his life before, always in the threatening shadow of the guillotine. 


			This work is more than a novel; it is a true indictment of the death penalty and a testimony to the fight led by Hugo. 


		




		

			Summary


			Chapters 1-21 – From the Bicêtre


			It has been five weeks since the narrator was condemned to death, meaning five weeks that he has been living with the haunting thought of the guillotine. Before, he was a man like the others: he was free and loved young girls and theatre. From now on, he is a prisoner and is confined with a single idea, that of death. 


			During his trial, he was confident in the courtroom. He saw no other outcome than freedom. But the fatal sentence was announced: the scaffold. 


			When he arrived at the prison of the Bicêtre, he was dressed in a straitjacket. He decided to appeal, and should soon be updated on the tribunal’s decision. 


			The condemned man looks back on his detention conditions. At the start of his imprisonment, the guards treated him with unbearable kindness, reminding him at every opportunity that he was not a prisoner like the others (“The respect of a jailer savors of the scaffold” p. 17). To his great relief, this consideration ends after a few days. 
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