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Introduction


When I was 19 I read The History of the Russian Revolution by Leon Trotsky for the first time. It is a remarkable book for many reasons. It depicts a monumental event in all its sweep and grandeur, it describes with great literary verve and pathos the historical conditions which boiled over into the revolutionary eruption, it outlines the revolutionary process in clinical and precise terms yet also perfectly captures the atmosphere of flesh-and-blood struggle and heady freedom such an event entails. And it all flows from the pen of one of October’s central political actors. But there was one chapter which was particularly resonant to me and would have a marked effect on my own development as a journalist and historian. Chapter four of the first volume of Trotsky’s magnum opus offers a vivid and intimate portrayal of the Tsar and the Tsarina and the atmosphere of the royal court which had now entered into its end of days as the revolution drew close. I would go as far as to say this chapter offers up one of the greatest literary and psychological accounts of the human personality which has ever been penned; it illuminates fully the souls of the Tsar and the Tsarina by way of a writing which is beautiful, profound and scathing in terms of its bitter irony.


It was, however, very different from the conventional psychological approach of the time, the psychoanalysis of Freud. Freudian psychoanalysis offered up a hermetically sealed individuality whose internal laws and patterns operate in an immanent and pristine space, retaining a high level of abstraction and independence from the external world and any historical context. According to Freud, every child goes through several stages of personality development – oral, anal, phallic etc. – and it is the ability to navigate these stages successfully which can determine whether the personality of the fully formed adult is aberrant, neurotic, healthy and so on. Freud would argue, for example, that those individuals who demonstrated a particularly strong attachment to the anal phase in early childhood would, as adults, often take a compulsive interest in the accumulation of money: “The original erotic interest in defaecation … makes its appearance as a new interest … the interest in money.”1


Expanding on Freud, Eric Fromm of the Frankfurt School argued that the rational bureaucrat – the sociological “type” of capitalist which Max Weber had described with all its orderliness, efficiency and routine – was something which had much in common with Freud’s anally retentive personality, only Fromm would re-classify such a personality in terms of a “hoarding orientation”. So we are privy to a precise methodological operation; a fully formed and generic individuality is called into being, and this becomes the central impetus, the prime mover, of the historical process. Moving from psychology to historiography, a similar approach was popularised in the nineteenth century by Thomas Carlyle, both a philosopher and a historian, who argued that the “history of the world is but the biography of great men”.2 In this theory, world history is little more than a blank canvass which the great individual personality then stamps with its colour and quality. But the problem with such an approach was, just as with Freudianism, it first presupposed the independent existence of a generic individual abstracted from any socio-historical process; as Herbert Spencer would write so tellingly of Carlyle’s “great man” – “[b]efore he can remake his society, his society must make him.”3


Trotsky’s account of the Romanovs provides a tonic to this, the abstract individualism which has become the default template for biography writing in the modern epoch. Trotsky certainly does not deny the importance of the individual, of the “great” man or woman, but he begins from the notion that the key to describing a true and authentic individuality is found in the historical conditions in which it achieves fruition. In the case of the Tsar and the Tsarina, Trotsky describes the twilight of a whole historical epoch. A decaying empire spanning a vast territory was overseen by a decadent state; a feudal absolutism whose power was enshrined by an aura of medieval religiosity and appeared more and more as some gargantuan and monstrous relic in the context of modernity. In the context of the mass migrations which were taking place from the country to the town, the rapidly developing urban populations, the rise of the new industries, and the demand for radical new political forms and expressions. The contradiction between the modern and the archaic was increasingly volatile, increasingly tested; from the Decembrist revolt in the mid-1820s, reformist and revolutionary movements had been gaining steam, and the rise of the new super industries and the vast concentrations of workers in great industrial hubs meant that Russian forms of Marxism and anarcho-syndicalism were fused by steam and fire into a particularly potent product.


But, argued Trotsky, to “that historic flood which was rolling its billows each one closer to the gates of his palace, the last Romanov opposed only a dumb indifference. It seemed as though between his consciousness and his epoch there stood some transparent but absolutely impenetrable medium.”4 The principle of monarchy itself had become historically degraded. The absolutist institution was as some grotesque museum piece, cordoned off from the living social forces and developments which were everywhere springing up, and so it inevitably ossified, becoming ever more cumbersome, ever more demented, ever more rabid – maddened by the fact that the modernity it had suddenly and rudely been thrust into seemed to it incomprehensible, alien and senseless. In Trotsky’s account the personal and political achieve a harmonious but terrible synthesis for in the person of the last Tsar is embodied all the decadence, fatality, pettiness, self-deception, brass ignorance, denial and hopelessness of a historical tendency which has entered into an inevitable, mortal freefall. Trotsky quotes from the Tsar’s diary after the country had entered its revolutionary paroxysms during 1905 and the writ had been issued to open the state Duma: “April 14. Took a walk in a thin shirt and took up paddling again. Had tea in a balcony. Stana dined and took a ride with us.”5 The great revolutionary observes that such apathy, such utter spiritual inertia, lies at the core of a historically doomed personality:




