Les Miserables Translated To English

y VICTOR HUGO s

Les Misérables

Les Misérables translated to English is one of the most significant literary endeavors of the 19th
century. Victor Hugo's masterpiece, originally published in French in 1862, has been translated into
numerous languages, with the English versions playing a crucial role in bringing the story of
redemption, love, and social justice to a wider audience. The novel is not only a riveting tale of
human struggles but also a profound commentary on the societal issues of Hugo's time, many of
which resonate even today. This article delves into the history of the English translations of Les
Misérables, its themes, characters, and the impact it has had on literature and culture.

History of English Translations

The journey of Les Misérables translated to English began shortly after the novel's original
publication. The book's immense popularity in France prompted translators to bring the story to
English-speaking audiences. Here are some key points in the history of its translations:

Early Translations

1. First Translation (1862): The earliest complete English translation was done by Charles E.
Wilbour, a notable American translator and journalist. His translation, published almost



simultaneously with the French edition, helped introduce the novel to an English-speaking audience.
2. Subsequent Versions: Following Wilbour's work, several other translations emerged, each with

different interpretations and styles. Notably, the translations by Isabel F. Hapgood in 1887 and the
more recent translation by Norman Denny in 1976 have been widely read.

Translation Challenges

Translating Les Misérables is not a simple task. The novel is rich in historical context, nuanced
language, and complex characters. Some challenges include:

- Cultural References: Hugo's text includes many references to French history, politics, and culture
that may not have direct equivalents in English.

- Poetic Elements: Hugo often employs poetic language and metaphors that can be difficult to
translate without losing their essence.

- Length and Structure: Les Misérables is lengthy and divided into five volumes, which can pose
challenges in maintaining coherence and readability in English.

Notable Translations

Here are some of the most recognized translations of Les Misérables, each offering its unique take
on Hugo's work:

- Charles E. Wilbour (1862): This version is often praised for its fidelity to the original text, though it
can be somewhat archaic in language.

- Isabel F. Hapgood (1887): Known for her clarity and fluidity, Hapgood's translation is still widely
available and appreciated for its accessibility.

- Norman Denny (1976): Denny's translation is noted for its modern language and readability,
appealing to contemporary audiences.

- Julie Rose (2000): A more recent translation, Rose’s work aims to maintain the spirit of Hugo’s
prose while making it relatable for modern readers.

Key Themes in Les Misérables

The novel encompasses a range of profound themes that contribute to its enduring relevance. Some
of the key themes include:

Redemption and Forgiveness

At its core, Les Misérables is a story of redemption. Jean Valjean, the protagonist, undergoes a



significant transformation from a hardened convict to a compassionate benefactor. His journey
illustrates the possibility of change and the importance of forgiveness, both from oneself and from
others.

Social Injustice

Hugo's work is a scathing critique of the social injustices prevalent in 19th-century France. Through
characters like Fantine, who is driven to desperation by poverty, and Javert, who represents the
inflexible law, the novel explores the consequences of systemic inequality.

Love and Sacrifice

Love, in its various forms, plays a crucial role in the narrative. The selfless love of Valjean for
Cosette, the romantic love between Marius and Cosette, and the maternal love of Fantine reflect the
different ways love can inspire sacrifice and heroism.

Hope and Resilience

Despite the overwhelming despair depicted in the lives of the characters, Les Misérables ultimately
conveys a message of hope. The resilience of the human spirit, as demonstrated by Valjean and other
characters, suggests that even in the darkest times, light can be found.

Character Analysis

The depth of characters in Les Misérables contributes significantly to the novel's impact. Here are
some of the most prominent figures:

Jean Valjean

- Background: A former convict sentenced to five years of hard labor for stealing bread, Valjean's
journey is central to the narrative.

- Transformation: After meeting Bishop Myriel, who shows him kindness, Valjean dedicates his life to
helping others, embodying the theme of redemption.

Javert

- Role: Javert serves as the law's enforcer, relentlessly pursuing Valjean throughout the story.
- Conflict: His unwavering belief in the law creates a moral conflict, highlighting the tension between
justice and mercy.



Fantine

- Tragic Figure: Fantine's descent into poverty and despair reflects the harsh realities faced by
women in society. Her sacrifices for her daughter, Cosette, are heart-wrenching and poignant.

Cosette

- Symbol of Innocence: Cosette represents hope and innocence. Valjean's love for her drives much of
the plot, illustrating the transformative power of love.

Impact on Literature and Culture

The influence of Les Misérables translated to English extends beyond the pages of the novel. Its
themes and characters have permeated literature, theater, and film, creating a lasting legacy.

Literature

- Inspiration for Authors: Many writers have drawn inspiration from Hugo’s work, exploring similar
themes of redemption and social justice in their narratives.

- Adaptations: The novel has inspired numerous literary adaptations, including modern retellings and
reinterpretations that keep its essence alive.

Theater and Film

- Musical Adaptation: The 1980 musical by Claude-Michel Schonberg has become a cultural
phenomenon, introducing Les Misérables to new generations through its powerful music and
storytelling.

- Film Versions: Various film adaptations, including the acclaimed 2012 movie starring Hugh
Jackman and Anne Hathaway, have further popularized the story, showcasing its emotional depth
and relevance.

Social Movements

Hugo’s exploration of social issues has inspired various social movements advocating for justice and
equality. The themes of the novel resonate with contemporary struggles against poverty, oppression,
and discrimination.



Conclusion

Les Misérables translated to English remains a monumental literary work that continues to resonate
with readers around the world. Through its rich themes, complex characters, and profound insights
into the human condition, the novel invites reflection on morality, justice, and the possibility of
redemption. As translations evolve and new adaptations emerge, Hugo’s timeless message of hope
and resilience will undoubtedly endure, reminding us of the power of compassion in the face of
adversity. Whether through the pages of the book, the music of the musical, or the scenes of the
film, Les Misérables continues to inspire and challenge us, making it a vital part of the literary
canon.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the title 'Les Misérables' in the
context of the story?

The title 'Les Misérables' translates to 'The Miserable Ones' in English, highlighting the struggles
and suffering of the characters, particularly those from the lower classes in 19th century France.

Who translated 'Les Misérables' into English and when was it
first published?

The first English translation of 'Les Misérables' was done by Charles E. Wilbour and was published
in 1887.

How does the English translation of 'Les Misérables' differ
from the original French version?

While the English translation aims to capture the essence and themes of the original, some nuances,
cultural references, and poetic elements may be lost or altered due to language differences.

What are some common themes explored in 'Les Misérables'
that are evident in the English translation?

Themes such as justice, redemption, love, and the struggle against poverty are prevalent throughout
'Les Misérables', and these themes are preserved in the English translation.

Are there multiple English translations of 'Les Misérables'
available?

Yes, there are several English translations of 'Les Misérables', each with its own interpretation,
including versions by Norman Denny, Julie Rose, and others, offering different styles and readings of
the text.



How has 'Les Misérables' influenced modern literature and
adaptations in English?

The themes and characters of 'Les Misérables' have significantly influenced modern literature,
inspiring countless adaptations, including films, musicals, and novels that explore similar social
issues and character arcs.

What impact did the English translation of 'Les Misérables'
have on its global popularity?

The English translation played a crucial role in introducing 'Les Misérables' to a wider audience,
contributing to its status as a classic of world literature and its enduring popularity across various
cultures.
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