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The Non-living Dramatis Personae (Historical and Abstract) of Victor Hugo’s Conversations with the Spirit World

These are the names of the spirits who spoke through the turning tables, in alphabetical order and with the number of appearances. Those with asterisks after their name are the spirits who actually make an appearance, however brief, in this book.

Abel (I)

Aeschylus* (4)

Aesop (I)

Alexander (I)

Amelia (a fairy)* (I)

Amuca (Babac) (I)

Anacreon (I)

André (Pinson’s brother)* (I)

Apuleus (I)

Archangel Love, The (I)

Aristophanes (I)

Aristotle (I)

Balaam’s Ass* (I)

Batthyány, Louis* (I)

Being Speaking Latin (I)

Being, A (I)

Bonnivard (I)

Byron* (I)

Cagliostro (I)

Cain (I)

Cerpola the Shepherd (I)

Cesarion (I)

Charlet (l)

Chateaubriand (I)

Chénier, André* (7)

Cimarosa* (I)

Civilization* (I)

Comedy (I)

Comet, A* (I)

Corday, Charlotte (I)

Criticism* (2)

Damianiels (I)

Dante* (I)

Death* (7)

Delorme, Marion (I)

Diderot (I)

Diogenes (I)

Drama, The* (16)

Finger of Death, The (I)

Flamel, Nicholas* (I)

Galileo* (2)

Glory (I)

Grim Gatekeeper, The* (I)

Hannibal* (I)

Happiness (I)

Haynau* (I)

Idea, The* (6)

India (I)

Inspiration (I)

Iron Mask, The (I)

Isaac Laquedem (I)

Isaiah (I)

Jacob* (I)

Jesus Christ* (6)

Joan of Arc (I)

Joshua* (3)

Judas (I)

Lady in White, The* (3)

Lais (I)

Latude (I)

Leonidas (I)

Lion of Androcles, The* (18)

Lion of Florence, The (I )

Lope de Vega (I)

Louis-Philippe (I)

Luther* (2)

Machiavelli* (I)

Marat (I)

Marie-Blanche (I)

Metempsychosis* (I)

Muhammad (I)

Molière (II)

Moses (I)

Mother, Durrieu’s (I)

Mozart* (3)

Napoleon I (The Great)* (I)

Napoleon III (The Little)* (I)

Novel, The (3)

Ocean, The* (2)

Plato* (I)

Poetry (I)

Prayer (I)

Racine (I)

Raphael (I)

Reverie (I)

Robespierre (I)

Roothan (I)

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques* (2)

Russia (I)

Sappho (I)

Sesostris (I)

Shadow of the Sepulcher, The* (9)

Shakespeare* (II)

Sister Soul (Ame Soror)* (I)

Socrates (2)

Spirits, Assorted* (7)

Table draws a series of Pictures* (2)

Tragedy (I)

Tyatafia (from Jupiter)* (I)

Tyrtius (I)

Vestra (I)

Vestris (I)

Voltaire (2)

Vulcan (I)

Vux(l)

Walter Scott, Sir* (I)

White Wing, The (I)

Sea Wind, The (l)

Z (2)

Zoile (l)
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Introduction

“VICTOR THE GRANDIOSE”

By Martin Ebon

In the fall of 1950, I was sitting in a half-empty office at the Voice of America in New York surrounded by books, files, and clippings on the subject of Indochina. I had just been appointed to direct the newly established Vietnamese Unit of the United States’ short-wave and medium-wave broadcasts to Vietnam, having previously served as head of the information agency’s broadcasts to Indonesia. (Later, I would take over the Hindi and Urdu units, transmitting to India and Pakistan.) Now, I had to immerse myself in the political-economic and religio-cultural milieu of a new target area: Vietnam. Remember, this was years before the United States became involved in the Vietnam War; at that time, the armed struggle was for the future of Korea.

All went smoothly until I came to the religious orientations of the Vietnamese people and read that the third-largest religious movement, after Roman Catholicism and Buddhism, was a denomination known as the Cao Dai. I read that this was, broadly speaking, an amalgam of Eastern and Western faiths and that one of its three major saints was the French poet-novelist-playwright and politically volatile personage, Victor Hugo (1802–1885). I had a fairly good idea of Hugo as a commanding literary figure in Europe of the nineteenth century; but, aware of his controversial lifestyle, I had never thought of him as a saint of anything, anywhere, at any time. And what, exactly, was the Cao Dai?

Bear with me for a minute! Caodaism considers itself “the third alliance between God and man.” Its actual founder was Ngô-văn-Chiêu, born in 1878, a civil servant for a short time in Saigon, who, in 1902, underwent the spiritistic experience that literally “inspired” him to found this all-encompassing religion. Thus, the movement’s belief system was rooted in the region’s deep spiritistic traditions; with followers numbering in excess of two million today, it represents God’s third attempt to convey his ultimate truths to humanity. In November 1926, Chiêu revealed the conclusions of his four years of mediumistic contacts with the dead, many of whom were distinguished and prominent.1

Chiêu regarded the first attempt at conveying the divine message as coinciding with the emergence of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism; the second contact was personified by Moses, and the third contact focused on the Middle Buddha, this being a much later adaptation of Buddhism (which had gone through a variety of stages and regional adaptations). These three successive waves of spiritual force were what came to make up Caodaism.2 As an amalgam of Eastern and Western religious principles, Caodaism embraces universal ethical standards and has widely adopted vegetarianism. “Cao Dai” may be translated as “Tower of the Highest,” a metaphor for God. The religion’s unique characteristic lies in its combination of traditional, actually prehistoric, ancestor worship; its rituals that closely resemble such spiritistic techniques as trance mediumship; and so-called automatic writing.3

One Cao Dai link to Victor Hugo appears to be his own voluminous spirit communications, detailed in this volume, which took place while Hugo’s family was in exile on the Channel island of Jersey. In fact, the wide-ranging messages from prominent personalities, collected by Caodaism, closely resemble the astonishing number of alleged historic spirit entities who manifested at the Jersey séances. The Hugo sittings, as far as we can tell, centered on the spiritistic rapping movements of a table leg, or actual table turning. Initially, Caodaistic spirit communications were undertaken by table turning. When participants complained that this was an extremely time-consuming technique, the entities suggested that they try instead what appears to be a very sophisticated variation of traditional spiritistic automatic writing. The central device was a wicker basket shaped like an upside-down crow. Four ropes were attached to the basket, which was known as a corbeille à bec. Each rope was held by a different medium, so that no single personality would, in any way, be the sole instrument of communication. The basket was positioned in such a way that the “beak” of its crow-shape made contact with flat, fine sand beneath; thus, the writings were visible in the sand.4

The Cao Dai spirit of Victor Hugo evolved from communications originating with an entity that initially called itself Nguyêt-Tâm-Chon-Nhon but later stated that it was, in fact, the spirit of the famous Victor Hugo. Adherents have meticulously recorded that the first, momentous encounter with this spirit took place on April 20, 1930, at 1:00 a.m., the earthly interviewer being one Hô-Pháp.5 A bit later, the entity said that one prominent Caodaist, Trân-Quang-Vinh, was, actually, a reincarnation of the French poet’s third son, François-Victor Hugo (1828–1873). Trân later became head of the Cao Dai Army, and eventually Minister of Defense (1948–1951) in the ill-fated government of Bao Dai. During a session of the Cao Dai’s legislative body, the deceased Victor Hugo was appointed titular head of the movement’s “foreign missions,” that is, its actual ambassadorial representation abroad.6

One of many messages received by the Caodaists from the alleged spirit of Victor Hugo speaks eloquently of beauty, divine peace and harmony, science and wisdom, as well as of the spirit’s perception that “there are . . . other universes than ours in the infinite.” Moreover, “their creatures know not the word ‘war’” and in these worlds “soulpower is master of human weakness.” The entity also communicated that “death will be vanquished by uplifted conscience. There is no difference between living and dead.”7

Now, back to the flesh and blood Victor Hugo, whose extraordinary prominence evolved within a very specific psycho-cultural and religio-political framework of nineteenth-century France and, specifically, within the highly politicized literary society of Paris. To say that Victor Hugo, throughout his life, was a man of multiple contradictions comes close to understatement.