[He] would interest himself generally in the little rubbish of the day’s doings, while thunders roared over him and lightnings flashed … his ability to control himself in the most extraordinary circumstances, cannot be explained by a mere external training; its essence was an inner indifference, a poverty of spiritual forces, a weakness of the impulses of the will. That mask of indifference which was called breeding in certain circles, was a natural part of Nicholas at birth.6





As the revolutionary forces rumbled ever closer to the gate, the royal court seemed to go into lockdown; the hangers on, the bribed officials, the stodges and the lackeys proliferated – a rotten, mouldering network of corruption hung around the state machine like a noose: “Special official purveyors arose … forming a powerful Upper Chamber attached to the monarch. There was no lack of bigoted old women with the title of countess, nor of functionaries weary of doing nothing, nor of financiers who had entire ministries in their hire.”7 In the same moment a thick miasma of medieval superstition descended on the royal court in a poisonous fug: “soothsayers and hysterics were imported for the court … [an] unchartered competition of mesmerists and sorcerers … The more isolated the dynasty became, and the more unsheltered the autocrat felt, the more he needed some help from the other world.”8 The Tsar himself was at home in such an environment which housed both flatterers and ignoramuses, fakirs and frauds, men and women of meagre creativity and dull intellect, possessed only by low cunning and brute greed: “Nicholas recoiled in hostility before everything gifted and significant. He felt at ease only among completely mediocre and brainless people, saintly fakers, holy men, to whom he did not have to look up. He had his amour propre, indeed it was rather keen. But it was not active, not possessed of a grain of initiative, enviously defensive.”9 Indeed, observes Trotsky, even the Tsar’s sadism was characterised by a certain malignant introversion:




This dim, equable and ‘well-bred’ man was cruel – not with the active cruelty of Ivan the Terrible or of Peter, in the pursuit of historic aims – What had Nicholas the Second in common with them? – but with the cowardly cruelty of the late born, frightened at his own doom. At the very dawn of his reign Nicholas praised the Phanagoritsy regiment as ‘fine fellows’ for shooting down workers. He always ‘read with satisfaction’ how they flogged with whips the bob-haired girl-students, or cracked the heads of defenceless people during Jewish pogroms. This crowned black sheep gravitated with all his soul to the very dregs of society, the Black Hundred hooligans. He not only paid them generously from the state treasury, but loved to chat with them about their exploits, and would pardon them when they accidentally got mixed up in the murder of an opposition deputy.10





Trotsky’s account is as eloquent as it is damming, but most significantly, it is able to reveal the historical necessity which lies behind the distinctive and unique traits of an individual character, it is able to demonstrate, in poetic free-flow and with scathing irony, just how the narrow, dissipated characteristics of the Tsar were “individual scratches made by a higher law of development”.11 In the ten chapters which follow I want to utilise Trotsky’s methodological approach – and vicariously that of Marxism – to provide a series of examinations of historical figures, both contemporary and classical; I want to demonstrate that the philosophy which these figures espouse, or the art and literature which they create, or the political activity in which they engage – are the products of personalities which are shaped in and through constant dialogue with the historical conditions from which they emerge. To be sure, they are not reducible to mere abstract cyphers, the personal representatives of mechanical, anonymous historical forces, but rather their art and activity, their interests and individuality, only resonates its full uniqueness and meaning in the context of the historical epoch, and the underlying social and political contradictions which set the basis for it.


Having provided a cursory outline of my methodological approach, I would like to say a word or two about why I have chosen to look at the individuals who appear in this particular gallery. The men and women who adorn these pages can loosely be divided into “angels” and “demons” – or more precisely “radicals” and “reactionaries”. Obviously these categories are not hard and fast; different people will exhibit more radical or more reactionary forms of politics at different points in the course of their lives. Nevertheless, I think it is fair to make an “overall” categorisation: and so the radicals in the collection are comprised of Victor Hugo, Hugo Chavez, Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn, Andrea Dworkin, William Blake and Jeremy Corbyn – while the reactionaries are made up of Christopher Hitchens, Arthur Schopenhauer, Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton. In addition, the reader will note that there is a division between the explicitly political figures and actors such as Hugo Chavez or Hillary Clinton – and those who are first and foremost artists or writers, such as Rembrandt or Hugo. Again, the line is not hard and fast, both Rembrandt and Hugo, for instance, were clearly political animals of the first order but primarily within the remit of their art.


