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Les Misérables has a compelling plot and memorable characters but it is also rather long. Though the many digressions and the long speeches (by both narrator and characters) are integral to what the novel strives to achieve, most people find that they have neither the time nor the patience to read all 1,500 pages of the novel. And so, while I would like to encourage you to read as much as you can I would like also to suggest some ways in which you can lighten the load, if necessary. 

The easiest way to cut down the reading is to skip the so-called digressions. There are eight of them:

Part II book 1: Waterloo

Part II, book 6: Petit Picpus

Part II, book 7: A Parenthesis

Part III, book 1: Paris Atomized

Part III, book 7: Patron-Minette

Part IV, book 1: A Few Pages of History

Part IV, book 7: Argot

Part V, book 2: The Intestine of Leviathan

If you choose to skip the digressions, I would recommend that you skip all but one, of your own choice; this way you can get a sense of what the digressions are like. The ones about Waterloo and about the sewers are the most famous but all of them have their interest.  

In addition here is a list of chapters that you can skip or skim without losing the thread of the plot or crucial narratorial expositions and discussions. 

Part I: Fantine

Book 1: chapters v, vi, ix, xi, xii, xiii, xiv.

Book 3: chapters I, iv, v, vi, vii, viii (except for the last two paragraphs)

Book 7: chapter ii


Part II: Cosette



Book 2: chapter ii



Book 3: chapters ii, vi



Book 4: chapter i

Book 5: chapters iv, vi, vii, x
Book 8: chapters ii, iii


Part III: Marius

Book 3: chapters I (except for the two last paragraphs); iii (except for the three last paragraphs)

Book 4: chapter iv

Book 5: chapter vi

Book 6: chapters iii, iv, v, vi


Part IV: Saint-Denis and the Idyll of the Rue Plumet



Book 2: chapter ii



Book 3: chapters iii, vi



Book 4: chapter i



Book 5: chapters i, ii, iii; skim chapter iv



Book 6: chapter i



Book 8: Chapters i (except for the first paragraph), v



Book 10: chapters i, iv



Book 12: chapters v, vi



Book 13: chapter ii



Book 15: chapter iv


Part V: Jean Valjean



Book 1: chapters i (except for the two first pages), x, xii, xiii, xx


Book 3: chapter v (except for the first sentence)



Book 5: chapter i

I will be using the Fahnestock translation (based on the Wilbur translation), Signet Classics paperback, readily available (ISBN 978-0-451-41943-9)
If you have any questions in advance of the course don’t hesitate to email me.

Michal P. Ginsburg

Professor of French and

Comparative Literature
m-ginsburg@northwestern.edu
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