Victor Hugo was the third son of a brash, self-centered father who served in the army of Napoleon Bonaparte, or Emperor Napoleon I (1769–1821), as a general: General Joseph-Léopold-Sigisbert Hugo (1773–1828). General Hugo was intermittently stationed abroad in Italy and Spain, and his family accompanied him on occasion. While Victor’s father was, at least by reasons of career, a monarchist, his mother, Sophie, was, by private sentiment and conviction, republican and, therefore, anti-monarchist. Father and mother managed to get along with one another by employing a mixture of mutual disregard and opportunistic tolerance.8

Victor Hugo himself remained a monarchistic republican and a republicanistic monarchist, a liberal and a conservative, an elitist and a populist for most of his contradictory life. In retrospect, it is difficult to imagine the impact of a literary colossus such as Hugo during the century that his life spanned. No matter how eccentric or volatile his beliefs might have been, at any given time he was capable of expressing them in prose or poetry of such multifarious power that he could provoke the roaring cheers of the Parisian masses as well as the jealousytainted approval of his peers and rivals.

What was he, then?

Well, what was he not?

The term mad genius has pretty well gone out of fashion. But in some ways it may have applied to Victor Hugo. With due respect for exact clinical terminology, one might well generalize that he fitted, at one time or another, the categories of egomaniac, mythomaniac, and, quite possibly, manic-depressive. His hunger for admiration could never be filled. He was eager for honors and awards, such as membership in the Académie Française. He was elected to parliament, where he made long, provocative, and at times barely coherent speeches. But even if readers found it difficult to comprehend the “deeper meaning” of one of his long, metaphor-ridden poems, they might still be pulled along by the soaring rhythm of his words. Listeners, in turn, could be carried away by the fire of his passion, by his rousing, lyrical, oratorical fireworks. The fierce power behind it all was not only the fire of Hugo’s genius but also the unquenchable thirst to be admired, loved, and even worshipped.

The French Empire, under Napoleon the Great, the Corsican Joseph Bonaparte (1769–1821)—who had placed the royal crown on his own head at the Cathedral of Notre Dame on December 2, 1804—spread all over Europe. One conquest demanded yet another, and still another. (And all this neo-monarchistic expansionism happened, we must remember, after the bloody, history-making, anti-monarchist French Revolution of 1789.)

Napoleon’s armies swept on. Most of Europe was overrun. As the grand conquests continued, the apparently invincible emperor was hugely popular throughout France and aroused admiration, sincere or opportunistic, within much of Europe. Yet England and Russia eluded him. Eventually, grossly overextended, Napoleon had to retreat from Moscow in 1812. With this he seemed to retreat from history as well.

Victor Marie Hugo was born in Besançon on February 26, 1802.9 So when Napoleon abdicated his throne on April 11, 1814, young Victor was twelve years old. Napoleon was exiled to the island of Elba off the west coast of Italy, and a member of the royal Bourbon family, Louis XVIII, took over the reign of the disillusioned nation. But, with surprising speed and daring, Napoleon made his stunning comeback. On March 15, 1815, he arrived on France’s Mediterranean coast with an army of one thousand men. They rapidly marched up to Paris; Napoleon reconquered an unresisting France in three weeks. The masses, fickle and frightened, re-embraced the man whom they had reviled as a monster only months before. But this grand illusion was quickly followed by total disillusion: Napoleon’s effort to reconquer Europe ended with his ultimate defeat on June 18 at the Battle of Waterloo. He abdicated a second time. Napoleon was taken into exile once more and died on the island of Saint Helena, five thousand miles away in the South Atlantic on May 5, 1821. He was fifty-two years old.

The end of the Napoleonic era marked the end of the profitable military career of General Hugo. Son Victor, with his older brothers Eugène and Joseph-Abel, had accompanied their mother to Italy for a brief stay with the general when the future poet was five years old.10 When he was nine, the Hugo family settled in occupied Spain, where General Hugo had been appointed governor of the provinces of Guadalajara and Segovia. Victor was fascinated by the exotic scenery and picked up some of the Spanish language. He also mastered Latin. When Napoleon’s forces retreated from Spain in early 1812, the Hugo family accompanied them, arriving back in Paris in April. Victor had spent fourteen months in France’s war-torn neighbor to the south.11

The Hugo family, like much of the society that had allied itself with Napoleon, had fallen on relatively hard times. Victor received a rather scrappy education. From early 1815 to late 1818 he lived at a modest Parisian boarding school called the Pension Cordier, taking his lessons there and at the nearby Louis-le-Grand College. His literary fascinations burgeoned. He had always admired the work of Voltaire (1694–1778), perhaps the leading figure of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment movement. Now Hugo read voraciously. He also did quite well in philosophy, geometry, and physics.12

Soon his volcanic literary talents began to erupt, and he wrote a string of verses, odes, satires, acrostics, riddles, epics, and madrigals. Victor’s brother Joseph-Abel edited a journal, Le Conservateur Littéraire.13 Along with a great deal of quite marginal writings, Victor contributed a lengthy, highly charged short story, Bug-Jargal, to the short-lived periodical. It would be published in expanded form in 1826 as his second novel (his first, Han d’Islande [Hans of Iceland], would be published in 1823). The eponymous hero of Bug-Jargal is the black leader of a slave revolt in San Domingo. The novel is packed with fantasy and the gothic horror popular at the time. But Bug-Jargal is also unusual in its virtually prejudice-free depiction of the great courage and Christian virtues of Bug-Jargal.14

That in later years Victor Hugo achieved a wide popular readership was due in part to elements of horror and the macabre in much of his writing. These elements peek out only briefly in the Broadway musical version of Hugo’s universally acclaimed Les Misérables—his great novel, published in 1862, of the poor, the maltreated, and the deprived. Those who have seen the Disney cartoon version of Hugo’s melodramatic third novel Notre-Dame de Paris (The Hunchback of Notre Dame) are deprived of the ultimate macabre scene, which shows the skeletons of the hunchback, Quasimodo, and his much pursued lady love, Esmeralda, in a final, mortal embrace.

Victor’s mother died in June 1821.15 He asked his father for money. General Hugo refused. Secretly engaged to his childhood sweetheart Adèle Foucher, Victor Hugo spent a year sweating it out on the fringes of poverty. His observations during this period would later provide material for Les Misérables. Hugo could not have written in his uninhibited style had the traditional, so-called classical literary style continued to prevail. Victor Hugo, who sometimes composed full-length poems virtually in his sleep, refused to be confined to a literary straitjacket he regarded as outdated and essentially meaningless. He thus became the most prominent spokesman of a literary approach that, for much of the century, flourished under the benign label of Romanticism.

But romanticism, in that period’s literary sense, does not correspond to our popular and contemporary meaning of the term. Today, romanticism is commonly identified with the purely erotic: the romance novel, romantic love, and the word romance as indicating a love affair. Consequently, dictionary definitions of romanticism are forced to cite disparate interpretations. One that would apply to the Hugo period describes romanticism as a “literary and artistic movement, originating in Europe toward the end of the eighteenth century, that sought to assert the validity of subjective experience and to escape from the prevailing subordination of content and feeling to classical forms.” Of course, romanticism included, in its emphasis on “the validity of subjective experience,” the specifically erotic, possibly the most subjective of all human experiences.16

Victor Hugo had entered the Parisian literary-political scene at ramming speed. He quickly perfected the game of sending groveling letters of thanks to his teachers and other betters, often by writing odes in their praise. Graham Robb, in his comprehensive work Victor Hugo: A Biography, states that his “most successful ode was the poetic begging bowl held out to ‘M. le Comte François de Neufchateau, of l’Académie Française’;17 such barefaced, pandering appeals to distinguished men of letters would get Hugo far. It earned Hugo a powerful patron.”

