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INTRODUCTION: WHY "LES
MISERABLES TRANSLATED TO
ENGLISH" STILL MATTERS TODAY

Victor  Hugo's  monumental  novel,  Les
Misérables, is one of the most cherished
works  of  world  literature.  Since  its
original publication in 1862, the story of
Jean Valjean,  Inspector  Javert,  Fantine,
Cosette, and the revolutionary students

of Paris has captivated millions. But for
the  vast  majority  of  English-speaking
readers,  their  entire experience of this
masterpiece  depends  entirely  on  one
c ruc ia l  s tep :  Les  Miserables
translated  to  English .  Without
translation,  Hugo's  epic  would  remain
locked  in  French,  inaccessible  to  the
global  audience  that  has  made  it  a
household name.
The journey of this novel into English is
far  from  simple.  It  is  a  story  filled  with
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passionate  debates,  lost  nuances,  and
the  immense  challenge  of  rendering
Hugo 's  sprawl ing ,  poet i c ,  and
emotionally  charged  prose  into  a
language  with  a  different  rhythm  and
soul. Understanding the history and art
behind Les Miserables translated to
Engl ish  no t  on ly  deepens  ou r
appreciation of the book but also reveals
the invisible art  of  the translator,  who
acts as a bridge between cultures and
centuries.
In this article, we will explore the major
English  translations  of  Les  Misérables,
discuss  the  unique  challenges  each
translator faced, and guide you toward
choosing the version that will  resonate
most  with  you.  Whether  you  are  a  first-
time  reader  or  a  lifelong  fan  of  the
musical  or  film  adaptations,  discovering

the  right  translation  can  feel  l ike
meeting the novel for the very first time.

THE COLOSSAL CHALLENGE OF
TRANSLATING VICTOR HUGO

Before diving into specific translations, it
is  essential  to  understand  why  Les
Miserables translated to English  is
such a formidable task. Victor Hugo was
not merely a storyteller; he was a poet, a
politician, and a philosopher. His novel is
a  vast  tapestry  that  includes  lengthy
digressions  on  the  Battle  of  Waterloo,
the  Parisian  sewer  system,  religious
orders,  and  the  nature  of  love  and
justice.
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The Problem of
Style and

Register
Hugo's  prose  shifts  dramatically.  One
paragraph might  be written in  a  lofty,
almost biblical register, while the next is
raw, gritty, and streetwise. A translator
must  capture  this  constant  tonal  shift
without making the English feel awkward
or inconsistent. For instance, the speech
of the street urchin Gavroche is full  of
Parisian  slang  that  has  no  direct
equivalent  in  English.  Similarly,  the
philosophical  musings of  the Bishop of
Digne  require  a  dignified  clarity  that
avoids  sounding  pompous.

The Length and
the "Cut"
Editions
The  original  French  text  is  famously
long—often  exceeding  1,200  pages.
Many  early  English  translations,
especially  in  the  Victorian  era,  were
heavily  abridged.  Publishers  wanted  a
manageable book for the mass market,
so they cut whole chapters, particularly
Hugo's  historical  essays.  This  practice
means that many people who grew up
reading an old paperback edition of Les
Miserables  translated  to  English
were  actually  missing  a  significant
port ion  of  the  story.  A  modern,



4

4 Les Miserables Translated To English 2024-02-05

unabridged  translation  is  a  different
experience entirely, restoring the novel
to its full, ambitious glory.

THE MAJOR ENGLISH
TRANSLATIONS: A HISTORICAL
OVERVIEW

Over  the  past  160  years,  several
translators have taken on the challenge
of rendering Les Misérables into English.
Each  version  reflects  not  only  the
translator's  skill  but  also the language
and tastes of their own era.

The Pioneering

Translation:
Charles E.
Wilbour (1862)
Remarkably, an American translation by
Charles E. Wilbour was published in New
York in 1862, within the same year as
the French original.  This was a feat of
speed  and  determination.  Wilbour's
version captures the raw energy of the
story but is often considered somewhat
stiff  and  literal  by  modern  standards.  It
was  heavily  influenced  by  the  rush  to
market  and,  as  a  result,  contains
occasional errors and a distinctly 19th-
century  formal  tone.  While  historically
significant, Wilbour's translation is rarely
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read today for pleasure.

