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Introduction

Everything about Dumas was colossal, prodigal, oversize: his very physique, a broad-beamed six-foot-two, very tall for a nineteenth-century Frenchman; his fabled erotic appetites; the sheer volume of his literary output—fifty plays, some ninety multi-tome novels, over sixty works of journalism, biography, essays, memoirs (his collected works come to 277 volumes); and last but not least, the prodigality of his heart and his purse: in a moment of penury, he once crossed Paris to borrow five francs from a friend, forgot his gloves, and when the friend’s maid came to return them, tipped her with the very coin he had borrowed from her employer earlier that day.

Born in 1802 in Villers-Cotterěts, a small market town some fifty miles northeast of Paris, Alexandre Dumas was the child of an innkeeper’s daughter and of one of Napoléon’s most remarkable generals, Thomas-Alexandre Davy de La Pailleterie, who passed on to his son his admiration of feats of martial valor as well as his exotic physique. Thomas-Alexandre was born in the Caribbean island of Santo Domingo. His own mother was a Negro slave, Marie-Cessette Dumas; his father, the feckless voluptuary Marquis Alexandre Davy de La Pailleterie, was descended from ancient Norman aristocracy. Brought to France as a child, Thomas-Alexandre, upon reaching maturity and being disowned by his father for insulting one of his parent’s paramours, proudly took on the surname of his black mother, Dumas, and enlisted in the army. During the Revolution of 1789, Dumas’s prodigious courage allowed him to rise through the ranks with extraordinary speed. Notwithstanding his distinctly half-breed features, which led adversaries to refer to him as “the black devil,” at the age of thirty-one Thomas-Alexandre Dumas was named a general in the Revolutionary armies, and became one of Napoléon’s most trusted companions in arms.

But General Dumas’s volatile, moody, and insubordinate character—what his son would refer to as “a typically Creole blend of nonchalance, impetuosity, and inconstancy”1—was ill-suited to Bonaparte’s need for unswerving adulation. Their rift, begun during the Egyptian campaign, compelled General Dumas to return to France. On the way home he was captured by the Piedmontese, and after two years of imprisonment which destroyed his health, he could do nothing to diminish Bonaparte’s continuing hostility. Stricken off the active list, denied any back pay or military pension, the unfortunate soldier lived in near poverty for the six remaining years of his life. He found his only solace in the affection of his wife and of the son born to them after his return, Alexandre, a child as rosy-cheeked, blue-eyed, and fair-haired as any in his village; he only developed crisp curls and darker-than-average skin upon the onset of puberty.

Left penniless by her husband’s death, little Alexandre’s mother moved back to her parents’ home in Villers-Cotterěts, where the future writer enjoyed a frugal but carefree country boyhood. He hunted in the woods with local poachers, satisfied his endless curiosity for animal life, and pursued studies with the local village priest, from whom he acquired, if little else, solid Latin, literary ambitions, and unusually fine handwriting. The latter talent served him well when, after a few years of dismal work in the office of a local notary, he left for Paris with two francs in his pocket; he soon landed a job as copy clerk in the office of the Due d’Orléans, brother of the monarch of France, Charles X. He became stagestruck during his first year in Paris, began to attend the theater nightly, stayed up until dawn reading Corneille, Schiller, Shakespeare, and the Greek dramatists, and began trying his hand, unsuccessfully, at his first plays. The tall, handsome, affable youth with curly brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and irresistibly charming manners also struck up an affair with a pretty seamstress, Catherine Labay. Born in 1824, their son Alexandre, later known as “Alexandre fils” (to distinguish him from “Alexandre père”) would eventually become a writer as renowned as his father.

No young man with literary ambitions moving to Paris in the early 1820s, as Dumas did, could be exempted from the influence of the Romantic movement just beginning to blossom in France. To Dumas’s generation, which was that of Balzac and Hugo, an interest in Romanticism was far more than a search for heightened emotion and subjectivity. It also entailed a dedication to political and social reform, a commitment particularly intensified among French liberals by the oppressive and inept reign of the pompous, ultra-reactionary Charles X (1757–1836), youngest brother of Louis XVI and Louis XVIII. Beyond defying the despotism of this monarch and of the Roman Catholic Church, the Romanticism of the 1820s evoked renewed support for the poor and the oppressed, and a particular yearning to explore earlier, more heroic, more tumultuous periods of French history.

