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At that epoch, which was, to all appearances indifferent, a certain revolutionary quiver 

was vaguely current. Breaths which had started forth from the depths of '89 and '93 were in the 

air. Youth was on the point, may the reader pardon us the word, of moulting. People were 

undergoing a transformation, almost without being conscious of it, through the movement of the 

age. The needle which moves round the compass also moves in souls. Each person was taking 

that step in advance which he was bound to take. The Royalists were becoming liberals, liberals 

were turning democrats. It was a flood tide complicated with a thousand ebb movements; the 

peculiarity of ebbs is to create intermixtures; hence the combination of very singular ideas; 

people adored both Napoleon and liberty. We are making history here. These were the mirages 

of that period. Opinions traverse phases. Voltairian royalism, a quaint variety, had a no less 

singular sequel, Bonapartist liberalism. 

 

Other groups of minds were more serious. In that direction, they sounded principles, they 

attached themselves to the right. They grew enthusiastic for the absolute, they caught glimpses of 

infinite realizations; the absolute, by its very rigidity, urges spirits towards the sky and causes 

them to float in illimitable space. There is nothing like dogma for bringing forth dreams. And 

there is nothing like dreams for engendering the future. Utopia to-day, flesh and blood to-

morrow. 

These advanced opinions had a double foundation. A beginning of mystery menaced "the 

established order of things," which was suspicious and underhand. A sign which was 

revolutionary to the highest degree. The second thoughts of power meet the second thoughts of 

the populace in the mine. The incubation of insurrections gives the retort to the premeditation of 

coups d'etat. 

 

There did not, as yet, exist in France any of those vast underlying organizations, like the 

German tugendbund and Italian Carbonarism; but here and there there were dark underminings, 

which were in process of throwing off shoots. The Cougourde was being outlined at Aix; there 

existed at Paris, among other affiliations of that nature, the society of the Friends of the A B C. 

 

What were these Friends of the A B C? A society which had for its object apparently the 

education of children, in reality the elevation of man. 

 

They declared themselves the Friends of the A B C,--the Abaisse,-- the debased,--that is 

to say, the people. They wished to elevate the people. It was a pun which we should do wrong to 

smile at. Puns are sometimes serious factors in politics; witness the Castratus ad castra, which 

made a general of the army of Narses; witness: Barbari et Barberini; witness: Tu es Petrus et 

super hanc petram, etc., etc. 
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The Friends of the A B C were not numerous, it was a secret society in the state of 

embryo, we might almost say a coterie, if coteries ended in heroes. They assembled in Paris in 

two localities, near the fish-market, in a wine-shop called Corinthe, of which more will be heard 

later on, and near the Pantheon in a little cafe in the Rue Saint-Michel called the Cafe Musain, 

now torn down; the first of these meeting-places was close to the workingman, the second to the 

students. 

 

The assemblies of the Friends of the A B C were usually held in a back room of the Cafe 

Musain. 

 

This hall, which was tolerably remote from the cafe, with which it was connected by an 

extremely long corridor, had two windows and an exit with a private stairway on the little Rue 

des Gres. There they smoked and drank, and gambled and laughed. There they conversed in very 

loud tones about everything, and in whispers of other things. An old map of France under the 

Republic was nailed to the wall,-- a sign quite sufficient to excite the suspicion of a police agent. 

 

The greater part of the Friends of the A B C were students, who were on cordial terms 

with the working classes. Here are the names of the principal ones. They belong, in a certain 

measure, to history: Enjolras, Combeferre, Jean Prouvaire, Feuilly, Courfeyrac, Bahorel, Lesgle 

or Laigle, Joly, Grantaire. 

 

These young men formed a sort of family, through the bond of friendship. All, with the 

exception of Laigle, were from the South. 

 

This was a remarkable group. It vanished in the invisible depths which lie behind us. At 

the point of this drama which we have now reached, it will not perhaps be superfluous to throw a 

ray of light upon these youthful heads, before the reader beholds them plunging into the shadow 

of a tragic adventure. 

 

Enjolras, whose name we have mentioned first of all,--the reader shall see why later on,--

was an only son and wealthy. 

 

Enjolras was a charming young man, who was capable of being terrible. He was 

angelically handsome. He was a savage Antinous. One would have said, to see the pensive 

thoughtfulness of his glance, that he had already, in some previous state of existence, traversed 

the revolutionary apocalypse. He possessed the tradition of it as though he had been a witness. 

He was acquainted with all the minute details of the great affair. A pontifical and warlike nature, 

a singular thing in a youth. He was an officiating priest and a man of war; from the immediate 

point of view, a soldier of the democracy; above the contemporary movement, the priest of the 



ideal. His eyes were deep, his lids a little red, his lower lip was thick and easily became 

disdainful, his brow was lofty. A great deal of brow in a face is like a great deal of horizon in a 

view. Like certain young men at the beginning of this century and the end of the last, who 

became illustrious at an early age, he was endowed with excessive youth, and was as rosy as a 

young girl, although subject to hours of pallor. Already a man, he still seemed a child. His two 

and twenty years appeared to be but seventeen; he was serious, it did not seem as though he were 

aware there was on earth a thing called woman. He had but one passion--the right; but one 

thought--to overthrow the obstacle. On Mount Aventine, he would have been Gracchus; in the 

