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Abstract
Published in 1984 under the direction of the French historian Pierre Nora, Les 
Lieux de mémoire represented a highly innovative historical approach for its 
time. The work was the result of Nora’s quest to find a new type of historiography 
that could handle contemporary history, true to the uniqueness of the current 
moment while maintaining a connection with the past. Distancing itself from 
stationary conceptions of history, it focused on the process of memory being made 
and remade continuously on a national level. Inspired by the ongoing dynamism 
of its conceptual framework, this article considers how Nora’s approach can 
illuminate modern memory of the historical figure Victor Hugo. Numerous 
circumstances came together to cement Hugo’s name in popular consciousness 
within his lifetime, and he subsequently came to be intimately associated with 
the tumultuous events of nineteenth-century France. However, his mark on 
society arguably reaches far beyond his own time into France’s present conception 
of its history and identity. Nora’s framework provides a penetrating and dynamic 
lens through which we can examine such a historical legacy. In doing so, this 
article finds that Hugo, as an imagined entity in contemporary consciousness, 
offers a departure point for revisiting a broad range of nineteenth-century French 
history, including politics, literature and society.

***
There is no doubt that Victor Hugo remains one of the most well-known 
figures of nineteenth-century France. Between his birth in 1802 and his 
death in 1885, his literary and political influence was such that he became 
emblematic of the period. However, his mark on society arguably reaches 
far beyond his own time into France’s present conception of its history and 
identity. The conceptual framework offered by the French historian Pierre 
Nora’s Les Lieux de mémoire (1984) provides a penetrating and dynamic lens 
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through which we can examine such a historical legacy.1 The article opens 
with a brief survey of the genesis and purposes of Les Lieux de mémoire, 
followed by the rationale behind its use in the study of the man Victor 
Hugo as a representative of his century. It then turns to what Hugo, as an 
imagined entity in contemporary consciousness, represents in the principal 
domains he contributed to, including politics, literature and society. A rich 
and complex portrait emerges of a man whose memory brings nineteenth-
century France to life.

Les Lieux de mémoire is the formidable result of Nora’s long quest to find 
a new type of historiography that could handle contemporary history, true 
to the uniqueness of the current moment while maintaining a connection 
with the past. Published between 1984 and 1992, its seven volumes are 
comprising 127 articles, representing the work of almost 120 of the most 
brilliant historians of the time. The significance and nuance of the work 
was such as to warrant two separate English language adaptations: Realms of 
Memory and Rethinking France.2

In his general introduction to Rethinking France, Nora describes the 
historical and intellectual circumstances that led to the project. He relates 
the troubling divide that he and his peers faced between their lived historical 
experience on the one hand, and their intellectual experience on the other. 
They lived during, and in the wake of, the turbulent events of twentieth-
century France: two world wars; the transition to the post–de Gaulle period; 
the internal and external tensions of the Cold War and the colonial wars, 
not least the Algerian War; the economic crisis of 1974; and the decisive 
shift from the rural to the industrial modern world. These transformations 
shook to the core the nation’s understanding of its identity and history. 
Previously dominant narratives about France’s power and destiny were 
questioned; controversial and repressed histories surfaced, such as the Reign 
of Terror during the French Revolution and torture during the Algerian 
War; and minority groups rallied forcefully to reclaim acknowledgement 
of their unique perspectives. At the same time, the explosion of the social 
sciences provided new tools through which history could be examined. 
Young historians educated according to the then-standard Annales School 
found themselves completely unequipped to grapple with this new context.