Dumas’s first successful play, Henri III et sa cour, which dealt audaciously with the inequity and brutal excesses of sixteenth-century court aristocracy, gave French theatergoers just the kind of Sturm und Drang they had craved. Greeted by the audience with cries of delighted horror, Dumas became famous overnight and was thrust into the forefront of the Romantic revolution. In the following years his dramatic works, as well as his political activities and his tempestuous love affairs, became the talk of Paris. In the spring of 1830, when his second hit play, Christine, was performed, he began an affair with the actress Belle Krelsamer, with whom he would have a daughter, Marie. That summer, he manned the barricades in the revolt that unseated Charles X and placed the fallen king’s relatively liberal cousin, Louis-Philippe, on the throne. The following two years saw the apex of Dumas’s fame as a playwright. His play Antony, which, along with Victor Hugo’s Hernani, enjoyed the most memorable premiere in the annals of romantic drama, thrust the audience into a state of near delirium. Through Dumas’s psychological legerdemain, the play’s heroine, the unfaithful wife Adèle, a prototype of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, reversed all dramatic conventions by becoming an object of compassion and pity rather than of reprobation. “It was greeted with a frenzy of applause, of weeping, of sobbing, of shouting,” Théophile Gautier wrote, “the burning passion of the play had set fire to all hearts.”2 As Dumas rose from his seat, he was seized by a crowd of brawling admirers who tore off shreds of his clothing to retain as mementos of his play.

Eighteen thirty-two, the year another audacious Dumas play, La Tour de Nesle, was performed with equally tumultuous success, also marked the beginning of his longest-lived affair, with the actress Ida Ferrier. After a stormy two years in which he carried on simultaneously with three mistresses—Ida, Belle Krelsamer, and the possessive young matron who had preceded her, Mélanie Waldor—he took up with Ida full time, and eventually married her (in order, he explained to his friends, “to get rid of her more easily through a legal separation”).3 The ambitious, consummately narcissistic Ida, who at the beginning of their liaison was a radiant blond with facial features of singular beauty, was a skillful and accomplished hostess. And for the first time Dumas was able to run his household in the sumptuous manner he had always dreamed of. The couple held ostentatious dinner parties to which invitations were much sought, and at which the author inevitably dazzled his guests with his genial bonhomie and lavish hospitality. The culminating soiree of their eight years together was a masked ball at which some five hundred members of le tout Paris appeared: the aging General de La Fayette; Eugène Delacroix, who designed the wall decorations and came to the party dressed as Dante; the actresses Mile. George and Mlle. Mars; the composer Rossini (in the costume of Figaro); the poet Alfred de Musset (dressed as a character of Molière’s). After a gargantuan three A.M. meal the revelers spilled out of the apartment and onto the street, dancing a frenzied galop. It was an event most fitting to the jovial, fast-living Dumas, who indeed would have liked all of life to be a magnificent procession, held at a galloping rhythm. He was as flamboyant and egotistic as he was compassionate and generous, and loved every ounce of the adulation he received. Upon being bestowed the Legion of Honor in 1845 he wore it conspicuously, with a childish pleasure, alongside Spanish, Belgian, Swedish, and other decorations, and on official occasions his chest became a clanging showcase of beribboned medals.