Convention, he would have been Saint-Just. He hardly saw the roses, he ignored spring, he did 

not hear the carolling of the birds; the bare throat of Evadne would have moved him no more 

than it would have moved Aristogeiton; he, like Harmodius, thought flowers good for nothing 

except to conceal the sword. He was severe in his enjoyments. He chastely dropped his eyes 

before everything which was not the Republic. He was the marble lover of liberty. His speech 

was harshly inspired, and had the thrill of a hymn. He was subject to unexpected outbursts of 

soul. Woe to the love-affair which should have risked itself beside him! If any grisette of the 

Place Cambrai or the Rue Saint-Jean-de-Beauvais, seeing that face of a youth escaped from 

college, that page's mien, those long, golden lashes, those blue eyes, that hair billowing in the 

wind, those rosy cheeks, those fresh lips, those exquisite teeth, had conceived an appetite for that 

complete aurora, and had tried her beauty on Enjolras, an astounding and terrible glance would 

have promptly shown her the abyss, and would have taught her not to confound the mighty 

cherub of Ezekiel with the gallant Cherubino of Beaumarchais…. 

 

Affiliated and initiated, [the Friends of the A B C] sketched out the ideal underground. 

 

Among all these glowing hearts and thoroughly convinced minds, there was one sceptic. 

How came he there? By juxtaposition. This sceptic's name was Grantaire, and he was in the habit 

of signing himself with this rebus: R. Grantaire was a man who took good care not to believe in 

anything. Moreover, he was one of the students who had learned the most during their course at 

Paris; he knew that the best coffee was to be had at the Cafe Lemblin, and the best billiards at the 

Cafe Voltaire, that good cakes and lasses were to be found at the Ermitage, on the Boulevard du 

Maine, spatchcocked chickens at Mother Sauget's, excellent matelotes at the Barriere de la 

Cunette, and a certain thin white wine at the Barriere du Com pat. He knew the best place for 

everything; in addition, boxing and foot-fencing and some dances; and he was a thorough single-

stick player. He was a tremendous drinker to boot. He was inordinately homely: the prettiest 

boot-stitcher of that day, Irma Boissy, enraged with his homeliness, pronounced sentence on him 

as follows: "Grantaire is impossible"; but Grantaire's fatuity was not to be disconcerted. He 

stared tenderly and fixedly at all women, with the air of saying to them all: "If I only chose!" and 

of trying to make his comrades believe that he was in general demand. 

 

All those words: rights of the people, rights of man, the social contract, the French 

Revolution, the Republic, democracy, humanity, civilization, religion, progress, came very near 

to signifying nothing whatever to Grantaire. He smiled at them. Scepticism, that caries of the 

intelligence, had not left him a single whole idea. He lived with irony. This was his axiom: 

"There is but one certainty, my full glass." He sneered at all devotion in all parties, the father as 



well as the brother, Robespierre junior as well as Loizerolles. "They are greatly in advance to be 

dead," he exclaimed. He said of the crucifix: "There is a gibbet which has been a success." A 

rover, a gambler, a libertine, often drunk, he displeased these young dreamers by humming 

incessantly: "J'aimons les filles, et j'aimons le bon vin." Air: Vive Henri IV. 

 

However, this sceptic had one fanaticism. This fanaticism was neither a dogma, nor an 

idea, nor an art, nor a science; it was a man: Enjolras. Grantaire admired, loved, and venerated 

Enjolras. To whom did this anarchical scoffer unite himself in this phalanx of absolute minds? 

To the most absolute. In what manner had Enjolras subjugated him? By his ideas? No. By his 

character. A phenomenon which is often observable. A sceptic who adheres to a believer is as 

simple as the law of complementary colors. That which we lack attracts us. No one loves the 

light like the blind man. The dwarf adores the drum-major. The toad always has his eyes fixed on 

heaven. Why? In order to watch the bird in its flight. Grantaire, in whom writhed doubt, loved to 

watch faith soar in Enjolras. He had need of Enjolras. That chaste, healthy, firm, upright, hard, 

candid nature charmed him, without his being clearly aware of it, and without the idea of 

explaining it to himself having occurred to him. He admired his opposite by instinct. His soft, 

yielding, dislocated, sickly, shapeless ideas attached themselves to Enjolras as to a spinal 

column. His moral backbone leaned on that firmness. Grantaire in the presence of Enjolras 

became some one once more. He was, himself, moreover, composed of two elements, which 

were, to all appearance, incompatible. He was ironical and cordial. His indifference loved. His 

mind could get along without belief, but his heart could not get along without friendship. A 

profound contradiction; for an affection is a conviction. His nature was thus constituted. There 

are men who seem to be born to be the reverse, the obverse, the wrong side. They are Pollux, 

Patrocles, Nisus, Eudamidas, Ephestion, Pechmeja. They only exist on condition that they are 

backed up with another man; their name is a sequel, and is only written preceded by the 

conjunction and; and their existence is not their own; it is the other side of an existence which is 

not theirs. Grantaire was one of these men. He was the obverse of Enjolras. 

 

One might almost say that affinities begin with the letters of the alphabet. In the series O 

and P are inseparable. You can, at will, pronounce O and P or Orestes and Pylades. 

 

Grantaire, Enjolras' true satellite, inhabited this circle of young men; he lived there, he 

took no pleasure anywhere but there; he followed them everywhere. His joy was to see these 

forms go and come through the fumes of wine. They tolerated him on account of his good 

humor. 

 

Enjolras, the believer, disdained this sceptic; and, a sober man himself, scorned this 

drunkard. He accorded him a little lofty pity. Grantaire was an unaccepted Pylades. Always 

harshly treated by Enjolras, roughly repulsed, rejected yet ever returning to the charge, he said of 

Enjolras: "What fine marble!" 