1	  Pierre Nora, Les lieux de mémoire: la République (Editions Gallimard, 1984).
2	  Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman (Columbia University Press, 1996); Pierre 
Nora, Rethinking France, trans. David P. Jordan (University of Chicago Press, 2001).
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Nora reflects on how the political, economic and cultural evolutions of the 
1970s and 1980s provided the necessary groundwork for the shift from 
the conception of a national history to that of a national memory. This 
shift is tied to an increased emphasis on social identities in place of a single 
national identity, and the revision of France’s history that this new social 
consciousness demanded. This is not the first time that the French have 
engaged in a revision of their past. Nora notes three examples, with the 
final, the ‘acceleration of history’, continuing to bear on contemporary 
experience.3 In former times, continuity with the past was maintained 
through everyday life, providing a basis for people to draw out the purpose 
of the future. Now, rapid social, technological and political changes quickly 
sever us from the past and propel us into an increasingly uncertain future. 
We lose our sense of where we have come from and where we are going, 
so we appeal to memory to fill the gap.

The culmination of these forces is best explained in Nora’s own words:

What, then, in this system of generalised memory, is becoming of 
the national memory we have inherited? Or, if you prefer, what 
will become of our traditional national memory when it fades and 
vanishes for lack of revitalisation from its own memory? The question 
I had never stopped asking myself was finally arriving at a definitive 
formulation, which for ten years has been leading me to search out 
the principal loci, material or immaterial, in which this memory had 
become embodied and which, through the actions of men or the 
work of centuries, remained their most specific representations and 
most dazzling symbols. This vast inventory resulted … which some 
have been kind enough to see not as a ‘history of France’ in the 
traditional sense but as the history that France needs today.4

Thus, Les Lieux de mémoire is not an attempt to document a collection of 
discrete, motionless monuments, but to draw together an instructive sample 
of interconnected memorial realms that demonstrate the ever-evolving 
process of memory on a national level. Nora considers a sizeable range 
of phenomena, from the more concrete such as monuments, to the dead in 
the Panthéon, passing through institutions such as the Académie Française, 
examining texts like the Civil Code, contemplating natural features such as 

3	  Nora, Rethinking France, xv–xviii.
4	  Nora, Rethinking France, xviii.
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forests, all the way through to analysing abstract mental constructs such as 
proverbs and conversation. The emphasis is on symbolism; the interest is 
not in the existence of these lieux per se but on what they represent.

By its nature, such a formulation persists in an unfinished state. The work 
of memory and historical revision is a continual process. Lawrence D. 
Kritzman, editor of Realms of Memory, emphasises this in his foreword to 
the publication, asserting:

If a ‘realm of memory’ is to exist it must have a capacity for 
metamorphosis: the recycling of knowledge through associations and 
new symbolic representations. In becoming a synonym for national 
identity, a ‘realm of memory’ enables successive generations to 
mediate their cultural myths by inculcating them with their desires.5

This is the excitement of the intellectual framework of Les Lieux de mémoire. 
We are all implicated in the creation and recreation of memory and are 
invited into a conscious reflection on this process.

This invitation is the inspiration to reconsider Victor Hugo through 
the lens of memory. Such a proposition may initially seem contrary to the 
rationale of Les Lieux de mémoire, which contains few people of renown as 
subjects of articles, avoiding traditional narratives about French power and 
conquest. David P. Jordan, the director of translation of Rethinking France, 
notes that those who are included (e.g. Charlemagne and Jeanne d’Arc are 
treated in their own essays) are not noted for their personal achievements 
but for what is subsequently made of them as embodiments of Frenchness.6 
Similarly, Victor Hugo’s funeral is treated, but not the man himself. Why, 
then, should we attempt to analyse Hugo using the framework of an 
endeavour that deliberately omitted him? Precisely because, as noted, the 
framework contains an invitation to engage in an ongoing conversation. 
He was omitted from Nora’s masterwork because including a figure 
who was already prevalent in the historical narrative would have been 
counterproductive to the revolutionary purposes of the work. However, 
during the decades that have followed, Hugo and his works have continued 
to be remembered, discussed, appropriated and reproduced, not only in 
France but also around the world. This is exactly the kind of phenomenon 
that Nora’s framework was fashioned to help us understand. In the following 
discussion, we will draw on lieux de mémoire that have been created and 

5	  Lawrence D. Kritzman, cited in Nora, Realms of Memory, xiii.
6	  Nora, Rethinking France, xxix.
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maintained in connection with Hugo, and which, taken together, represent 
all four of Nora’s categories: topographical, monumental, symbolic and 
functional.7 The abundance of, and interactions between, these various 
types of secondary lieux de mémoire come together to make Victor Hugo 
himself a potent lieu de mémoire.