It also revealed his early understanding, and skillful manipulation, of the powerful, the rich, and the decision-makers, both in literary and political affairs. Among other deals, Hugo became Neufchateau’s secret ghostwriter and his career-building-by-ingratiation accelerated as he entered his twenties. He targeted the French court, and specifically the person of Louis XVIII. Hugo’s device was a volume of verses, Odes et poésies diverses, which contained the appropriate number of love poems for his fiancée, Adèle Foucher, but was clearly designed to attract the sentimental attention of Louis XVIII. In fact, Hugo’s elegy in memory of the Duc de Berry, the king’s nephew who was assassinated in 1820, is said to have brought tears to the eyes of the monarch. He gave Hugo a pension from the privy purse. This was in 1822, and Hugo was just twenty years old. The following year, the pension was doubled.18

With money in his pocket, Hugo heightened his courtship of Adèle. Professionally, Victor Hugo continued his output of prose and poetry. He had never been to Iceland, and his popular fantasy-and-horror novel, Han d’Islande, featured Hugo’s first disfigured protagonist (in the vein of the hunchback Quasimodo), Han, a red-haired dwarf. Robb summarizes the plot with as much detachment as seems possible:

The novel opens promisingly in the morgue at Trondheim. Bodies have been found torn to shreds as if by a long-nailed beast. Meanwhile, among the icy crags to the north lurks a weird, red-haired dwarf, the son of a witch and the last descendant of Ingulphus the Exterminator. Abandoned in Iceland, the hideous infant–Han was taken in by a saintly bishop (a forerunner of Bishop Myriel in Les Misérables). Immune to Christian charity, he torches the bishop’s palace and sets sail by the light of the flames on a tree-trunk, bound for Norway. There, he incinerates Trondheim cathedral, whose flying buttresses now resemble the rib cage of a mammoth’s carcass. He slaughters regiments, hurls mountains down onto villages, extinguishes beacons with a single breath, carries a stone axe and rides a polar bear called “Friend.” He also provides a tenuous link with the rest of the novel by stealing the casket, which contains proof of the father’s innocence.19

Considering that not only Broadway but also Hollywood have discovered Victor Hugo’s works, this horror fantasy might yet find a fresh market, either as a sex-and-violence motion picture (with earlier episodes on television), or as a musical melodrama. Robb comments that the horror novel and Hugo’s letters to Adèle “spanned two years of unrequited lust, and formed a ramshackle bridge over the abyss opened by his mother’s death” on June 21, 1821.20

In order to be able to marry Adèle, Hugo had applied to the king for yet another pension. He managed to get it, and the two were married on October 12, 1822. The great and lasting family tragedy was that Victor’s brother Eugène Hugo was passionately in love with Adèle; but Eugène had shown signs of mental imbalance from time to time. If we can trust melodramatic records, he went mad on the day of the wedding and ultimately had to be committed to an asylum where he died in 1837.21

Meanwhile Victor’s prominence was increasing, as he maintained a delicate balance between his neo-monarchist conservatism and the emerging literary revolution. He received the Legion of Honor as well as a personal invitation to the coronation of Charles X at Rheims.22

The next decades reinforced his position as France’s outstanding progressive literary figure. Novels, poems, and plays flowed from his pen. Their content and form reflected a spirit of emotional liberation, which inevitably put him once again at odds with monarchistic paternalism. The symbol of this literary-political conflict was Hugo’s play Hernani, which he wanted to be performed at that center of French theatrical arts, the Comédie Française.

On the surface, Hernani was just another exotic, fanciful melodrama set in Spain. It centers on the fate of a beautiful young girl, in love with a handsome persecuted hero, who seeks to rebuff the advances of several repulsive old men—one of whom is a royal personality, a lustful sovereign named Don Carlos. “Carlos” is Spanish for Charles. Was Hugo making a veiled comment about Charles X in particular and royalty in general? The opening night of the play became the scene of a war of generations, with teenagers in open revolt against social restrictions. On the afternoon of Thursday, February 25, 1830, a huge line began to form outside the theater, clogging up the Rue Richelieu.

During the performance, rowdy applause followed particularly outrageous lines—as when the young hero tells pretty Doña Sol’s lecherous guardian, “Go and get yourself measured for a coffin, old man.” Satire became standard tragedy, as in the final act when Hernani and Doña Sol die in each other’s arms. According to Graham Robb, the audience erupted into “simultaneous booing and cheering; fisticuffs and arrests.” It was, Robb adds, prophetic “enactment—even, in some minds, a direct cause—of what was about to happen on the streets.”23

With success came prosperity. The Hugo family moved to new quarters, a comfortable apartment on Rue Jean-Goujon, surrounded by fresh air, trees, and a lawn. Victor and Adèle Hugo had three children by then: Léopoldine, Charles, and François-Victor, soon to be joined by a fourth, conveniently called Adèle II (a third son, Léopold, the firstborn, had died at the age of three months). But success took an emotional toll. Victor Hugo became more and more autocratic, egocentric, and eccentric. His literary output would, if anything, be exceeded by his conveyor belt of sexual liaisons. He would become, in current terms, a stud, and women would yield or pursue him like groupies.

These activities were in part precipitated by the tentative liaison that his wife, Adèle, had formed with Hugo’s old friend, the respected literary critic Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve (1804–1869) not long before Adèle II was born. Dramatically, Sainte-Beuve used to sneak into the Hugo apartment disguised as a nun when Hugo was elsewhere. The affair ended when Sainte-Beuve rather abjectly confessed his love for Adèle to Hugo.24

Meanwhile, on the streets of Paris, history caught up with Hugo’s revolutionary play, Hernani. On July 25, 1830, Charles X dissolved parliament and abolished freedom of the press. A bloody three-day uprising followed (July 27–29), and Louis-Philippe was crowned “King of the French.”25 Monarchy was back in full force. It was also a new disaster. But Hugo was undeterred in his creative energies: in March 1831, Notre Dame de Paris appeared in the bookshops, which, as The Hunchback of Notre Dame, achieved lasting fame.26

But first, on the seesaw between public life and sex, back to sex! On February 2, 1833, Hugo’s latest play, Lucrezia Borgia, opened at the Porte-Saint-Martin Theatre. The part of Princess Negroni had been given to a young, beautiful actress, Juliette Drouet. She quickly became Hugo’s mistress, and remained—always, discreetly, a few houses removed—his very close friend for half a century.27

Some of Hugo’s finest love lyrics were addressed to Juliette. And, tragically, some of his most memorable verses of grief and mourning were prompted by the drowning death of his daughter Léopoldine in early September 1843. Hearing the news of this tragedy, and in an oddly self-centered note to his wife, Adèle, Hugo wrote, “My God, what have I done to you.”28

If we glance forward to the dramatic séances to which this book is devoted, we may view the death of Léopoldine as the central emotional core in Victor Hugo’s dramatic dialogue with death and the implied assurance of that dialogue of eternal life.

