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Introduction

Alexandre Dumas

There were two famous French writers, father and son,
called Alexandre Dumas. The one who wrote The Count of
Monte Cristo and very many other historical novels was
Dumas pére, the father. He was born in 1802. His father
had been one of Napoleon’s generals, but lost his post be-
cause of failure. When he died in 1806, there was very lit-
tle money left for his family, so Alexandre’s school educa-
tion was not of much value.

At the age of sixteen he became a clerk, and he was
lucky, after a time, to work for the Duke of Orleans. This
work allowed him time to read a great deal. He became
deeply interested in the plays of Shakespeare and the histor-
ical novels of Sir Walter Scott, and he himself began to
write both plays and novels with a background of historical
fact. The exciting happenings in his play Henri IIT et sa
cour (“Henri III and his court” ), seen in Paris in 1829,
drew attention to the young writer. From then on, Dumas
was able to spend all his time writing.

He is most famous, of course, for his historical novels
(stories set in a real time in history). The Three Musketeers
(1844) began a number of novels that covered about fifty years
of French history in the seventeenth century. Several of them
have given us well-known films such as The Man in the Iron
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Mask (from Le Vicomte de Bragelonne , 1848).

Another set of historical novels, the “Valois” novels,
had as background the sixteenth century in Europe.

In his own time, people spoke about Dumas’ employ-
ment of other writers to help him with the very great num-
ber of books he wrote, but modern students of French lit-
erature have shown that most of the writing and all the sto-
ries were his own.

One reason for the very large number of books that
came from his pen was the life he led. He spent a lot of
money and enjoyed travel and adventure. One example of
his love of adventure is his joining Garibaldi in Sicily in
1860, in a part of Garibaldi’s fight to make Italy into the
“one great country” that Faria dreams of in The Count of
Monte Cristo (page 68).

The historical novels are nearly all long stories (we have
made this English book much shorter than Dumas’ novel in
French), but the reader is taken at a good speed from one ex-
citing moment to another. In modern times the novels have be-
come films, radio and television plays and stories.

Dumas died in France in 1870.

The time of the story
This is a historical novel although the years of the action
are in Dumas’ own lifetime. The action begins in 1815,
and the book appeared in 1844. In 1814, Napoleon had
been sent to the island of Elba, which you will find on the
map on page 90. He had been beaten by the Russian winter
in 1812, and then by armies twice as big as his own at Leip-
zig in 1813. The forces against him had taken Paris in
March 1814. . '
Napoleon was not a prisoner on Elba, although he was
not allowed to leave the island. He controlled the govern-
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