Numerous characteristics of Hugo’s life and work converge, inspiring both 
the ‘actions of men’ and the ‘work of centuries’, to transform his name into 
the starting point for a wealth of memory.8 The seed of this legacy begins 
with Hugo’s own perception of himself as a herald of progress. French 
literature scholar and Hugo specialist Bradley Stephens argues that this 
perception was not of the white-bearded father figure whose image takes 
pride of place in the Hugo ‘brand’, but rather a rebellious, playful and 
dynamic spirit, determined to avoid being permanently associated with any 
political or religious ideology.9 The dynamism he strove for is encapsulated 
in a passage from his Œuvres complètes: 

La pensée est véhicule. Faire une révolution, ce n’est pas tout, il faut la 
propager, l’étendre, la répandre, la débiter, la détailler, la multiplier, 
la rendre volatile et respirable, s’époumoner dessus. Il est nécessaire qu’elle 
passe la frontière.

[Thought is a vehicle. Starting a revolution is not enough, it must 
be propagated, extended, disseminated, explained, broken down, 
multiplied, made volatile and breathable, tirelessly spoken about. 
It is necessary for it to cross the border.]10

That his defiant spirit often led him into tension, if not outright conflict, 
with the powers of the day only served to keep his name in the limelight. 
Similarly, he had every intention that his work would outlast him, writing: 
‘Si l’écrivain n’écrivait que pour son temps, je devrais briser et jeter ma plume 
[If the writer only wrote for their own time, I would have to break and 
throw away my pen]’.11 Further, his immense tenacity and lucidity enabled 
him to pursue his vocation throughout his life, even during periods that 
were, in other senses, barren. For example, his 19 years of exile turned out 

7	  Nora, Realms of Memory, 18–19.
8	  Nora, Rethinking France, xviii.
9	  Bradley Stephens, ‘“Chateaubriand ou rien, Hugo et tout”: Contemplating the Poet’s Posterity’, 
Dix-Neuf 20, no. 3–4 (2016): 229–40, doi-org.virtual.anu.edu.au/10.1080/14787318.2016.1263429.
10	  Victor Hugo, Œuvres complètes. Critique (Laffont, 1985), 595, quoted in Stephens, ‘Chateaubriand 
ou rien, Hugo et tout’ 229–40.
11	  Victor Hugo, Choses vues (Gallimard, 1972), 524, quoted in Stephens, ‘Chateaubriand ou rien, Hugo 
et tout’, 229–40.

http://doi-org.virtual.anu.edu.au/10.1080/14787318.2016.1263429


ANU Historical Journal II, Number 5

154

to rank among his most prodigious.12 The immense body of written work 
he left behind, including plays, novels, poems, speeches, private journals 
and personal correspondence, provides an indelible enshrinement of his 
thought—a body of secondary, tangible lieux de mémoire—through which 
we can continue to encounter the man and the concerns of his time. 
Moreover, his groundbreaking ideas have stood the test of time, showing 
themselves to be pertinent to far more than his own nation and century. 
Some would wait until the twentieth century to come to fruition, such as 
the introduction of social laws countering poverty and the construction of a 
cooperative Europe; others, such as gender equality, have remained topical 
ever since his time. Indeed, the realisation of these ideals is an ongoing 
struggle. Hugo’s circumstances, personality, foresight and genius have all 
contributed to his memory being perpetuated.