In any event, the clear political actors in this collection are Hugo Chavez, Jeremy Corbyn, Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump. I chose these figures partly because this book provides a series of attempts to mediate the broader historical development with the thought and activity of the individual in question, and in all four of the above cases I would argue that it is the modern form of neoliberalism in particular which provides that historical development and comes to impact decisively on the shape of their political lives. In the case of both Chavez and Corbyn, we see very clearly that their politics have been marked by a strong opposition to this tendency. In the case of Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump the situation is more complex. I wrote their profiles for this book around the time of the Trump inauguration, when not only those in the US, but also many around the globe were in a state of shock, unable to fathom how someone so gaudy and demagogic – such a clownish, cruel caricature – could have possibly won the highest office in the land. The liberal-left offered up a deeply pessimistic and sardonic explanation for such an electoral travesty: we had entered into a kind of political dark age; reason and rationality, embodied by sleek professional politicians, the eloquent directors of a more humane, liberalised and inclusive capitalism – a Democratic Party type of capitalism – were being usurped in favour of the rabid irrationality and apocalyptic bluster of the far right. Trump had been chosen over Clinton. A monster had been birthed, and at the behest of a population whose frustration and ignorance – especially that of the poorer elements – had bubbled over yielding a toxic age of unreason, or so the pro-Clintonite line went.


But something else was at work here. In actual fact it was not that Trump had achieved a barn storming election success, indeed Clinton herself had a 2.8 million lead in the number of popular votes.12 What had happened was that voter turnout overall had decreased across the board, and the Democrats in particular had paid the price for this. In 2008, when Barack Obama swept into the White House on the heady promise of “change” 61.6 per cent of those eligible to vote in the population did so.13 In 2016, when Hillary Clinton was the Democratic candidate that number had fallen drastically to 58.1 per cent14 – millions of those who turned out before, now chose to stay at home. Why? Because Obama’s 8 years in office had failed to deliver on the alternative and transformative politics voters had been encouraged to expect. Obama promised to close the prison camp and torture hotbed of Guantanamo. He didn’t. He foreswore to rescind all US troops from the bloody quagmire of Iraq, but US forces were still being sent there during the final year of his presidency. He helped create a more militarised police force and under his watch the slaying of unarmed blacks, including children, became epidemic. While Trump’s toxic anti-immigration policies are sufficiently well known, what is not common knowledge is how under Obama’s tenure significantly more than 2.5 million people15 were deported, a figure which exceeds that of any previous president. Obama broke his pledge on introducing “card checks” – a system which would have made access to union membership for workers easier. At the same time he fortified the rapacious and corrupt cabal of bankers and financiers who had helped facilitate the global economic crisis by barring the justice department from prosecuting those at the top of the largest banks. And, of course, he would continue to bail those same banks out.


From the liberal purview, however, the movement from Obama to Trump – and the defeat of Clinton – is not conceived of in terms of the shattered promises made by those at the top of the Democratic Party as they endeavour to better grease the neoliberal machine in and through the promotion of a glittering financial elite and the prosaic, murderous routines of empire – rather it is recast in a melancholy lament for a more rational age, whereby a more humane set of political actors are eventually and tragically consumed by a political barbarism which has been foisted upon the nation courtesy of those at the bottom. I wanted to write about Trump because he is truly a fascinating and horrifying individual, because he represents in visible form a heady, grotesque brand of vulgar eighties casino capitalism married to the glitzy sensationalism and unbridled cruelty of the worst forms of twenty-first century reality TV. But I wanted to write about Clinton in order to expose her own awfulness, duplicity and absolute ambition, to show how she has been the sleek, purring representative of neoliberalism as that same historical tendency enters into acute crisis, and to puncture the idea that there is any real kind of moral, humane or progressive politics behind the PR facade which she exudes. Most of all I wanted to show how she and Trump are the monstrous aberrations of different wings in a ruling class which has all the pity and humanity of the court of Caligula. I wanted to attack once and for all the idea that Trump represents a radical break with something fundamentally more humane which came before; indeed it was the Clintonite/Obama epoch which helped make Trump possible.


I chose to write about Chavez and Corbyn for the fact they represent the antithesis of all of this, and for this reason, in my view, they offer up great hope. Hugo Chavez emerged on the crest of a mass movement in Venezuela which was forged out of the deprivations visited upon that country by one complicit president after the next. Small ruling cliques in the pocket of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) that were able to enjoy lives of untrammelled luxury in inverse proportion to the privations and material extortions the masses were made to endure through the implementation of neoliberal policy, policy which received much of its impetus from the leaders’ political paymasters back in Washington. In a country where contempt for the poor was such that maps often didn’t bother to print the images and names of the streets of the shanty towns and the poverty-stricken districts of the hills, the explosion of Chavez onto the political scene suddenly made the dark-skinned, impoverished majority who had languished in almost apartheid-like conditions, visible again. In the case of Jeremy Corbyn, he too was brought to prominence on the cusp of a mass movement. For years, both the mainstream parties, Labour and Conservatives, had promoted the same stale consensus; the same neoliberal economic policy which protected and nurtured a clique of the super wealthy, rendering the banks sacred and eviscerating the poor. Corbyn’s election to Labour Party leader, and the influx of people, mainly young people – the swelling tide of the mass movement which carried him forward – this also spoke to a question of visibility, as for the first time a credible alternative to the neoliberal politics of “austerity” was floated. For the first time, a mainstream politician would help change the ideological tide, by refusing to condemn poor immigrants and benefit seekers for the economic crisis, and instead lay the blame squarely where it belonged – on the rich cabal of bankers and high financiers and the privileged clique of complicit politicians who had facilitated them.