The Enduring
Classic: Isabel F.
Hapgood (1887)
Isabel  Florence  Hapgood  was  a  prolific
American  translator  of  Russian  and
French  literature.  Her  version  of  Les
Misérables,  published in 1887, became
the  standard  text  for  over  a  century.
Many  older  editions  found  in  libraries
and  used  bookstores  are  based  on
Hapgood's work.
Hapgood's  translation  is  generally
accurate  and  complete,  but  it  suffers
from a  Victorian  sensibility.  She  often

cleans  up  Hugo's  more  passionate  or
blunt  language.  For  example,  Hugo's
"whore" becomes "unfortunate woman,"
which  so f tens  the  harsh  soc ia l
commentary  that  Hugo  intended.
Hapgood's  writing  is  dignified  and
e l e g a n t ,  b u t  i t  l a c k s  t h e  r a w ,
revolutionary  fire  of  the  original.  For
decades,  this  was  the  default  Les
Miserables translated to English for
most readers, and many people still hold
a deep affection for its stately prose.

The Modern
Revival: Lee
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Fahnestock and
Norman MacAfee

(1987)
In the 1980s, the success of the musical
Les  Misérables  spurred  a  huge  public
interest  in  the  novel.  To  meet  this
demand,  Lee  Fahnestock  and  Norman
MacAfee were commissioned to produce
a new translation.  Their  approach was
controversial  but  effective.  Instead  of
starting  from  scratch,  they  took  the
Hapgood  translation  as  a  base  and
heavi ly  revised  i t ,  updating  the
language, restoring Hugo's original tone,
and fixing inaccuracies.

The  Fahnestock  and  MacAfee  version,
published  by  Signet  Classics,  became
the  most  w ide ly  so ld  and  read
translation of the late 20th century. It is
the  translation  that  most  people  who
read the novel in the 1990s and 2000s
encountered.  It  is  more  direct,  more
vivid,  and  less  prudish  than  Hapgood.
However, purists argue that because it is
a revision rather than a completely new
translation, it carries some of Hapgood's
DNA  and  remains  a  hybrid  work.
Nevertheless,  for  a  generation  of
readers,  this  is  the  definitive  Les
Miserables  translated  to  English.

The Scholarly
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Choice: Norman
Denny (1976)
Norman Denny's translation for Penguin
Classics was published in 1976. It  is a
solid,  readable,  and  scholarly  work.
Denny aimed for a clear, modern style
that prioritized readability. While he did
not heavily abridge the text, he is known
for  trimming  some  of  Hugo's  more
lengthy digressions, a decision that has
both  fans  and  critics.  If  you  want  a
version  that  flows  well  and  is  easy  to
follow, Denny's is an excellent choice. It
balances  fidelity  to  the  story  with
accessibility.

The
Contemporary
Masterpiece:
Christine
Donougher
(2013)
In  2013,  Penguin  Classics  published  a
brand-new,  unabridged  translation  by
Christine Donougher. This is now widely
regarded by critics and scholars as the
finest  Les  Miserables  translated  to
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English  available.  Donougher  spent
years  on  the  project,  and  her  version
shows a deep love for  the text  and a
meticulous attention to detail.

Fidelity to Tone: Donougher
brilliantly captures Hugo's shifts in
register. The street slang feels
natural, and the philosophical
passages are clear and powerful.
Complete Text: This is a truly
unabridged translation. Every
chapter, every digression, and
every essay is included.
Fresh Language: She avoids
archaic phrasing while maintaining
the dignity of the original. Her
sentences are long and complex
where Hugo intended them to be,
but they remain comprehensible to

the modern reader.
Critical Acclaim: This translation
won the French-American
Foundation Translation Prize and
has been widely praised in literary
circles.

For  a  first-time  reader  who  wants  the
mos t  comp le te  and  au then t i c
experience,  Donougher's  translation  is
the current gold standard.