Poetry moved into the background when, in 1845, Hugo was elected a member of the House of Peers. His often contradictory but always dramatic verbiage did not fit into the traditions of the House. At Hugo’s home an atmosphere of fearful strain developed. The man himself, who wore the banner of a realistic atheist, seemed to fear a vengeful, malevolent God. Both he and Adèle turned to the erotic as an antidote to death, or to the fear of it. Adèle’s friendships with the men in her crowd took on a flirtatious note. And Victor Hugo flung himself into a new infatuation, Léonie Biard. Later on, Léonie sent a batch of Victor’s exuberant love letters to Juliette Drouet, presumably in order to break Juliette’s relation with Victor; but Juliette had put up with too much of that sort of thing to be manipulated by yet another temporary rival.29

Victor Hugo’s multifarious pursuits came to a temporary halt due to the revolution he had anticipated, feared, and favored. On February 22, 1848, Paris awoke to the sight of barricades everywhere. Louis-Philippe fled to England and settled in Surrey as “Mr. Smith.” Hugo himself achieved a quite uncomfortable image as a messiah of the revolution. He was elected to the new National Assembly. But the assembly wanted the rebels to halt the destruction of the city. This was the same “rabble who followed Jesus Christ,” as Hugo had put it earlier.30 Which side was he on? He didn’t really know himself.

Reprisals were fierce and chaotic. Government troops began to round up “suspects,” four of them hidden by Juliette Drouet, who managed to talk her way out of the chaos. Hugo suffered from psychosomatic symptoms, including an intermittent loss of his voice. The assembly ended martial law on November 4, 1848, and placed executive power in the hands of a single head of state. Six days later a president was elected whose name was Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, a nephew of the great Napoleon. He was an odd bird, hesitant, reluctant, and indecisive—the makings of a weak tyrant. Hugo described him later as “this man of weary gestures and a glazed expression,” who “walks with an absent-minded air amidst the horrible things he does, like a sinister sleepwalker.”31

Before the election that brought him to power, the new Napoleon visited Hugo in his apartment. Sitting on a packing crate in the poet’s front room, the new ruler pledged that he would not “copy” Napoleon but seek to “imitate Washington.” It was all quite humble, cozy, and falsely reassuring. Napoleon and the assembly resorted to a frightened and frightening tyranny almost immediately. Victor Hugo found himself in the middle, orating fiercely, and profoundly challenged in his self-esteem.32 It was then that the members of his household turned to the occult, a rehearsal for the day-and-night séances that would take place during their exile on the Channel island of Jersey. One visitor, Georges Guénot, reported on a variety of apparent psychic phenomena at the Hugo apartment between the end of July and mid-November 1851. The phenomena included alleged contact with the spirit world, and it is notable that, during this period, a variety of “progressive” movements, ranging from socialism to feminism, tended to run parallel with spiritism. Contact with a spirit world was said to underscore the essential equality of all worlds, a unity of creation. Adèle Hugo sought the help of a “somnambulist,” or “psychic,” to contact relatives in Normandy. Rather questionable phenomena, such as reading words through a closed envelope, were reported, and participants attempted to or completely succeeded in pushing needles painlessly through their hands. Robb, somewhat obscurely, writes: “even the ghosts of Hugo’s verse began to take on a more ectoplasmic consistency, long before the orgy of communication with the spirit world which is usually associated with the years in exile.”33 This could mean that one or the other in the group went into a mediumistic trance, with the result that real or imaginary personages from Victor Hugo’s poems manifested to the assembled group. If this interpretation is correct, there existed an emotional and practical basis for the more extensive spiritistic phenomena that they witnessed on the island of Jersey later on.

In any event, exile was just ahead. After successive efforts to come to terms with the increasingly tyrannical regime of Napoleon III, and under actual threat of arrest, Victor Hugo decided that his family was no longer safe in Paris, or anywhere else in France. On the night of December 11, 1851, in disguise, he took the train to Brussels. His family followed him, first to the Belgian capital, and eventually to the Channel island of Jersey, where they settled in a large house called Marine-Terrace.34

Two exceedingly influential opposition writings were the product of these years. The first, written in one month, was Napoléon le Petit, which, published in England under the title Napoleon the Little, became an underground weapon. Hugo had written a six-hundred-page volume in record time, with his usual flowing, literary style, which could be read like a novel. With all the skill of a twentieth-century narcotics smuggler, the author had the book smuggled into France in mini-editions printed on thin paper. Even plaster busts of Napoleon III himself were used to sneak the banned volume into French territory; additional copies were carried by balloon. The first printing of his super-pamphlet appeared in Brussels two days after Hugo arrived on Jersey, where the family spent the first three years of what would amount to nineteen years of exile.35 The remaining years were spent on the island of Guernsey, at a residence called Hauteville-House.

Exile enabled Victor Hugo to jettison Léonie Biard, but he refused Adèle’s subtle urgings to let go of Juliette as well; she, too, settled in exile, not far from the Hugo family. A book of Hugo’s politico-ideological poems, written in 1853, Les Châtiments (The Chastisements),36 may well have been the seed of the Cao Dai movement, described earlier. These poems—part political, part philosophical—carried the message of a future faith that would not replace, but would supersede, the world’s major religions.

At this point, the Hugo clan was, in a contradictory fashion, both at the center of a new revolutionary storm and in total isolation. None of them were any good at English, least of all the master of the house, who looked upon the French language as something like a divine gift. Jersey had a community of French exiles, but, though Hugo became friendly with its members and in many ways their leader, it could not replace the vast community of the Paris literati or the Paris bourgeoisie or the Paris political establishment among whom he had been accustomed to move with perfect ease. But, on Jersey Island, Hugo would make the acquaintance of a new and extraordinarily distinguished group that would stand well above even the gifted social groups with whom he had been on intimate terms in Paris. What could this be? Well, a higher dimension of existence, of course, the world of the spirits, the world of great minds and of even greater superhuman concepts! It was at this very moment of isolation and frustrated emotional energies, in September 1853, that Hugo’s old friend Delphine de Girardin introduced the family to the latest device for spirit contact, the turning table, capable of tapping out messages from the dead by knocking a table leg on the floor.37

The book for which this is the introduction, Victor Hugo’s Conversations with the Spirit World, consisting of the more important of the transcripts of these séances, is a greatly expanded and revised edition of the author’s Conversations with Eternity: The Forgotten Masterpiece of Victor Hugo, published in 1998, and the first book-length account in English of Victor Hugo’s encounters with the spirits. The emotional experience of those encounters lasted more than two years, and the record of its strange and exalted nights and days is certainly a unique document, as well as a glimpse into the subconscious of an egocentric, frustrated genius seeking to crash through the barriers of human communications and exploding like a volcano of yearning, fear, madness, and creativity. After nineteen years of exile on the islands of Jersey and Guernsey, Hugo was able to return, in triumph, to Paris, as the Republic succeeded the reign of Napoleon III.38 While on Guernsey, he had managed to produce, along with his 1862 masterpiece Les Misérables and a huge amount of poetry and non-fiction, three more novels, all of them now acclaimed as classics: Les travailleurs de la mer (The Toilers of the Sea), published in 1866, L’homme qui rit (The Man Who Laughs), published in 1869, and Quatrevingt-trieze (Ninety-Three), completed after a final brief stay on Guernsey and published in 1874.

