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FIRST EDITION OF THE « GREAT POET’S MASTERPIECE », THIS IMPORTANT HISTORICAL NOVEL, ONE OF THOSE 

WHERE HUGO’S SOCIAL IDEAS ARE MOST VISIBLE.  

Clouzot, 151 ; Carteret, I, 423 ; Vicaire, IV, 341. 

 
« More and more sought-after in recent years » (Clouzot). 

 

Written in exile, this baroque novel is an act of revolt that influenced Lautréamont and Rimbaud. 

Victor Hugo takes social criticism further than he had ever dared: "It is from the hell of the poor that the 
paradise of the rich is made." 

For a long time unknown, its rehabilitation was dazzling (numerous stagings and adaptations for the 

cinem). The Man Who Laughs even appears, alongside the Comedy Human and The Stranger, among 
the first ten French novels retained in The Ideal Library (1988, p. 100).  

 

“This work, written in the last period of exile in Brussels, reflects, like Les Misérables, the social 

concerns that had made Victor Hugo a politician, and his passion, both naive and ardent, gives these 
pages an unforgettable accent. The action takes place in England, in the time of Queen Anne. A strange 

wanderer, Ursus, a misanthrope with a generous heart, wanders with his chariot and bear. He meets 

two abandoned children. Ursus takes them in. The evocation of the old England of the early eighteenth 
century is far from lacking in strength; popular brutality explodes under the varnish the proud 

refinement of society” (Dictionnaire des Œuvres). 

 
Begun in Brussels on July 21, 1866, continued in Guernsey, then completed in Brussels on August 23, 

1868, L'Homme qui rit is the last great work of exile of Victor Hugo. His writing, often interrupted, was 

marked by the double mourning that struck the author in 1868: Georges, his grandson and his wife, 

Adèle. No doubt he had an influence on the meaning of the novel and developed its metaphysical 
dimension. 

 

Baroque and far from fashionable naturalism, this novel is part of the Hugolian tradition of the victim 
of society in a very strong evocation of the old aristocratic England of the early eighteenth century. 
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