Beyond their individual personalities, both Chavez and Corbyn represented a shift in the historical pendulum, the moment when the interests of millions of people now received a heightened political expression, a movement whose radicalism and transformative energy was refracted through the person of the leader, and all at once the sense of politics as being an unchangeable crucible manned by a powerful and distant elite began to deteriorate, and more and more ordinary people entered the political field as protagonists. These movements were emancipatory, heady, vibrant and profoundly democratic, and helped shape and fortify the politics of the men stood at their head. They also incurred a visceral reaction from the status quo which in the case of Corbyn took the form of a sustained campaign of hatred and calumny on the part of the press along with an internal plot to displace him; with Chavez, the counteraction was graduated into a brutal coup d’etat which physically removed and incarcerated the democratically elected president, and was thwarted only when the masses flooded the streets and the squares in their millions. Here we can see how polarised historical forces reach their greatest conflict and crescendo in and through the individual destinies of two key political actors, figures who represent a moment of rupture with the status quo.


If both Clinton and Trump express different aspects of establishment power, Chavez and Corbyn represent in some way the antithesis of that same power. In the case of Andrea Dworkin and Christopher Hitchens we are confronted by a similar kind of political antipode. Both writers were political journalists of exceptional abilities and literary stylists of the highest order. And yet, when Dworkin died in 2005, her death was little noticed in the mainstream media, with a couple of the bigger liberal papers publishing curt, polite obituaries either in the back pages or on a blog. When Hitchens died in 2011, the reception could not have been more different; papers all over the world featured his face, sometimes on the front page, with countless discussions involving innumerable contributors on the nature and importance of his literary and political legacy, while broadcasters such as the BBC featured interviews with his colleagues and friends speaking of the loss incurred by the broader culture now he was gone. Throughout the twenty-first century, Hitchens’ articles had graced the pages of some of the world’s biggest media outlets such as The New York Times or Vanity Fair, while Dworkin often struggled to get her blazing and poetic prose published.


And yet both Dworkin and Hitchens had begun their political lives as outsiders. Dworkin championed the rights of women, and was determined to render their political and cultural discrimination – so ubiquitous and yet so unremarked upon – visible in and through the most eloquent and tragic exposition of their suffering. For his part, Hitchens took up the cause of the oppressed in Third World countries across the world, and his became a strident, witty and ironical voice raised against US imperialism and its shady or sleazy orchestrators, the Henry Kissingers and the Bill Clintons. In 2001, however, following the awful attacks on the Twin Towers, Hitchens’ political make-up was radically reconfigured; he became the most articulate and bellicose champion of American capitalism and saw its expansion through invasion and war into Third World territories – particularly those of the Middle East – as essential to transporting civilisation and democracy to those places and peoples who lacked the cultural wherewithal to attain it under their own steam.


In other words, he produced an updated ideological version of “the white man’s burden” notable for a particularly virulent strain of the type of Islamophobia which was conducive to Western domination in the Middle East and had become common currency following George Bush Jr’s invasion of Afghanistan and then Iraq. Dworkin, on the other hand, never lost a profound and empathetic identification with the oppressed, her radicalism remained pure and uncompromising. For this she was pilloried in the press, demonised as the archetypal irrational man-hating feminist, slandered, harassed, abused and raped. She died an early death, very likely the result of her brutalisation at the hands of the same power she so vividly decried. I wanted to write about Dworkin and Hitchens in this collection because their individual fates say a lot about struggle and reconciliation, literature and tragedy, rebellion and compromise, and their individual lives also say a great deal about the social forces, historical agencies and political contradictions which inspired them.