The final years of Victor Hugo’s life were darkened by the decision of his wife, Adèle, who had never ceased to long for Paris, to move to Brussels while Victor remained on Guernsey. Adèle died in the Belgian capital on August 27, 1868, with her husband there to close her eyes on her deathbed.39 Their daughter Adèle had fallen, literally, “madly” in love with a British officer, Albert Pinson, and followed Pinson to Canada. Emotionally disturbed, she hoped that he might marry her. When he was transferred to the Caribbean, Adèle followed him, to wander the streets of Bridgetown, Barbados, as she slipped deeper into madness. Eventually, she was brought back to Paris, where she was permanently institutionalized. She lived on until April 21, 1915.40 Juliette Drouet, who had spent fifty years both at Hugo’s side and at a distance, died on May 11, 1883.41

Victor Hugo died on May 22, 1885. The mass of mourners moving through the streets toward the Pantheon, where he was interred, was estimated at two million, more than the actual population of Paris at the time. Although in his lifetime Hugo had been an outspoken, even flamboyant, spokesman of the Paris underclass, in poetry, prose, plays, and speeches he left only 1 percent of his fortune to the “poor.” On the other hand, always conscious of grand symbolism, he had ordered that, at his funeral, his body be carried in a simple, black “pauper’s coffin.” Of course, the coffin was at the center of a vast state parade, complete with uniformed marchers, funereal music, and appropriately gaudy floral decorations. Thus, in a final irony, Victor Hugo’s funeral procession symbolized his life’s ultimate contradiction.42

Hugo’s last will reflected his belief, or certainty, that there was life after death. He also had a brief, self-assured message for those who came after him: “I have tried to introduce moral and human questions into what is known as politics. . . . I have spoken out for the oppressed of all lands, and of all parties. I believe I have done well. My conscience tells me I am right. And if the future proves me wrong, I am sorry for the future.”43



Martin Ebon (1917–2006) served for twelve years as administrative secretary of the Parapsychology Foundation in New York City. He was the author or editor of more than eighty books, including Prophecy in Our Time (1968), They Knew the Unknown (1971), and KGB: Death and Rebirth (1994).


One

JERSEY ISLAND

SETTING FOR A SÉANCE

For Victor Hugo and his son Charles, standing on the foredeck of the British steamer Royal Mail on this calm morning of August 5, 1852, the first sight of Jersey Island is a disappointment. They have been expecting an emerald green isle, a perfumed garden, the bouquet of the ocean, another Eden. What they see is a line of stark gray rocks slanting precipitously into the sea, without a tree, without a trace of greenery.1 There isn’t a house to be seen, let alone an entire town; the capital, Saint Helier, is hidden between the bluffs.

Hugo stares at the sheer rocks. His heart sinks. These rocks cannot be my destiny, he thinks. Not unless one is shaped like a lingam, or a phallus. Let me see . . .

They draw nearer and Saint Helier swims into sight from behind a cliff. The boat enters the harbor. In the distance they can see the pier; the women are there—mother, wife, sister, somber of demeanor, waiting to provide what solace they can.

Hugo has not seen his wife and daughter for nine months. The two Adèles have come directly from Paris, escorted by Auguste Vacquerie, the close friend of the family who waits beside them on the pier. Hugo and his son have come from Brussels—the first stage of the poet’s exile—via Southampton.

His wife, Adèle, is forty-nine now. Her hair is still black, but she has become stouter.

Hugo turns around abruptly. Juliette is in her stateroom—Juliette Drouet, his great love, his mistress. The night before, he has left Charles on the storm-lashed deck and gone down to see her. He has lain with her, comforting her in her distress. She is forty-six. Her hair is gray. She is no longer young. But her love is as fresh as ever.

On Jersey Island, he will have two wives.

The boat swings closer to the pier. Behind his wife and daughter, around them, with respectful enthusiasm, stands a crowd of welcomers waiting to pay homage to the poet. Some are Jerseymen, some English, but most are soldier-refugees from failed revolutions—there are almost three hundred of these political exiles on the island—who have been granted, like himself, asylum on this British crown dependency set like a raw gray jewel in the dark blue waters of the English Channel.

Involuntarily he searches through the crowd, looking for a woman. It can be any woman. Behind him is Juliette, before him is Adèle, but still he feels compelled to look. His exhaustion and the chaos of his barely controllable days have brought out in him the faun, the satyr, almost always vigorously erect. He has never plucked a Jersey flower. But now he leans over the railing and catches the eye of one. She is décolletée and wearing a bright blue frock; she stares at him, then glances away. His lust is strong—but his lust is also his muse and if in his imagination his hands sweep down her body, lines of poetry also leap unbidden to his head.

This high barren rock of Jersey Island suddenly does not seem so barren. After all, rocks, and plants and animals, contain souls that are part of God, even though the perfect essence of God must remain apart from His creation. This rock of Jersey is a part of the soul of God; perhaps Victor’s destiny lies here after all. Perhaps the soul of Jersey is a woman’s soul. Did not the cabalists say that the soul of God is, in part, a woman’s soul?

The gangway has been lowered. Victor Hugo walks carefully down it, Charles following after him. A loud cheer goes up from the crowd; caps are tossed into the air and hang suspended for an instant against the gray bluffs before falling back down on the jetty. Hugo embraces his wife, Adèle. He embraces his daughter Adèle—but too heartily, remembering as always, with a pang, that this is the daughter whom he loves but does not like. Adèle is twenty-two now. Her glistening raven-black hair is drawn severely back from her high soft cheekbones; she still has the beauty that made Balzac say of her, when she was fourteen, that Adèle Hugo was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. But now Victor sees in her eyes something veiled, tormented, defiant—a growing hardness.

General Adolphe Le Flô steps forward gaily from the crowd. Hugo has recognized him from the foredeck: he is very tall and very lean and, as always, impeccably dressed. Hugo imagines that General Le Flô was dressed to the nines when he commanded the murderous siege of Constantine in Algeria;2 that the blood, flying everywhere, did not settle on his impeccable uniform as all around him his troops fought the Arabs tooth and nail. Le Flô may be witty—too witty—and frivolous—too frivolous—but he is also absolutely fearless. That fearlessness had gotten him through fourteen years of campaigning in Algeria, and Hugo admires that.

Le Flô asks Hugo to address the exiles, and, when Hugo says yes, he calls them to order. Scrambling up on a proffered chair, the poet intones the prayer that he repeats to himself five times a day—not a Christian prayer at all, but one that consists of a single line: “O Lord, share your strength and power with me.”

Then he addresses his fellow exiles. He begins: “My dear co-citizens of the United States of Europea . . .”

Afterward, Le Flô escorts them through the cobblestoned streets of Saint Helier to the Hotel de la Pomme d’Or, Hugo shepherding his wife and daughter and Auguste Vacquerie before him. The new arrival complains about the flatness of the houses in Saint Helier, their grayness, their sameness, their monotony. This is also true of the churches: he has already seen ten, and though they are of seven different religious denominations, they also all look the same.

Le Flô responds with his usual sprightly benevolence: “My dear friend, do not despair! Saint Helier is not as joyless as may appear. The Jerseymen are mad for pleasure. Saint Helier is a depository for every sort of festivity; high society here is half English aristocracy and half French aristocracy; wealthy men and businessmen abound.”3

Hugo is somewhat reassured. He has no doubt the urbane old soldier is signaling him that there are first-rate houses of easy pleasure in Saint Helier. He suddenly remembers Windmill Street in London, the cramped hotel where he and Charles stayed, the prostitute who made up for his discomforts . . .

Hugo walks with a lighter step—and then, abruptly, he moves forward to the two Adèles and pats each on the back.

On Hugo’s third day on Jersey Island, a fight erupts in the Hugo family.

Victor Hugo wants to live in the seaport of Gorey, several miles east along the coast. He wants to live beneath the splendid gothic ruins of the castle of Mont Orgueil (“Mount Pride”), which, built in the fourteenth century to guard the coast against the French, covered with scraggly ivy-covered trees, still dominates the horizon. For Victor Hugo, Mont Orgueil is virtually a gateway to another dimension. It is supposed to mark the spot where, until A.D. 709, Jersey was joined to the mainland.4 Local historians believe that in that year a month-long holocaust of wind and rain separated the island from the Normandy coast forever.

On January 9, 1735, the tide went out so far from Normandy that it exposed a village submerged a thousand years before; in the glittering mud you could see kitchen utensils, wagon-wheel ruts, the occasional, still standing wall of a house. In 1812 a vast storm, churning up the ocean bottom, brought to the surface beyond the Gorey sandbar a sort of phantom forest—trees horribly twisted, stripped of their leaves, with their bark still brown.5 Perhaps Victor hopes to see something like this happen again; perhaps, observing the ocean from Mont Orgueil like an eagle peering out from its aerie, he wants to see some fragment of the lost Atlantis, glistening with occult treasures not seen for three thousand years, surge up suddenly out of the sea.