The actions of others have subsequently sealed Hugo as a lieu de mémoire. 
He achieved fame during his own lifetime, the spectacle of his funeral 
revealing the extent to which his persona was already rooted in collective 
French consciousness at the end of his life. On 1 June 1885, the newspaper 
Le Figaro recounted that all of Paris went out to honour the march of his 
coffin through the city and up to its resting place in the Panthéon.13 Soon 
after, the artists Auguste Rodin and Louis-Ernest Barrias would create 
monuments to Hugo, that of the latter being erected in Paris’s Place Victor-
Hugo in 1902. At the same time, an explosion of Hugo paraphernalia saw 
his likeness reproduced on everything from writing apparatus to clothing 
and confectionary. A more modern example is the appearance of the poet 
in a 2003 promotion of a library as part of the Paris-Plage event. The full-
page advertisement, appearing in the 25 July edition of Le Monde, is based 
on the well-known Nadar photograph of 1884 of a pensive, white-bearded 
Hugo leaning on a stack of books, keeping with the times in donning a pair 
of Ray-Ban sunglasses.14

Keeping step with media consumption trends, Hugo is now the subject of 
various podcasts, not least the tellingly titled podcast ‘Victor Hugo, l’homme 
qui vit’.15 His literary work forms the basis for numerous stage and screen 
adaptations, the most notable in recent times being Tom Hooper’s award-

12	  ‘Maison de Victor Hugo, Place des Vosges’, Maisons Victor Hugo, Mairie de Paris, accessed 5 December 
2023, maisonsvictorhugo.paris.fr/.
13	  Quoted from the Maisons Victor Hugo mobile application.
14	  Stephens, ‘Chateaubriand ou rien, Hugo et tout’, 229–40.
15	  Christine Lecerf and Anne Perez Franchini, ‘Victor Hugo, l’homme qui vit’, Radio France, August 
2023, radiofrance.fr/franceculture/podcasts/serie-victor-hugo-l-homme-qui-vit.

http://maisonsvictorhugo.paris.fr/
http://radiofrance.fr/franceculture/podcasts/serie-victor-hugo-l-homme-qui-vit
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winning production of Les Misérables. Equally at ease in academic settings, 
the man and his work form the substance of innumerable publications 
and scholarly discussions; for example, an entire issue of the Journal of the 
Society of Dix-Neuviémistes was devoted to modern Hugo scholarship in 
2016. He continues to be a standard in French secondary education and 
culture, illustrated amusingly by a repeated blunder in 2015 by former 
French president Nicolas Sarkozy, as recounted by Stephens.16 First in a 
tweet and then in a speech, Sarkozy erroneously cited the title of Hugo’s 
Quatrevingt-Treize (Ninety-Three) as 1793 while, ironically, arguing against 
proposed reforms to the French middle-school system, which he believed 
would compromise the standard of education. Amused commentators took 
up the hashtag #tweetcommesarko, drawing attention to Sarkozy’s error as 
proof of the need for educational reform.

Turning to Les maisons Victor Hugo—one being located in the Hugo apartment 
in Paris, the other in Hugo’s dwelling during his exile at Guernsey—we find 
particularly fascinating manifestations of topographical lieux de mémoire in 
terms of the impact that these physical spaces have on the visitor. They 
literally invite the public into a reconstruction of Hugo’s intimate world, 
creating space and time within a modern, accessible setting for imagination 
to breathe life into history. This is enhanced by, for example, the numerous 
portraits (both in a literal and metaphorical sense) of his family members, 
the inclusion of his own artwork and the interior decoration representative 
of his interests in the Parisian apartment.

In both popular and academic formats, a portrait of a captivating man 
emerges whose diverse representations invite a diversity of people to consider 
him. Thus, the renown and appropriation of his name is perpetuated among 
different social classes, as it was in his day. The fact that Hugo’s memory is 
evoked through such a wide range of secondary mediums that continue 
to evolve with technological and societal advances mean that his memory 
is both embedded in collective consciousness and capable of continual 
metamorphosis. The natural question that emerges is: what does this lieu de 
mémoire represent?