KEY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN
TRANSLATIONS: WHAT TO LOOK
FOR

When choosing which Les Miserables
translated to English to read, consider
these specific elements that vary widely
between versions.
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The Treatment of
Digressions
Victor Hugo loved to pause the story to
lecture the reader.  He spends over 50
pages on the Battle of Waterloo, tracing
the  flow  of  the  battle  and  the  muddy
field  where  a  baron  sinks.  He  also
includes a  long history  of  the Parisian
sewer  system.  Some  translators,  like
Denny,  abbreviate  these  sections  to
keep the narrative moving. Others, like
Donougher, keep them fully intact. If you
enjoy context, history, and philosophical
reflection,  choose  an  unabridged
version. If you want to focus strictly on
the  plot,  a  lightly  edited  translation
might suit you better.

The Language of
the Characters
How a translator renders Jean Valjean's
inner turmoil or Fantine's despair makes
a  huge  difference.  In  older  translations,
characters  speak  in  a  formal,  literary
English that can feel distant. In modern
translations, the dialogue is more natural
and immediate.  For  example,  compare
how  the  young  revolutionary  Enjolras
delivers  his  speeches.  A  Victorian
translator might have him sound like a
Shakespearean  hero,  while  a  modern
translator  portrays  him  as  a  fiery,
relatable  young  man.
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The Specifics of
Slang
The  slang  of  the  Parisian  underworld,
known as argot, is a major theme in the
book. Hugo includes a whole chapter on
the philosophy of slang. Translators have
to decide whether to use British slang,
American slang, or to invent a stylized
English cant. Donougher's use of slang
feels  organic  and  British-inflected,  while
Fahnestock and MacAfee opt for a more
neutral, accessible approach.

WHICH TRANSLATION SHOULD
YOU CHOOSE?

Your  choice  of  Les  Miserables
translated to English depends on your

goals as a reader.

For the Purist and Scholar:1.
Christine Donougher's 2013
translation is the best choice. It is
complete, accurate, and
beautifully written.
For the General Reader Who2.
Wants a Great Story: The
Fahnestock and MacAfee Signet
Classics edition is a reliable, fast-
paced version that is easy to find
and afford.
For the Reader Who Wants a3.
Classic Feel: The Hapgood
translation (often available for free
on Kindle) has a Victorian charm
that some readers love.
For the Student Who Needs a4.
Balance: Norman Denny's
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Penguin Classics version offers a
scholarly but readable middle
ground.

Whichever you choose, be sure to buy
an unabridged edition if you want the
full experience. Many cheap editions are
abridged and will  leave you wondering
how you missed entire plot points and
character motivations.

THE IMPACT OF TRANSLATION
ON POPULAR CULTURE

It  is  fascinating  to  consider  that  the
iconic  story  most  of  us  know  is  filtered
through translation. The famous musical,
the  film  adaptations,  and  even  the
concept of Les Misérables as a "story of
redemption"  are  all  mediated  through
Les  Miserables  translated  to

English.  The  musical's  libretto  was
written in  French by Alain  Boublil  and
Jean-Marc Natel and then translated into
English  by  Herbert  Kretzmer.  That
English  libretto,  in  turn,  influences  how
we  imagine  the  novel.
Furthermore,  the  way  we  quote  the
novel in English is entirely dependent on
the translator. The famous line, "To love
another  person  is  to  see  the  face  of
God," is a paraphrase of Hugo's thought,
but  the  exact  wording  var ies  by
translation. This shows how translation is
not just a technical exercise but an act
of creative interpretation that shapes our
cultural memory.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF A STORY WELL TOLD

The fact that we are still  debating the
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merits of different English translations of
Les  Misérables  is  a  testament  to  the
novel's  enduring  power.  The  quest  for
the perfect Les Miserables translated
to English is a quest for the soul of the
story itself. Each translator brings their
own voice, their own era, and their own
understanding of  Hugo's  genius to the
task.
For the modern reader, the good news is
that we have never had more excellent
options.  Whether  you  choose  the

scholarly rigor of Donougher, the classic
elegance of Hapgood, or the accessible
energy of Fahnestock and MacAfee, you
are in for a profound reading experience.
The key is to start reading. Once you are
swept  up  in  Jean  Valjean's  flight  from
Javert, once you weep for Fantine, and
once you stand with the students at the
barricade,  the  specific  words  on  the
page fade away, and you are left only
with the immortal story itself.
So pick up a copy