Charles sides with his father in the quarrel over where to live. He, too, wants to live beneath Mont Orgueil. But the two Adèles want to live in a three-story house called Marine-Terrace, located a quarter of a mile from Saint Helier. General Le Flô chivalrously intervenes on behalf of the ladies, and Victor and Charles yield.6 On August 16, the family moves into Marine-Terrace; Hugo will later describe the building as “a heavy white cube, right-angled, shaped like a tomb,” with rooms that are “clean, forbidding, perfunctorily furnished and freshly repainted, with white funeral shrouds on the windows.”7

Hugo must also attend to his other household. Soon he will install his great love, Juliette Drouet, in a house two blocks away. On many a night, and especially when his wife, Adèle, is bickering loudly with the tradespeople, his satyr-self will nimbly descend a footpath, open Juliette’s door, and fall into her arms. Hugo’s children know all about this but, out of respect, through force of habit, they all turn a blind eye. Victor Hugo is, after all, not only their father but the most famous writer in the world.

Once settled in Marine-Terrace, Hugo has time to note that another old friend has accompanied him to Jersey. This is the star Arcturus. For many years, in Paris, he was accustomed to seeing it rise behind the Place Royale. Now he is delighted—and somehow surprised—that Arcturus should have come with him on his exile.8 He believes that all poets are mystically linked to Arcturus, that a part of their soul resides in that ruby red star. For Hugo, the universe swarms with correspondences. In The Toilers of the Sea he will intimate that the star Aldebaran is a star of evil, mystically linked to all evil creatures on earth; he will write that the rays of sunlight entering the underwater lair of the deadly octopus became “as green as a ray from Aldebaran.”9 In his later years of exile Hugo will elaborate on these beliefs, lacing them subtly through his many writings.

The poet has learned, on August 8, that his prose diatribe against Napoleon III, Napoleon the Little, has finally been published in Brussels. Hugo and his friends will spend the rest of the year and part of the next disseminating this banned work in every possible way. At the same time, he will begin his collection of poetry Chastisements, which is also an assault on Napoleon III, but a gentler one. Chastisements will occupy him until the summer of 1853. He will write much else as well; his brain, that of an artist of genius, has to support them all. He resumes his habit of rising at five o’clock in the morning and writing without interruption until half past eleven. Were he not to maintain this ruthless discipline, he would not be able to cope with the unending demands, of every sort, that are now being made on his person.

The dissident anti-Bonapartist Pierre Leroux has arrived on the island on August 30. He is a journalist and a philosopher, and Victor Hugo’s on-again, off-again friend. Leroux is accompanied by twenty-seven members of his family, including his eight children.10 He is the opposite of Le Flô, who is tall, lean, and elegant; Leroux is short, stout and disheveled. He is also fiery. He constantly insults Victor Hugo with great affection. He dismisses all art that does not rigorously serve the purpose of bettering society. Thus he dismisses all of Hugo’s poetry, while applauding his compatriot for being a genius. Leroux is a socialist (in fact, he is the man who coined the word socialiste): he has rejected God, the clergy, and the aristocracy. He is also a socialist in the Charles Fourier mode: he believes in a World Soul, in reincarnation, and in an ideal world lasting eighty thousand years with the last eight thousand consisting of Perfect Harmony. Hugo also believes in reincarnation, but everything he believes, Pierre Leroux does not believe, and vice versa.

Jersey Island is ultimately more beautiful than Hugo has expected. True, it is almost always cool, and squalls bring wind and rain for a part of almost every day. Also, it is not large. Thirteen years later, in The Toilers of the Sea, Hugo will write that its 44.6 square miles are “exactly the size of the city of London. It would require two thousand and seven hundred Jerseys to equal France.”11 Were he to write today, Hugo might say that Jersey is exactly one-half the size of Washington, D.C., and that it would require 82,432½ Jerseys to equal the United States. In Hugo’s time, the population was fifty-six thousand (enough to fill a mediumsized, twenty-first-century football stadium); today, the population is eighty-eight thousand. In Hugo’s time, 80 percent of the population spoke English, though French was widely spoken; today, 90 percent of Jerseymen and women speak English, though the use of French remains widespread.

Auguste Vacquerie, thirty-four, will be a permanent houseguest at the Hugos. Acerbic and moody, he is also the unrequitedly loving suitor of the young Adèle. Auguste is a talented writer; in his 1863 Les miettes de l’histoire (Tidbits of History), he will describe with telling effect the splendors and miseries of Jersey Island. Vacquerie writes of rich wheat fields gleaming in the sun (when the sun is out), of giant cabbages running as wild as weeds, of camelias growing taller than trees.12 This is in the southeast; in the rockier northwest, towering cliffs plunge into the sea. At their base, the waves have sculpted out intricate grottos that, with their lofty ceilings, their high stone columns, their multicolored play of light, are like underwater cathedrals of the sea.

There is another aspect of Jersey Island that fascinates Hugo: the island contains the artifacts of a vanished civilization. This civilization, which Hugo believes goes back to some splendidly antediluvian time, is that of the Druids. (We now know that druidic civilization goes back not half as far.) Scattered here and there across the fields and even in the forests are dolmens and menhirs—polished columnar stones that rise higher than a human being. Some are laid out in the enigmatic circular form of the cromlech; these monuments, erected millennia ago, are, or so the islanders think, the repositories of ancient souls. The Jerseyans associate them with barbaric bloodletting rituals. They believe that ghosts imprisoned in these sculpted rocks prowl the countryside at night: wailing druidic priestesses dressed in black, or white, or gray; the lurching figures of men carrying their heads beneath their arm; dogs and blackbirds driven mad by demons.

Hugo’s older son, Charles, twenty-six, shares his father’s interest in these matters. On Guernsey Island, Charles will write a novel inspired by the occult side of the Channel islands: Le cochon de Saint-Antoine (Saint Anthony’s Pig). But, in September 1852, Charles, though brilliant, is lazy and at loose ends. Victor admires his son but wonders if he hasn’t spoiled him. From a lying position, or at best a sitting one, Charles controls the guests with sardonic, devastating arguments. He smokes incessantly, reluctantly removing his pipe only to eat; the others suspect he does not remove it in even more intimate settings. But the new craze of photography is sweeping France, and Charles will soon take it up. This will distract him, for a while, from the vexatious difficulty of being Victor Hugo’s eldest son.

Hugo’s other son, François-Victor, twenty-four, doesn’t arrive on Jersey until September 22. He is not lazy; he merely awaits a suitably exalted challenge. He has found one in the person of Anaïs Liévenne, a Parisian actress who holds his soul in thrall. Anaïs will visit Jersey, but the father’s disapproval will be one factor making her give up the son. It will be awhile before François-Victor gets over this far from frivolous love affair. Eventually, he will take up a supremely exalted challenge: he will become the first person to translate the entire works of William Shakespeare into French.

The three hundred political exiles on Jersey Island will have almost as great a hold on Victor Hugo’s affections as his family and his writing.

They are men now proscribed in their countries, and therefore now called “proscrits.” They are not only from France. Some are from Hungary, some from Italy, some from Poland. The Hungarians and Italians have risen up against the Austro-Hungarian Empire with heartbreaking results, while the Poles have been engaged in a decadeslong, still far from resolved, struggle against the rule of Russia. All of these Jersey Island proscrits—these anti-monarchists, these newly aborning socialists and democrats—have fought against royals of some sort according to the dictates of their countries; they have tried to break rule by divine right, and some have sought to shatter the power of popes.

