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THE VICTOR HUGO ALBUM 

IN the Gabriel Cromer Collection in the George Eastman 

House there is an album of photographs of Victor Hugo and 

his circle. Bound in morocco leather, it contains forty photo­

graphs made between 1852 and 1854, while Hugo was in exile 

on the Isle of Jersey. An ardent supporter of the new and 

struggling Republic, he had fled France after the coup d 'etat 

of Napoleon I I I , when a reward of 25,000 francs was placed on 

his head for publicly denouncing the policies of the Emperor. 

The photographs were taken by the poet's son Charles and 

Auguste Vacquerie, who went with the patr iot to his Jersey 

refuge at Marine Terrace. The album was composed by Victor 

Hugo, and his wife, Adele Hugo, to be sent to Euphemie Bar-

bier, whose initials are embossed in gold on the cover. She was 

the daughter of Dr. Barbier who, with his wife, was also at 

Jersey and lived in the Hugo home. I t forms a touching doc­

ument ot the life of Victor Hugo during that tragic t ime. I t also 

provides an extraordinary example of early photography as the 

aesthetic expression of a great personality. 

Victor Hugo himself did not touch the equipment which was 

used in making the collection of pictures in this album, but he 

supervised the procedures and posed for a number of the photo­

graphs. Through the crude mechanics of the apparatus then 

available; through the chemistry of the early albumen and col­

lodion processes, through the inexperienced work of Charles Hugo 

and August Vacquerie who were sensitive and obedient to his 

instructions, Hugo's poetic art istry is unmistakenly revealed. 

One finds in these prints the same " l ight against dark , " the 

same tragic humor and much the same type of feeling for land­

scape and figures which appear in the Victor Hugo paintings 

and drawings. 

The talented Hugo family had led a life in France full of 

social and patr iot ic act ivi ty, as well as intensive work in the 

fields of art and l i terature. Victor Hugo was able to use much 

of his energy while in exile writ ing, but Charles Hugo and Vac­

querie found time hanging heavily on their hands. Photography 

offered a diversion in which everyone could part ic ipate. Charles 

journeyed to Caen where he studied with experts, and returned 

with some knowledge of the albumen process. Vacquerie mas­

tered the techniques involved in using collodion. They were 

delighted with the simplicity of these processes compared with 

the complexities of making daguerreotypes. Friends sent the 

necessary materials. The two "opera tors" became proficient in 

handling their tools, and Hugo's imagination leaped quickly to 

the potential i t ies of this new "sun paint ing." The album con­

tains several portrai ts of him, and a number of landscape studies 

for which he posed as the tragic exile on the rocks of the wild 

Jersey coast. 

In the volume is the famous photograph of Hugo's hand, and 

another of the beautiful hand of his wife. There are many pic­

tures of companions in exile and their children. These are done 

with dignity and tenderness, and the discerning eye perhaps can 

see in them the influence of the art ist Hugo most admired, 

"O Durer, master mind, painter old and pensive!", whose work 

is reflected in the poet's own paint ings. 

A picture of the Hugo home at Mar ine Terrace is included, 

and a detail of the house shows Hugo at an uptairs window, 

with Charles at another, looking out over the greenhouse 

where Madame Hugo rested when the family returned from the 

afternoon walks. In a letter which accompanied the "souvenir " 

Copyright 1952 by The George Eastman House, Inc. 