But Dumas’s personal and literary success received mixed reviews among the Parisian elite. The long-standing view of Dumas as a happy-go-lucky, bon vivant prodigy should be replaced with a more complex image: in part because of his mulatto origins, society at large, while rewarding him amply for his talent, remained wary of his social persona. There were many racist overtones in Parisians’ reactions to Dumas. Balzac referred to him as “That coon.”4 The famous actress Mile. Mars pretended she knew he’d been in a room by its smell: “Open all the windows, it smells of Negro!”5 she would exclaim after the playwright had visited the Comédie Française. “He’s so vain,” another Parisian wit commented, “that he’s capable of getting up behind his own carriage to make you think he has a black footman.”6 Censoring Dumas’s exuberant prolificity, the poet Louise Colet, not herself not a model of decorum, spoke for many Parisian literati when she wrote, in a letter to Victor Hugo, “What’s now missing in France, in poetry and literature, is patience. In all domains one is hasty, precipitous, noisome: what an example that poor Alexandre Dumas offers! Certainly he has imagination and a kind character, but his boasting and ostentation shock and revolt.”7

*   *   *

Vogues for literary genres seem to have been as fickle in the mid-nineteenth century as they are today. In the late 1830s, the popularity of Dumas’s historical plays, which he was churning out at the rate of two a year, began to wane. Acutely sensitive to the demands of the marketplace, in 1838 he sensed a reawakened interest in the historical novel, which had found a huge audience in France some decades earlier through Sir Walter Scott’s translated works. A few of Dumas’s contemporaries had already experimented with the form: Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris, Balzac’s Les Chouans, and Alfred de Vigny’s Cinq-Mars had enjoyed a considerable succés d’estime but did not reach a vast public. With his habitual confidence, Dumas felt he could score a critical and commercial success by revitalizing the genre. There was another, more industrial force at play in his decision to move on to the novel: the growth of the roman-feuilleton, or serialized novel, was being pioneered in those years by the country’s two most influential papers, La Presse and Le Siècle. In 1838 the latter publication asked him for a fictional text they could serialize. Dumas set to work reading reams from French historical chroniclers such as Joinville and Froissart looking for episodes that would particularly entice him; he carefully studied Scott’s techniques, particularly his method of delineating characters in a firm, painterly way.

Realizing the vast research such books might entail, Dumas then enrolled collaborators to help him in the project. Over the years he employed scores of them, several of which he shared with popular colleagues such as George Sand and Victor Hugo. But his principal nègre (the common French euphemism, still in wide use today, for research assistant) was one Auguste Maquet, the erudite son of a wealthy industrialist who taught history at a prominent Paris lycée. He did not much enjoy teaching, and eagerly accepted Dumas’s offer to collaborate on his historical novels, for which he was paid some 10,000 francs per manuscript, a handsome sum for a young intellectual. As generous with his name as he was with his cash, Dumas offered to have Maquet co-sign their works, but the newspapers vetoed the notion. “A page signed by Dumas is worth three francs a line,” the editor of Le Siècle decreed, “a page signed Dumas-Maquet is worth thirty sous.”8

So for the following decade, at the rate of two a year, the novels appeared, produced at prodigious speed like all of Dumas’s works. The trilogy which begins with La Reine Margot tells of the struggle between Catherine de Médicis and Henri de Navarre, the future Henri IV. Les Quarante Cinq and La Dame de Monsoreau are also set in the second half of the sixteenth century, in the intrigue-laden reign of the weak, corrupt Henri III. The Queen’s Necklace and Le Chevalier de Maison Rouge concern Marie-Antoinette. Joseph Balsamo and Ange Pitou take place in the Revolutionary era, the last decades of the eighteenth century. The Count of Monte Cristo, which, along with his Musketeers series was the most dazzlingly successful of his novels, was a tale of revenge set in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Dumas’s singular ambition was to practice a kind of historical imperialism, and annex as much of French history as he could into his novels. “How shall I achieve that?” he wrote. “By working like no one has ever worked before, by suppressing all of life’s details, by suppressing sleep.”9