All of them have failed, and all are now in flight from triumphant reactionary regimes. These exiles are practical, powerful men, seething with frustration and in various stages of despair. Two will die of heartbreak within nine months of Hugo’s arrival on Jersey: Louis-Hélin Dutaillis13 and Jean Bousquet.14 Two long and spread out funeral processions, such as the Jerseymen have never seen before, will wind their way slowly along the roads and over the fields of the island. Each coffin is borne by four pallbearers, one from each of the four countries whose defeated idealists comprise the funeral processions. There is no priest or mass. The red flag of the United States of Europe is carried behind the coffin; that is all. At the gravesides, making the air ring, Victor Hugo delivers the funeral orations, which the Jerseymen, standing awestruck at the back, will never forget. These will be among his finest speeches.

Such were to be some of Victor Hugo’s preoccupations during his first year on Jersey Island.
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But, as spring became summer in 1853, as it became less and less likely that Napoleon III would soon be ousted from power—as Victor Hugo’s situation weighed more and more heavily on him—his lonely thoughts, prompted by the pounding of the ocean, turned more and more to the unspeakable tragedy whose tenth anniversary would soon come round: the death by drowning of his older daughter, Léopoldine, with her husband, Charles Vacquerie, on September 4, 1843, when Léopoldine was eighteen years old and three months pregnant.

Hugo had not been home at the time. He had been returning from a monthlong visit to Spain with Juliette Drouet. They had stopped off at the famous charnel house of Saint-Michael’s Church in Bordeaux; its seventy mummified bodies had put Hugo in a gloomy mood and had filled him with a presentiment of disaster. They had gone on to Rochefort and sat down in the Café de l’Europe to read the newspapers. Skimming through Le Siècle, Hugo, in the most terrible moment of his life, chanced upon a story that had been reprinted from the Le Havre journal.

An appalling event, which will cast into mourning a family held dear by the world of French letters, came to inflict its sinister sound upon our population this morning. . . . M. P. Vacquerie . . . took with him in his yacht . . . his nephew M. Ch. Vacquerie and the young wife of the latter, who, as everyone knows, is the daughter of M. Victor Hugo . . .15

Léopoldine had married Charles Vacquerie—the brother of Auguste Vacquerie—on February 15, 1843. On September 4, at Villequier on the Seine, Léopoldine and Charles had boarded the small yacht belonging to Charles’s uncle Pierre. The uncle’s ten-year-old son, Arthus, was also on board. They had set out on a day trip across the Seine at a point where the current was particularly strong. The boat was top-heavy with sail. Although Pierre was an experienced sailor, the boat capsized in a sudden gust of wind and everyone on board drowned.

First reports said that Léopoldine and Charles were found clasped in each other’s arms. A final report indicated that Léopoldine drowned clinging to the boat while Charles was swept downstream. “Didine” had been Victor Hugo’s favorite child.

Juliette Drouet would later write down Victor’s reactions in the Café de l’Europe.

I had had scarcely time to look at the headlines when my poor darling suddenly leaned towards me and said in a choking voice, holding the paper out to me: “This is horrible!” I looked at him. Never, as long as I live, shall I forget the indescribable expression of despair upon his noble features. A moment back I had seen him smiling and happy, and now, in the space of a second, without the slightest transition, he seemed as though thunderstruck. His poor lips were white; his magnificent eyes were staring in front of him. His face and his hair were wet with tears. His poor hand was pressed to his heart as though to keep it from bursting from his breast.16

Scholar Maurice Levaillant paraphrases her next words: “He didn’t move for several minutes; it was as if he were terrified. Then he got up, walked outside like an automaton without seeming to see anything. O sadness! The sudden singing of a group of girls recalled him to reality. . . . He had come to the ramparts of the town, beside a little path where there was a children’s carousel; his heart broken, he collapsed weeping on the grass.”17

The two rushed back to Paris. They arrived on September 12. Léopoldine and Charles had been buried in the cemetery at Villequier six days before.

Victor Hugo never fully recovered from the death of Léopoldine; grief and guilt would hound him for the rest of his days. Despite his sturdy rationalism, in his worst moments he would believe that Léopoldine’s death had been a punishment from God for his adulterous ways. He wrote no poetry for almost three years and did not do much other work. His play Les Burgraves (The Burgraves) had failed in 1843, but this was no longer important. Auguste Viatte writes that “he forgot about the failure [of this play]. . . . He forgot about literature; his pride and glory no longer mattered to him. For three years, in the mind of this man whose soul had been virtually annihilated, a single hideous grief remained—a single image, a single memory, hypnotized him.”18 He could not get out of his prodigious imagination the frightful picture of Léopoldine in the last stages of death by drowning.

Although he gradually began to improve, Léopoldine’s death had sounded the death knell of his belief in Christianity, though he didn’t know it at the time. He now threw himself into esoteric belief systems: mesmerism, Hinduism, cabbalism—soon, spiritism. He entered parliament and, charmed by Napoleon III in the beginning, soon became a harsh critic, excoriating the ruler in speech after speech; this as much as anything helped to reawaken his creative powers. Hugo began to write serious poetry again—just in time to experience Napoleon III’s coup d’état of December 1851 and, on pain of death, flee to Brussels and then on to Jersey Island.

But, as September 4, 1853—the tenth anniversary of Léopoldine’s death—drew closer, the never-to-be-accepted, never-to-be-forgotten loss of his daughter must have weighed with increasing heaviness on Victor Hugo.

September 4 came and went. We don’t know how Victor Hugo reacted to that day. Then, on September 6, the curtain began to rise on the first act of a prodigious play. On that day, a visitor arrived at Saint Helier from Paris: this was Delphine de Girardin, a childhood friend of Victor’s, now a society beauty but also an intellectual, a well-known playwright, and the wife of the publisher Émile de Girardin, whose newspaper, La Presse, was the first in France to carry paid advertising. Delphine came to the Hugo household bubbling over with enthusiasm for a new craze that was captivating Paris.

This was the talking tables. With these tables, it was said, you could talk to the spirits of the dead.


Two

LÉOPOLDINE BECKONS

The tapping tables had first been heard in America six years before.

In December 1847, the Fox family—mother, father, and two daughters, Margaretta, fourteen, and Kate, almost twelve—moved into a ramshackle farmhouse in the hamlet of Hydesville, twenty miles from Rochester, New York. As a cold and snowy winter settled in, they began to hear strange rapping noises in the house. On March 31, 1848, Kate clapped her hands once and asked whatever was doing the rapping to follow suit. Her single clap was answered by a single rap. Kate clapped different numbers of raps; the mysterious rapper kept following suit. Kate and Margaretta devised a code and were soon communicating with the rapper, who said that “he” was the spirit of a peddler murdered by a previous tenant and whose body was buried in the basement.

The basement was dug up, but no body was found. The raps continued. It seemed that wherever Kate and Maggie went, raps manifested. Using the code they’d invented, the sisters communicated with what invariably turned out to be the spirits of the dead. An older sister, Leah, living in Rochester, took her younger sisters in hand. Soon the three of them were a channeling trio, evoking raps by their presence and, in public and private séances, talking to the rappers.

The Fox sisters became a sensation. They called forth not only raps but lights and tables that tapped their legs and moved and levitated; disembodied raps and table tapping became the lingua franca by which the sisters communicated with the dead. They gave more and more demonstrations, privately and in halls where attendance grew every night. Private clients and audience members alike were usually satisfied that the Fox sisters had put them in touch with their departed loved ones. The sisters’ method of talking to the dead, soon christened Spiritualism, spread like wildfire. In 1910, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle estimated that there were ten thousand mediums in the United States in 1850. An earlier estimate had put the figure at thirty thousand in 1853. The population of the United States was then twenty-three million.

