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			Victor Hugo


			French novelist, poet, playwright and politician


			

					Born in Besançon in 1802


					Died in Paris in 1885


					
Notable works:
	
Hernani (1830), play


	
The Hunchback of Notre-Dame (1832), novel


	
Le Misérables (1862), novel







			


			A poet, novelist, playwright and politician, Victor Hugo was the most symbolic writer of the French Romantic movement. Elected as a figurehead of the Romantics, he also led a politically engaged life, defending significant causes, such as the abolition of the death sentence. During the second empire, he was forced to go into exile (1851-1870) in Jersey, then in Guernsey, where he wrote Les Misérables.


			At his death, in 1885, the Republic organized a national funeral for him, and he was celebrated by the people as the most important French writer.


		




		

			The Man Who Laughs


			A grandiose poem defined by fatality


			

					
Genre: novel


					
Reference edition: Hugo, V. (2002) L’Homme qui rit. Paris: Gallimard.1



					
First edition: 1869


					
Themes: people, French Revolution, martyrdom, cruelty, aristocracy, laughter, fatality


			


			Victor Hugo had been living in exile for sixteen years when he started writing The Man Who Laughs. The novel was not published for three years, until 1869, and was met with a frankly cold reception from both the critics and the readership, who were overwhelmed by the magnitude of the work.


			Simultaneously a romantic tragedy, a grandiose poem and a novel about fatality, The Man Who Laughs tells the story of Gwynplaine in early 18th century England. Deformed, with his lips cut off and his mouth split open from ear to ear, his face is frozen in a permanent rictus which makes him the subject of mockery from the more powerful people. This tragic destiny echoes that of an entire martyred people, waiting for the coming revolution.


			


			

				

					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrisghtSummaries.com.


				


			


		




		

			Summary


			Part One– the sea and the night


			Ursus is an old and wise misanthropist who lives alone in a hut, with a wolf named Homo as his only companion. He earns his bread mainly thanks to ventriloquist shows.


			The comprachicos are a kind of association which specializes in the buying and selling of children. Their role is to furnish the powerful people of this world (kings, sultans, etc.) with children who have been transformed into monsters with the help of instruments of torture, so that they can be used as clowns.


			Book I


			One Winter’s night, a child is abandoned in the desert Bay of Portland, in the South of England, by comprachicos who then flee by are boat. Along the coast, a hung man covered in tar astonishes the child. As a snow storm is beginning to rage, the child progresses deeper into the land.


			Book II


			Out at sea, the ship of the comprachicos falls prey to the fury of the snow storm. The author gives a poetic description of the raging nature. After hours of tumult, the ship, whose sails have been torn away by the wind, is about to sink. The comprachicos, feeling death is upon them, decide to repent. They write their confession on a piece of paper which they seal into a flask before the sea engulfs them.
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