We begin with Hugo’s involvement in the tumultuous political scene of 
nineteenth-century France, which provides an equally tumultuous narrative 
through which it can be revisited. Michel Winock, a renowned specialist 
in the history of the French Republic, discusses these parallels in Le Monde 

16	  Stephens, ‘Chateaubriand ou rien, Hugo et tout’, 229–40.
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selon Victor Hugo (2020).17 Hugo was born in 1802 to a committed royalist 
and a general under the first Napoleonic Empire, a union that could be seen 
as presaging the conflicts and transmutations that would mark France and 
Hugo’s own convictions. His youth and early works were impregnated by 
a devotion to the monarchy and the Catholic Church, as his Odes et poésies 
diverses (1822) testify. The period of the Restoration is touched on in several 
poems in the collection, such as Les funérailles de Louis XVIII and Le Sacre de 
Charles X, which won him the support of the royalist newspapers of the day, 
not to mention the praises of Charles X himself. At the same time, Hugo 
was in the process of turning towards a more liberal royalism and what 
would become an unshakeable belief in the necessity of a free press. This 
shift runs parallel to the political currents behind the upheaval of the Trois 
Glorieuses in July 1830 and the subsequent instalment of the Monarchie 
de Juillet: the charter of 1830 was more parliamentary and less religious 
than that of 1814.18 Hugo testifies in Choses vues: ‘Mon ancienne conviction 
royaliste et catholique de 1820 s’est écroulée pièce à pièce depuis dix ans devant 
l’âge et l’expérience [My former royalist and Catholic conviction from 1820 
has crumbled piece by piece over the past 10 years in the face of age and 
experience].’19 Although Hugo encountered some tensions with Louis-
Philippe during the first tumultuous years of the new regime, he judged this 
‘espèce de république couronnée … qui promettait la liberté [a kind of crowned 
republic … that promised freedom]’ to be the best possible political system 
at the time.20

In 1841, Hugo was elected to the distinguished Académie Française, an 
institution that is part of the fabric of France, and, in 1845, he became 
a pair de France—that is, a member of the upper house of parliament 
under the Monarchie de Juillet. By this stage, Hugo was a long-time fierce 
advocate for liberty in a broad sense, but he still refused to identify with the 
republican agenda. Thus, when the insurrection of 1848 came about, Hugo 
could be found defending a regency—a position that would succumb to 
the will of the people within a few days. The Second Republic was declared, 
and Hugo was elected a deputy of the Assemblée nationale. The speeches 
he gave during this role further entwined him with the political evolution 
of the day. Three of the most celebrated are ‘L’abolition de la peine de mort’ 

17	  Michel Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo (Editions Tallandier, 2020).
18	  ‘Monarchie de Juillet’, Encyclopedia Larousse, accessed 29 May 2025, larousse.fr/encyclopedie/divers/
monarchie_de_Juillet/126252.
19	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 38.
20	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 107.

http://larousse.fr/encyclopedie/divers/monarchie_de_Juillet/126252
http://larousse.fr/encyclopedie/divers/monarchie_de_Juillet/126252
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(15 September 1848), which became a point of reference for all who would 
campaign against the death penalty up until its abolition in France in 1981; 
‘Détruire la misère’ (9 July 1849) in which Hugo called for the creation of 
a social welfare system; and ‘Le suffrage universel’ (21 May 1850) in which 
he defended universal suffrage against a bill that would impose conditions 
preventing almost 3 million electors from voting.21