Though they had launched what amounted to a revolution in spirituality, the Fox sisters were often suspected of practicing fraud. Skeptical committees constantly tested their powers, many refusing to validate those powers. Rumors spread that Margaretta and Kate had confessed to their parents that they had made the raps themselves by popping their knee and toe joints. Alcoholism, unhappy love affairs and marriages, unending financial problems, constant doubts and the demands of the public: all of this came to bedevil the days and nights of the channeling Fox sisters and probably affected their judgment and their memory of events. Maggie and Kate recanted in 1888, telling the world that their rapping had been a hoax from the beginning. A year later, Maggie recanted her recantation. Some of the phenomena manifested by the sisters seemed surely to involve more than mere popping knee and toe joints. The sisters died in poverty and some obscurity: Leah in 1890, Kate in 1892, and Maggie in 1893.

Were they genuine psychics? Today, many who believe in psychic powers do not believe the Fox sisters possessed them. But there are many who still believe the sisters were authentically psychic. So elusive was what they did that their lives are almost a giant Rorschach blot: what you believe about the Fox sisters and their putative abilities is almost a mirror of what you believe about psychic phenomena in general.

If the Fox sisters really were con artists, it is an ironic and disturbing twist of fate that their feats launched a whole new religion, and one that quickly became international. In 1851, the Spiritualist movement leaped the Atlantic Ocean, instantly taking root in England, France, Germany, and even Turkey.

When it reached the shores of France, however, it collided with a popular European-grown religion/spiritual practice: mesmerism.

The Austrian physician Friedrich Anton Mesmer (1734–1815) had theorized that we all have a critically important nonmaterial fluid in our bodies—one shared by all of the universe and linking us to the entire universe—whose effects he christened “animal magnetism.” If this fluid is “in balance,” we are mentally and physically healthy; if not, we are sick in some way. The practice of magnetism—holding a magnet over a patient’s head or some other part of the patient’s body—could recalibrate a person’s fluid.

Mesmer apparently effected many cures in this way; after the trail-blazing doctor’s death, his disciple, the Marquis de Puységur, found that when he magnetized some patients they fell into a sleepy, trancelike state—“mesmerized,” as Puységur called the condition, in homage to the master. Puységur observed that in this state many subjects seemed more intelligent, more aware of their lives, more perceptive about people and events, than they were when awake. A happy few even achieved a state of “extreme lucidity” in which they became apparently telepathic, clairvoyant, or prophetic.

In the early part of the nineteenth century, particularly in France, mesmerism became a very popular therapy. In the 1830s and 1840s there were as many “mesmerists” in a French town or city as there are chiropractors and acupuncturists in an American town or city today, and probably many more. (Indeed, the “fluid” sounds a lot like the chi energy spoken of in classical acupuncture.) Practitioners were everywhere; a scholar of the Illuminati, Auguste Viatte writes that “it rained mesmerists on every street corner, illiterate or learned, working-class or upper-class, believer or non-believer; all you had to do was look and you could find one that suited you; you could even take a few of them seriously.”1

Victor Hugo, restlessly alert to every new way of effecting personal and spiritual growth, acquired at an early age a belief in the power of the fluid. He told Paul Stapfer on Guernsey Island in 1860 that he was

wrong to deny the effectiveness of magnetism. It’s not a joke. It’s a fact acknowledged by science and studied scientifically. My son, François-Victor, had insomnia when he was a child. We tried everything to make him sleep, but nothing worked. He was so sick that the day came when we thought we would lose him. One night I tried some magnetic passes over his body. He slept for fifteen hours without waking. This sleep was so beneficial and so restorative that the doctor had no idea why or how it had happened and could only marvel that my boy had actually been cured. All my child would say to me was, “Oh, Papa, go on! More! More! That made me feel so good.”2

Viatte tells us that, in late 1847, when interest in mesmerism was at a peak, Victor Hugo, wondering if a trance state could confer the gift of divination, arrived at a séance at the Parisian home of the viscountess St.-Mars carrying a sealed box under his arm with a secret word written inside it. The presiding psychic was “Alexis,” one of the most celebrated mediums of the day. She put herself in a hypnotic trance and took Hugo’s box between her hands. Turning it around and around, she spelled out P, O, L, I. Then she stopped, declaring, “I can’t see the next letter.” She suddenly went on: “But the ones after it are I, Q, U, E. There, I see it! The word is ‘politics’ [la politique],” The medium topped off her feat by revealing that the letters were written “on a piece of light green paper M. Hugo tore out of a brochure at home.”

“That’s right!” Hugo had exclaimed, opening the sealed box and showing the piece of paper around.

From then on, writes Viatte, “‘second sight’ counted Victor Hugo among its most illustrious defenders.”3

Hugo came to see the fluid as a sort of philosopher’s stone whose full expression in a human being could make that person a kind of a god. The fluid was nothing less than the power that brought every created object in the universe into relationship with every other created object (in fact, Mesmer had hinted at this). Coming down to breakfast one morning in May 1853, Hugo told his daughter Adèle that he had just had a dream in which his own fluid had interacted with the fluid in flowers to enable him to see the color of the scent of each individual flower. “Carnations give forth a red flame like rubies,” he told her, and “lilies a white flame like diamonds,” while cornflowers glowed “with a sapphire-like blue flame and roses a rose flame like amethyst.”4 The fluid could reveal to us the truth that all the five senses—and more—were one.

[image: ]

Even as Victor Hugo was holding forth on Jersey in May 1853 on the power of the fluid, back in France, mesmerism, with its core belief in the fluid, was rapidly being overtaken by the growing excitement over Spiritualism and the tapping tables. The leading mesmerist of the day was Baron Jules du Potet, who owned the largest-circulation mesmerist magazine, the Journal du Magnétisme, the greatest number of mesmerist salons, and the mesmerist salons with the biggest rooms. As upper and middle classes alike flocked to buy three-legged tables and try to talk to the dead, du Potet decided that if he could not defeat the tapping-table menace then he could at least co-opt it. He now declared that Spiritualism was really mesmerism under a different name. He cited the case of Angélique Cottin, the “electrical girl” from Normandy, who in 1846 could not only make tables tilt and tap out sounds without her touching them but also could make all other objects around her move and jump about.

Cottin had gone on a tour around the world that had included the United States; perhaps there, du Potet suggested slyly, the Fox sisters had attended one of her demonstrations and picked up the art of table tapping from her. Potet cited the case, famous in the annals of mesmerism, of a man whose atrophied leg, when magnetized by a medium, tapped out messages from the spirit world. (This was the very same leg, du Potet hinted, that had originally invented the Spiritualists’ code of one rap equaling the letter a, twenty-six raps equaling z, and so on.) Mesmerism was Spiritualism!5

But nothing could stop the noisy onward march of the tapping tables. Moreover, a considerably more imaginative co-opter of spiritual fads than Baron Louis du Potet had appeared on the scene. This was Hippolyte-Léon Dénizart-Rival who, adopting the name of Allan Kardec (which, he said, the spirits had given him), simply renamed Spiritualism “spiritism” [le spiritisme] and, adding the doctrine of reincarnation and that of a “perispirit” effecting the connection between the nonmaterial fluid and the material body, developed almost overnight a whole new fluid-based religion. Du Potet and the mesmerists were forced to retreat, and Kardec became the king of the table tappers.

Soon Kardec’s subjects were everywhere! France was conquered by this new occult technique it now called spiritism. Aristocrats, intellectuals, and artists in particular succumbed to the craze of table tapping, though the bourgeoisie was not far behind. Eighteen fifty-three—the year when, as we will soon see, Victor Hugo first talked to the spirit world—was the annus mirabilis of French spiritism. In Marvels beyond Science, Joseph Grasset quotes Bersot on the “heroic ages of turning tables.”
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