Like Hitchens, Arthur Schopenhauer was an ideologue and thinker whose philosophy was visibly and indelibly marked by the historical currents of its time. But whereas Hitchens began as a radical, only to have his political philosophy inexorably warped into a militant, enthusiastic, nationalistic and rather thinly veiled apologia for ruling class and imperial power – Schopenhauer’s philosophy, like his life, was from the start set in a type of gloomy melancholy. And while it certainly does eternalise ruling class power and class oppression as elements which reflect the broader, underlying and eternal nature of the universe itself – nevertheless the lugubrious philosopher never goes as far as to celebrate these things. His philosophy is reactionary to the core; it represents in particular a concentrated attack on the Hegelian dialectics and historicity which would eventually come to underpin revolutionary Marxism. And yet, at the same time, it is infused with the loneliness, isolation and anomie of the modern epoch, of social life being broken down before the relentless and inhuman force of a generalised market economy – the sense of peering into the abyss – and thus it contains within itself the melancholy of a whole epoch. I would go as far as to say it becomes a form of historical poetry, for its most powerful and moving element lies in its artistic aspect, the fact that it conveys a historical mood aesthetically, rather than in the strength of its conscious, philosophical conclusions which are often retrograde and rather weak.


And it is history embodied in the aesthetic which brings us to the final three figures who appear in this collection. William Blake and Victor Hugo in some sense form a natural couplet; they were roughly contemporaneous, both were poets, artists and writers, and through the work of both there runs the same aesthetic tendency – that of romanticism, which is something of particular interest to our investigation. For the romanticism of Blake and Hugo flows from the same historical source; it comes out of the anxiety which permeates the industrial revolution, its increasingly mechanised forms of labour and their dehumanising effects on the individual who is subject to them. Romanticism provides a critique of capitalist alienation but from the purview of a more whimsical past, the vision of an organic individual – a throwback to a more innocent time – rendered whole again, often through some spiritual uplift or religious rapture. For Blake, of course, the religious impulse is particularly important, and religious themes pervade his art and poetry; indeed the romantic rebellion of the individual against the industrial order is recast in his epic poetry as a cosmological battle between opposing deities. And yet, this romantic, religious vision on Blake’s part is also tempered by an incredibly potent identification with the struggles of the oppressed masses, and these confluences in his aesthetic corpus are once again profoundly shaped by the volatile contradictions which were being played out across the historical panorama at the time.


Last, but by no means least, we come to Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn. Rembrandt is the earliest of the figures in this collection, and his life belongs to the period of time when capitalism itself was in its infancy. He was born in 1606, the point at which Dutch capitalism was on the verge of freeing itself from the yoke of the Spanish Empire and spreading across the world, creating a vibrant global market which energised the rapidly expanding cities back home, cities which throbbed with diversity and colour, drawing into themselves a never-ending stream of exotic commodities from the furthest reaches, creating a new commercial bourgeoisie whose glittering wealth flowed into a rapidly expanding art sector such that paintings and artefacts flooded the market. Often, even those of humble and plebeian origins could find the means to secure a painting or two for the hearth. Rembrandt was the artist who expressed this democratic expansion of art as it permeated every pore of his society, and he also expressed the vibrant power of a youthful capitalism which flourished in a global empire. Rembrandt himself was driven and aspirant, and his precocity and brilliance assured him a rapid, dramatic success and early entry into the very highest level of the social elite. His painting had all the technical confidence and ingenuity of the new economic model on which it was premised.


But at the same time there was a dark side. Dutch capitalism had embarked upon a massive project of social engineering, a brutal, callous and systematic regulation of the beggars and the dispossessed in order to create new working-class formations and to discipline and subordinate labour. At the same time, the big Dutch capitalists, the shareholders in the newly created joint stock companies, were investing in projects which routinely employed slavery in the colonies and some decades later began to supply slaves en masse for sale in the Americas. What makes Rembrandt such a great artist is his highly developed historical antenna; even in the early stages of his career when he was still so ambitious and aspirant, there is an ambiguity – a shadow – which creeps into his paintings, the expression of his unconscious but infinitely refined attunement to the deeper historical current, the dark underbelly of capitalism itself. Thus he is able to depict the process of historical life in all its contradictions and antipodes, in and through the semblance of joy and melancholy of his individual subjects, fused in the most profound and harmonious realism.


And that provides the unifying theme in this collection, the “angels” and “demons” are all figures whose politics, philosophy or art mediate most profoundly the most significant contradictions within the capitalist order at different stages in its development; these lives all come to channel the deeper, underlying forces at work within the furore of human life in the modern era, graduating them into the most terrible or beautiful self-expression. In learning about them, in encountering their work and their deeds, in absorbing their intelligence and their follies, their triumphs and their tragedies, we are able to glimmer more vividly the shapes and the contours of our own epoch, and perhaps understand a little more about our own role within it.




Chapter One


Victor Hugo: Bard of the Barricades


Victor Hugo was a child of the French Revolution, and perhaps more importantly, he was the scion of the contradictions which were contained within it. He was born in 1802. Several years earlier the forces of the left and the right had battled each other to a standstill as the revolutionary process unfolded, at which point Napoleon Bonaparte’s military machine was able to raise itself above them in a brutal coup d’etat. Hugo’s childhood took place at the time of that dictatorship, a dictatorship curtailed in 1814 – briefly revived in 1815 – and then replaced once and for all by a constitutional monarchy which would sustain until the middle of the century. Hugo’s father, Joseph Leopold, was a dyed-in-the-wool Bonapartist, a supporter of the republic which had emerged in 1793. An atheist and a strict military man, he climbed high in the army as the brilliant, vainglorious emperor strutted across the European stage, conquering country after country, until finally his audacious military campaign – having flamed across a whole continent – burnt itself out in the cold, icy swathes of the Russian winter.