What of Hugo’s father’s influence, the general loyal to Napoléon Bonaparte? 
At the event of the presidential election in 1848, Hugo could be found 
voting for Napoléon III, a decision that was no doubt influenced by 
the fervour he had come to hold for Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s uncle. 
As his decidedly monarchic beginnings testify, this fervour constitutes an 
important progression in Hugo’s political vision. Indeed, the young Hugo 
had nothing but contempt for the French emperor. His ode A la colonne 
de la place Vendôme (1827) was a public indication of this later evolution, 
which, once again, runs in parallel with a societal evolution. During the 
Restoration, the liberals and the republicans contorted Bonaparte’s exploits 
to oppose the regime. Their version of the Napoleonic legend was based 
on the already established military epic of a hero adored by his soldiers, 
to whom was added an egalitarian and democratic spirit and a passion 
considered praiseworthy by the romantic generation. In 1832, embracing 
this tradition, Hugo composed one of the great poems of his Chants du 
Crépuscule at the occasion of the death of Bonaparte’s son. He went on to 
recount the repatriation of the emperor’s ashes with great interest in Choses 
vues. In 1847, his passionate speech in the Chambre des pairs won over his 
contemporaries and facilitated the return of the exiled Bonaparte family to 
France. Hugo’s poem l’Expiation, which treats the downfalls of the emperor 
after his retreat from Russia and the battle of Waterloo, has been taught to 
generations of schoolchildren. All in all, a man who began his life detesting 
France’s famed hero ended up making an enormous contribution to the 
Napoleonic cult by the end of it.

21	  ‘Victor Hugo (15 septembre 1848)’, Assemblée nationale, accessed 22 September 2024, www2.
assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-15-
septembre-1848; ‘Victor Hugo (9 juillet 1849)’, Assemblée nationale, accessed 17 September 2024, 
www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-
hugo-9-juillet-1849; ‘Victor Hugo (21 mai 1850)’, Assemblée nationale, accessed 17 September 2024, 
www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-
hugo-21-mai-1850.

http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-15-septembre-1848
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-15-septembre-1848
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-15-septembre-1848
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-9-juillet-1849
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-9-juillet-1849
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-21-mai-1850
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-discours-parlementaires/victor-hugo-21-mai-1850
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Hugo’s sentiments went in the opposite direction in regard to the hero’s 
nephew. At the moment of the constitutional revision of 1851, Hugo clearly 
perceived the political direction that Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte was taking 
and warned the assembly about it through an incendiary speech of over 
three hours. In vain: 2 December saw the coup d’état that would lead to the 
instalment of the Second Empire in 1852 and the subsequent exile of Hugo. 
Characteristically, Hugo immediately set to work on writing Napoléon le 
petit, a lampoon against the second emperor’s reign, closely followed by 
Les châtiments. Both played a central role in the upkeep of the republican 
movement during this time, circulating abundantly and covertly. In fact, 
it is during this period that Hugo earned definitively the title of père de 
la République, as he continues to be known. L’Histoire d’un crime, his 
detailed narrative of the coup d’état, would wait until the end of his exile 
to be published. Hugo could well have returned to France in 1859 when 
it was politically viable for him to do so, but he identified himself with his 
cherished ideal of liberty, declaring, ‘Quand la liberté rentrera, je rentrerai 
[When freedom returns, I will return].’22

It was in 1870, in the aftermath of the defeat of Sedan and the toppling 
of Napoléon III, that Hugo kept to his word. The Third Republic was 
proclaimed on 4 September, but the uncertainties that marked its early days 
accorded him no respite. He was particularly involved in the insurrection of 
Paris in 1871, which he relates in L’année terrible. Accused of abstention by 
the extreme left and complicity with the communards by the right, Hugo’s 
position was more nuanced and has often been misunderstood.23 Suffice it 
to say that being a controversial figure for both sides of politics increased 
Hugo’s fame in his own day and invites a nuanced examination of the 
events through the memory of the man. A similar argument can be made 
for his implication in the ongoing tensions between the republicans and 
the monarchists, giving rise to the dissolution of the Chambre des députés 
in 1877. Despite multiple other challenges, Hugo enjoyed the satisfaction 
of seeing his deeply seated republican ideals blossom, which he had fought 
for so arduously. In conclusion, his lifelong political evolution, displayed in 
his written work and passionate engagement, provides a lively framework 
through which France’s own political evolution during a crucial period 

22	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 135.
23	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 209–10.
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of formation can be recalled. In this way, he fills the important function 
as a lieu de mémoire of representing what no longer exists in the age of 
accelerated history.