Never in the annals of French literature was there a fecundity comparable to that of Dumas between 1845 and 1855. Throughout that decade a score of his novels, each of them running to thousands of pages and earning him as much as 100,000 francs a piece, were serialized in Parisian newspapers. His habit was to sit at his worktable for a minimum of ten hours a day, covering his sheets of lavender-blue paper at extraordinary speed, rarely crossing anything out or revising, never using accents, commas, or any punctuation, which his numerous secretaries would insert later. He usually worked on several fictional texts simultaneously, sometimes writing narratives for several different newspaper serializations at one time. Believing that white paper ruined eyesight, he color-coded his writing sheets accordingly: lavender-blue for his novels, yellow for his plays, and pink for his magazine articles (which continued to proliferate at an unabated rate while he penned his fictions). Dumas’s productivity became legendary, and deepened the literary elite’s ambivalence about his work. Sainte Beuve made sly comments about Dumas’s “industrial literature.” Caricatures showed Dumas seated at his worktable with four separate pens between the fingers of each hand as a waiter ladled soup into his open mouth. There were rumors that he ran a literary sweatshop in his basement, keeping a dozen poor devils in line through the use of a whip, like half-caste overseers in the French colonies. A popular journalist complained that “M. Dumas, the plague of our time, infected by the industrial contagion, seems to have leagued himself body and soul to the cult of the golden calf.”10 Another pundit published a pamphlet entitled “The Novel Factory: Maison Alexandre Dumas et Cie.” “Everyone has read Dumas,” so the popular saying went, “but nobody could possibly read all of Dumas, not even Dumas himself.”11

Despite these grumblings, the decade in which Dumas wrote his historical novels, the 1840s, was that of his greatest popularity with the public. Audiences stood up to cheer him whenever he entered a public place. His imposing physique had not yet begun to thicken, he continued to disarm all acquaintances with his geniality, generosity, and wit. This was also the happiest period of Dumas’s life: he had divorced the rambunctious Ida, who had gone on to marry an Italian nobleman. A loving father, he was finally able to draw close to his son Alexandre fils, now a dashing litterateur in his early twenties who had loathed his stepmother. Father and son moved in with each other and led a carefree, dissolute bachelor life, passing women from bed to bed. They also began to travel widely together, for Dumas found yet another remunerative form in the travel essay. At last he was enjoying the modus vivendi of independence and gaiety best suited to his temperament. His greatest happiness consisted of an isolated room; a wooden table laden with immense piles of paper at which he worked ten to twelve hours; a son and a daughter whom he could treat as comrades; undemanding young women occasionally at his beck and call; spirited friends who could regale him with scintillating conversation and help protect him from creditors and plaintive mistresses. Such were the blissful conditions he enjoyed while writing the most enduringly popular of his fictions, the vast series that begins with The Three Musketeers and ends with Le Vicomte de Bragelonne (it is the last fourth of the latter novel that comprises what we now know as The Man in the Iron Mask).

*   *   *

Dumas first conceived of The Three Musketeers series in the early 1840s, when he came across an apocryphal autobiography entitled Les Mémoires de M. d’Artagnan, by one Courtilz de Sandras. First published in 1704, it documented the dull, plodding life of a true-life officer in Louis XIII’s army. Even the names Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, with small spelling changes, were found in the volume. But whereas Courtilz’s three companions were unlikable adventurers, Dumas transformed them into thoroughly lovable cavaliers, some of whose traits are readily traceable to Dumas himself as well as to the virtues he most admired in his own father. The general’s fabled ability to withstand one hundred enemies with the might of only his sword obviously inspired the Musketeers’ own feats of Superman-like valor. Porthos’s Rabelaisian hedonism, his taste for bacchanalian feasts, and easy loves are clearly attributes Dumas recognized in himself. The aristocratic melancholy of Athos might well project Dumas’s idealized view of his own forebears, the Marquesses Davy de La Pailleterie. The deviousness, elegance, and devouring ambition of Aramis presents an archetype of the perpetually scheming Jesuit priest held by every liberal, anti-clerical Frenchman of Dumas’s generation. As for d’Artagnan, who may be the most fictional of the four central characters, he embodies Dumas’s most cherished themes: the superiority of friendship, loyalty, and fraternal bonding to any heterosexual passion; the potential triumph of agile resourcefulness over material or political power; the débrouillardise—street wisdom—that allows a lone individual such as d’Artagnan to outwit even the mightiest monarch on earth, his own king.