Victor Hugo’s mother, Sophie Trebuchet, was an ardent Catholic, a royalist who hankered after a more traditional, hierarchical and sentimental vision of the French past; committed to restoration, she was both truculent and bullish, heroic, fiery and fiercely independent. According to the writer himself16 his parents met when his father was sent to suppress a royalist rebellion his mother had taken part in. A more fitting plot for a tumultuous, romantic novel one could not hope to find. While Hugo’s childhood took place against the backdrop of the French Revolution, weaponised according to the resounding clatter and rhythm of Napoleon’s armies on the march, his adolescence was enacted against a background of military defeat, counterrevolution and royalist reformation. Such historical polities provided the material for Victor Hugo’s early political and aesthetic development, and as his life unfolded those contradictions would receive an ever-changing expression in the political decisions he made and the tenor of the poetry, art and literature he would go on to cultivate.


Between the remote figure of his father, decked out in his military regalia, stern and severe, and the whirlwind-like colour of his mother – the passionate, elemental force of her personality – it was always clear which parent would win the heart and soul of their youngest, most precocious child. Although the family relied very heavily on Joseph Leopold for financial purposes, and though they spent much of Victor’s childhood trailing him around on his various military assignations, nevertheless the child’s loyalty and adoration was heaped first and foremostly on his mother. Due to extra-marital affairs on both sides, Sophie separated from Joseph, and Victor was, for a time, raised in Paris with his mother where her temperament and politics asserted a powerful influence on his earliest views. His early poetry and fiction reveal a strong religious feeling which is married with a devotion to monarchy. And yet, the conventionality of such politics is shot through with a romantic beauty and pathos which somehow manages to evade the mundane and escape ossifying into the foghorn propaganda of an antiquated conservatism. Instead it is youthful and melancholic; in the same moment both worldly wise and childlike. Consider, for instance, his ode to King Louis XVII, the young son of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, who died at the age of 10 in the Temple Tower prison at the height of the revolutionary terror. Two of its most potent stanzas read:




A fair child fleeing from the world’s fierce hate,


In his blue eye the shade of sorrow sate,


His golden hair hung all dishevelled down,


On wasted cheeks that told a mournful story,


And angels twined him with the innocent’s crown,


The martyr’s palm of glory …


Yet far off in dim memory it seems,


With all its horror mingled happy dreams,


Strange cries of glory rocked my sleeping head,


And a glad people watched beside my bed.


One day into mysterious darkness thrown,


I saw the promise of my future close;


I was a little child, left all alone.17





Already, in embryo, we encounter the lineaments of the future writer. Firstly, there is the element of pity, so pronounced, in this case directed toward a wretched, lonely child “left all alone” and of course, Hugo’s attention to the suffering of children, and also the great, guileless kindness of which they are capable – is one of the hallmarks of his later romantic fiction. The romanticism is also evinced by the connection between the suffering child and the religious divinity which enshrouds him – through the medium of monarchy itself: “And angels twined him with the innocent’s crown.” There is the sense of nostalgia for a lost epoch; the child is able to escape his immiseration only by slipping into slumber, by shutting out the darkness and the dankness for a few moments with “happy dreams”, and in this blissful reverie the young boy hears “strange cries of glory” and sees the ghostly image of a “glad people”, benevolent and kind, overlooking him as he sleeps. These, no doubts, represent the what-would-have-been: the crowds and crowds of happy royalists who subsisted in a harmonious and organic unity with the monarchical state and saw in the ruler nothing other than the highest expression of their own aspirations and dreams. Alas, such a blessed state of unity was disrupted by the cold, clinical caveats of the men of reason and their revolutionary pipe-dreams and what lingers in the aftermath is a small child huddled in the darkness of a prison tower. The political sentiments in Hugo’s poem are unbearably naive, and do no justice to the brutality and utter corruption of the decadent, crumbling charnel house of a regime the pre-revolution Bourbon monarchy represented. And yet, the poem is very moving, perhaps because it provokes a sense of the child’s divine innocence and his longing for a mother who has been snatched away – and because it is able to register these feelings through the interplay of loneliness and dreams, the Manichean flit between the darkness of the child’s present and the light-riven idyll of his past. Such verses naturally call to mind the poetry and the romanticism of Blake. Indeed in King Louis XVII Hugo uses the religious imagery of the lamb to conjoin the innocence of children with the figure of Christ in precisely the way Blake does – “The virgin souls that to the Lamb are near”18 – and yet, remarkably enough, it is utterly unfeasible that Hugo would have come across any of Blake’s work at this time. What is most remarkable of all, perhaps, is that Hugo wrote these lines when he was just 20 years of age.