We now turn to the significance of Hugo’s literature, which presents a 
medium through which the social and artistic movements of nineteenth-
century France can be explored. We will focus on just two of his most well-
known works, chosen for the insight they give into multiple types of lieux 
de mémoire being interweaved. This phenomenon reinforces Hugo, the link 
tying them together, as a lieu de mémoire.

The enchanting story of Notre-Dame de Paris, published in 1831, has played 
a major role in safeguarding and embedding the cathedral itself in the fabric 
of French consciousness. The recent temporary exhibition of the same name 
in the archaeological Crypt of Paris explored this process.24 At the beginning 
of the nineteenth century, the cathedral was in a state of dilapidation, to the 
point that its demolition was being considered. Convinced that the building 
was already an essential thread in the cultural and intellectual fabric of 
France, Hugo set his mind to saving it. He summarised his rationale: 

Chaque face, chaque pierre du vénérable monument est une page non 
seulement de l’histoire du pays, mais encore de l’histoire de la science 
et de l’art … L’intelligence humaine s’y résume et s’y totalise. Le temps est 
l’architecte, le peuple est le maçon.

[Every face, every stone of the venerable monument is a page not 
only of the country’s history but also of the history of science and art 
… Human intelligence is summarised and totalised there. Time is 
the architect, the people are the builders.]25

In other words, he envisioned the cathedral as a lieu de mémoire 150 years 
before Nora began working on his exposition of the notion. Thanks to 
Hugo’s literary enshrinement of the building and lobbying to save it, almost 
200 years later, the Notre-Dame not only stands but also is known around 
the world as a defining feature of the French landscape and culture. A vast 
collection of works has been inspired by the novel, including paintings, 
written adaptations, comic strips, films, photographs and even Disney 
merchandise. The nation’s response to the fire of 2019 proved yet again 
the importance of the cathedral to French collective memory. Several 

24	  Notre-Dame de Paris: De Victor Hugo à Eugène Viollet-Le-Duc, temporary exhibition, The Archaeological 
Crypt of Paris, September 2020 – December 2023.
25	  Notre-Dame de Paris.
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commentators noted that the description of the fire of Notre-Dame in the 
novel could be seen as premonitory.26 Perhaps this is a fanciful sentiment, 
but it is clear that Hugo’s engagement has played a principal role in the 
modern conception of the iconic edifice. Further, the interweaving of a 
geographic, literary and human lieu de mémoire has reinforced and given 
momentum to each one individually.

Our second example is the monumental Les Misérables, which serves as a 
prime example for its capacity to both provide a window into the social issues 
of Hugo’s time and continue to speak to those of our own. The Industrial 
Revolution entailed the creation of the proletariat, along with new forms 
of poverty. In France, the condition of the working class was increasingly 
scrutinised during the 1840s.27 Although Hugo declared himself to be 
against socialism, he equally affirmed himself to be ‘de ceux qui pensent et 
qui affirment qu’on peut détruire la misère [of those who think and assert 
that poverty can be eradicated]’.28 The strength and the controversy of Les 
Misérables lies in its celebration of the humanity of the lowest social classes 
of the day. The series offers a sensitive overview of Parisian society, but its 
real genius is in extending beyond this. Hugo’s characters and narrative were 
not intended to be a purely realistic representation, but to depict timeless 
social phenomena. Hugo states: ‘tant qu’il y aura sur la terre ignorance et 
misère, des livres de la nature de celui-ci pourront ne pas être inutiles [as long 
as there is ignorance and poverty on earth, books of this kind will not be 
useless]’.29