So an incredibly precocious talent then, and one which had received early recognition when at 15 he won the poetry contest held by the Academie Francaise and the year following came first in the Academie des Jeux Floraux’s contest. Although he eventually studied to become a lawyer, his adolescence reveals all the intellectual exuberance of a Renaissance man – by 14 he was filling notebooks with poetry, working on translations of Virgil, and composing his own plays. By 17, egged on by his mother, Hugo had founded a literary review. By 19 his first book of poems was published – Odes et poesies diverses – and for these he won a pension from Louis XVIII. Naturally, the awards heaped on him – certainly the royal recognition – were a bi-product of, not only his technical talent and artistic verve, but also his pronounced sympathies for the monarchy and the restoration regime. And yet, even by this point, Hugo’s romanticism has a radical edge. Having followed his father through a Europe devastated by war and disruption, Hugo would have witnessed first-hand the suffering of vast swathes of displaced and traumatised people. Like Blake he lived at a period of time in which the huddled masses were more and more subjected to the routines and rigmarole of the new industrial society. And like Blake, his romanticism – its evocation of a more traditional past which allowed the individual to remain in some way spiritually intact – was an aghast and heartfelt protest against the suffering which scoured the present and the relentless mechanical drive of modernity which more and more fashioned a world populated by the scattered and the dispossessed.


At a time when the Louis XVIII regime capped off a process of reaction which was taking place Europe wide – Hugo’s fervour for the newly restored monarchy19 naturally began to wither and fade, especially in light of the high levels of social repression and restructuring such reaction pursued in order to subordinate and discipline the vast armies of labour the industrial project required. A system of punishments had emerged, designed to terrify the citizenry especially with regard to crimes against property – specifically theft. In the first part of the nineteenth century the conviction rate for theft spiralled, significantly higher than the conviction rate for those charged with violent crimes.20 The newly established constitutional monarchy was carrying out the dictates of the Napoleonic Code and its elevation of the property principle very much in the bourgeois spirit. And this is of importance to Hugo’s political development, for it begins to cast doubts in his mind as to the viability of restoration as a solution to the problems of modernity; it is, therefore, part and parcel of the way in which the faith in monarchical authority – inherited from his mother – begins to wane. The constitutional monarchy had continued the revolution’s practice of guillotining, and had also made use of earlier medieval barbarisms such as the tradition of branding convicts with hot irons. The young Victor Hugo saw such atrocities carried out against the dissolute, hopeless and impoverished; he witnessed several such executions – and the horror and the sadness of those spectacles remained forever emblazed across his consciousness.


By the time, then, we arrive at Hugo’s first major work – The Last Day of a Condemned Man – its central conceit involves a prisoner on death row, biding his time, before the blade of the guillotine is to fall. The novel – or novella as it might better be described – provides a lucid critique of the death penalty, full of power and pathos. Dostoyevsky described it as a “masterpiece”, and while that is an assessment I don’t fully share, nevertheless the work has several outstanding features – features which speak to the aesthetic development of the author at this point. Firstly Hugo expresses his scepticism – nay profound disillusionment – at the revolutionary event: as when the prisoner sees a cap of liberty etched out in the mouldering stone of his cell wall along with the epithet – “Bories, La Republique!” And yet, the story is not written from the purview of some imprisoned prince (as in the case of Louis XVII) but now focuses on a man who is so poor he can barely afford his own legal defence. Hugo may not have come over to the side of radicalism or revolution at this point in time, but events – the historical backdrop of his own life – are increasingly driving his sympathies toward the poor and the downtrodden. This is also expressed in a very poignant moment in the novella, a bitter-sweet scene, in which the condemned man of the title is invited by his guard to witness a group of convicts as they are marched into the courtyard in order to be chained, collared and strung together with a series of heavy metal implements. The operation of binding these human beings to these gross mechanical attachments – a metaphor which has a particular resonance at a time of the rise of heavy industry and mechanisation – is described in stark and striking terms, and yet the almost unthinking, inured brutality of the guards alongside the interminable nature of the metal bondage – is thrown into relief by the spiritual sense of solidarity which arises from the men themselves:




The five gangs joined hands, so as to form an immense circle, and thus ran round and round in the court with a rapidity that the eye could hardly follow. They sung some couplets, in their own idiom, to a melody which was sometimes plaintive, sometimes furious, often interrupted by hoarse cries and broken laughter, like delirious ravings, while the chains, clanking together in cadence, formed an accompaniment to a song more harsh than their own noise. A large trough was now brought in; the guards, striking the convicts to make them discontinue their dance.21





The novella already exhibits Hugo’s delicate facility for pathos, and the manner in which he is able to call it forth with a few deft sentences, and yet here is a romantic writer who is also able to avoid romanticism’s single greatest pitfall – that is to say, sentimentality. To this touching scene and its nod to camaraderie, the writer at once injects a mordant, darker and entirely more brutal amendment. As the prisoners perform their strange dance in the very midst of hell, they catch a glimpse of the condemned man who is watching them from his barred windows:




Then every eye was turned to the window which I occupied. ‘The Condemned! The Condemned!’ shouted they, pointing their fingers at me; and their bursts of laughter were redoubled.