The ongoing relevance of the work’s themes is affirmed in the publication 
of To Love Is to Act: Les Misérables and Victor Hugo’s Vision for Leading 
Lives of Conscience.30 In this collection of essays, which interweaves Hugo’s 
life with Les Misérables, Marva Barnett draws out Hugo’s guiding values 
of love, liberty, justice and compassion to challenge and inspire readers 
today. Boasting contributions from artists involved in the most celebrated 

26	  Two of many examples are the following news articles: ‘Ce passage prémonitoire de Victor Hugo dans 
«Notre-Dame de Paris»’, Le Nouvel Obs, 16 April, 2019, nouvelobs.com/culture/20190415.OBS11636/
ce-passage-premonitoire-de-victor-hugo-dans-notre-dame-de-paris.html; ‘Victor Hugo avait-il prédit 
l’incendie de la cathédrale Notre-Dame de Paris dans son livre?’ L’économiste maghrébin, 20 April 2019, 
leconomistemaghrebin.com/2019/04/20/victor-hugo-avait-il-predit-lincendie-de-la-cathedrale-notre-
dame-de-paris-dans-son-livre/.
27	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 161.
28	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 158.
29	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 160.
30	  Marva A. Barnett, To Love Is to Act: Les Misérables and Victor Hugo’s Vision for Leading Lives of 
Conscience (Swann Isle Press, 2020).

http://nouvelobs.com/culture/20190415.OBS11636/ce-passage-premonitoire-de-victor-hugo-dans-notre-dame-de-paris.html
http://nouvelobs.com/culture/20190415.OBS11636/ce-passage-premonitoire-de-victor-hugo-dans-notre-dame-de-paris.html
http://leconomistemaghrebin.com/2019/04/20/victor-hugo-avait-il-predit-lincendie-de-la-cathedrale-notre-dame-de-paris-dans-son-livre/
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contemporary productions of Les Misérables, such as Alain Boublil, Claude-
Michel Schönberg, Cameron Mackintosh and Hugh Jackman, the book 
unabashedly celebrates the Hugo legacy and modern attachment to it. 
Les Misérables is a wonderful example of how the adaptability of a lieu de 
mémoire can provide both continuity with, and a window onto, the past, 
which is all the while reinterpreted through a modern lens.

Finally, we turn our attention to Hugo’s contribution to romanticism. 
In France, the birth of this movement generated a fierce struggle between its 
proponents and those of classicism, which was then widespread. Hugo, who 
took up a front-line position, wrote: ‘C’est le principe de liberté [qui] vient 
renouveler l’art comme il a renouvelé la société [It is the principle of liberty 
[that] comes to renew art as it has renewed society].’31 Among the weapons 
that Hugo supplied was Hernani, an extremely controversial play due to its 
political undertones and its rupture with the classical style, first performed 
in 1830 and immediately censured by the government. As Winock notes, 
the theatre was the most decisive battlefield because it involved a direct 
connection with the public.32 Hugo contributed to the development of this 
style through numerous other works: romanticism imbues several of his 
novels, for example Han d’Islande, and is praised explicitly in some of his 
collections of poetry, such as Contemplations. Thus, his name provides a 
medium through which the development of romanticism is remembered.

The scope of the work and influence of Victor Hugo is such that we have 
only scraped the surface of his role as a lieu de mémoire. His passion and 
mission to provoke progress laid the foundation. His fervent engagement 
in the issues of his time and his artistic achievements link him inextricably 
with the political, artistic and social evolutions of a momentous period of 
history. It is only natural that his works and life have become the subjects 
of innumerable secondary works, representing the perpetual desire to keep 
his name alive. The beauty of considering such a person as a lieu de mémoire 
is the complexity and humanity that they bring to the history that their 
memory represents. Moreover, Hugo’s broad life experience and avant-garde 
ideas make him a figure that people from many walks of society can rally 
to, in our day just as much as his own. Victor Hugo continues to offer a 
lieu de mémoire through which France’s collective memory of the nineteenth 
century is constructed and evolves.

31	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 56.
32	  Winock, Le Monde selon Victor Hugo, 53.
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