I was thunderstruck. I know not where they knew me, or how I was recognized.


‘Good day! Good night!’ cried they, with their mocking sneer. One of the youngest, condemned to the Galleys for life, turned his shining, leaden face on me, with a look of envy, saying, ‘He is lucky! He is to be clipped! Good-bye, Comrade!’22





The men are, quite literally, possessed of gallows humour, and along with the aspect of solidarity there is also that “mocking sneer”, a harder, colder sense of disdain for the cruelty which is endemic to their situation, a form of mockery which verges on the deranged. In this work, a more mature, more worldly voice is making itself heard; the voice of a writer who is very much attuned to the idiosyncrasies of suffering – the way in which people can internalise brutality, rationalise it, transform it into a grim, gleeful humour, even if the targets of that humour are themselves. Alongside an astute psychological description of the repressed prisoners, Hugo begins to cultivate a distinctly modern account of the men in authority, the warders and the priests, who regulate the prison regime. The warders are not particularly sadistic or brutal, but rather their cruelty transcends individual personality, and issues from the fact that each one is a cog in the system, forming a machine which regards the prisoners not so much as flesh-and-blood creations possessed of their own individual personalities but as logistical “things” which have to be pressed into shape in order to make sure the system continues to run smoothly. When the priest comes to visit the prisoner to deliver a final religious consolation, his words leave the condemned man cold. Why? It is not because the prisoner has begun to lose his spiritual faith but rather:




[H]ow did that old man address me? Nothing to be felt, nothing to affect me, nothing to draw forth tears, nothing which sprung from his heart to enter into mine –– nothing which was addressed from himself to myself …


… something vague, inaccentuated, applicable to any case and to none in particular: emphatic where it should have been profound, flat where it ought to have been simple; a species of sentimental sermon and theological elegy.23





In such descriptions we have an almost forensic diagnosis of modern bureaucracy in which the bureaucrat – religious or otherwise – is abstracted from the object of the bureaucratic process – in this case, the particular prisoner. In the Kantian refrain, the priest sees the prisoner not in terms of an autonomous and unique human personality, not as an end in itself – but merely the means by which a particular logistical function is to be discharged: “He had advanced in years in conducting men to death from his youth, he has grown accustomed to that which makes others shudder. The dungeon and scaffold are every-day matters with him.”24 The dungeon and scaffold are “every-day matters” – the priest has become inured to them because he has been abstracted from the rich and real realities of suffering by the bureaucratic process itself: Is this not the very epitome of what Hannah Arendt would more than a century later diagnose in her pithy but chilling phrase “the banality of evil”? In Hugo’s description of the prison system, one feels, there is indeed adumbrated the clinical, detached and remorseless psychology of the type of mass slaughter which the Stalinist Gulag and the Nazi death camps would graduate into a demented apex. And it seems to me that one of the reasons why this novella gained favour with writers like Dostoyevsky is because the spirit that it carries is so distinctly modern and psychologically acute. The novella is framed in terms of an internal monologue, a stream of consciousness almost, which is disjointed and inward and corresponds to the sense of dislocation and trauma of the situation the prisoner is being made to endure. In this way one might say it provides a prelude to modernism. In a similar vein the prisoner himself is never named, he remains wholly anonymous. His crime is hinted at – we think perhaps it is murder. But beyond this he remains almost completely opaque. We have only a few threadbare clues. We know, as already mentioned, that he is poor, that he barely owns enough to be able to cover his own legal expenses. Later we read that another prisoner has referred to the condemned man as a “marquis” but whether this is a hint to his social class or merely an ironic reference to a jacket he happens to be wearing – one cannot say. We also meet his daughter whom, the condemned man recounts, fails to even recognise him. The political and historical background of the condemned man remains inscrutable,25 we know virtually nothing of his crime, nor do we know anything about the social forces, pressures and relationships which helped create the context for it. Here early modernism elides into early existentialism; indeed Hugo’s novella was said to have had a very pronounced influence on Albert Camus and certainly there is a thread of coherence which runs all the way through from The Last Day of a Condemned Man to The Outsider. Both novels depict a subject which, for the most part, exists as a pure consciousness untrammelled and unformed by historical development, a lonely individuality on the very edge of being, gazing out into the beyond.
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