Are Dumas’s historical novels true to history? Hardly. He had little interest in erudition, and no pretension whatsoever at being either a scholar or a researcher—“What’s history?” he once asked. “A nail on which I hang my novels.” A characteristically glaring anachronism occurs in The Iron Mask: Dumas states that King Louis XIV is twenty-four years old at the beginning of the narrative, which would place the story in 1666; yet in that same span of narrated days we see Louis arresting his Superintendent of Finances, Nicolas Fouquet, an historical incident that occurred in 1661, a mere few months after the king took power. Dumas could not have cared less. For a decade Dumas and his sidekick, Maquet, rampaged and pillaged through history, inventing, altering, distorting—doing whatever was needed to hold their readers spellbound. Once Maquet had provided him with a narrative skeleton, Dumas began to wield his amazing gifts of animation, which he exercised through two particular skills: one was his deftness for derring-do and melodramatic suspense: without much straining the reader’s credibility, heroes spring back to power after near-fatal adventures, reappear at the door soon after they’ve been hurled out the window, duel their way out of any quandary. Dumas also had a genius for flamboyant dialogues, a talent well honed, of course, by his training as a playwright. He became so famed for the ebullience of his literary repartees that in the 1840s the following parody of a Dumas exchange was published in the French press:


“Have you seen him?”

“Who?”

“Dumas.”

“Father?”

“Yes.”

“What a man!”

“Indeed.”

“What fire!”

“Assuredly.”

“And what fecundity!”

“The devil he has!”



A conversation from The Man in the Iron Mask:


“Tell the coachman to stop, Porthos, we’re here.”

“This is the place?”

“Yes.”

“How can that be? We’re at Les Halles . . .”

“That’s right, but take a look.”

“Well, I’m looking, and I see . . .”

“What?”

“That we’re at Les Halles, damn it!”



It was this cinematic, rat-tat-tat vivacity of pace that Dumas strove for, rather than any historical versimilitude. And it may be his very failure of historical precision that projects Dumas’s novels out of real time, and endows them with a perennial and enduring freshness.

*   *   *

The Man in the Iron Mask was never conceived by Dumas as an independent novel. It was in fact a smart publishing ploy, already undertaken in the mid-nineteenth century,12 to decant the most exciting portion of the Musketeers trilogy’s last chapters—approximately the last quarter of the multivolume Vicomte de Bragelonne—into one easily readable narrative carafe. Over the decades, different editors have dealt with the Iron Mask episodes in various ways. A highly popular 1943 Dodd Mead edition, for instance, states that it has “taken from the original novel those incidents and episodes which relate particularly to the man in the iron mask. . . . Here and there, at considerable intervals,” the editor admits, “a connecting phrase or two [were] added to bridge the gap where some unrelated episode is omitted.”

This Penguin Classics edition of The Man in the Iron Mask is one of the first which has not been submitted to any such doctoring. Beginning with the chapter of Le Vicomte de Bragelonne that is entitled “The Prisoner” and ending with the entire trilogy’s very last chapter, “The Death of M. d’Artagnan,” it reproduces Dumas’s text in its original integrity. Some readers, however, might need elucidation concerning France’s political situation at the time The Man in the Iron Mask begins.

King Louis XIII, who is omnipresent alongside his adviser Cardinal de Richelieu in The Three Musketeers, died when his oldest son, the future Louis XIV, was five years old. His wife, Anne of Austria, and her chief councilor, the wily Cardinal de Mazarin, ruled as co-regents until the young king’s majority. When Louis XIV acceded to the throne in 1661 he was still deeply marked by the humiliations he had suffered under their tutelage. Moreover, Louis XIV’s youth had been tormented by the rebellion of powerful nobles called the Fronde (1648–1653). This civil war, which pillaged and greatly destabilized national security, instilled in the young monarch a horror of any sort of political disorder, and ideally conditioned him for autocratic rule. Not endowed with exceptional gifts, he was nevertheless blessed with large measures of industriousness and discipline, phenomenal health, an astute judgment of human nature, and radiant handsomeness, qualities that would soon help him become Europe’s most charismatic, imposing ruler.

The young Louis XIV portrayed in The Man in the Iron Mask is bent on centralizing his personal power by avoiding the possibility of another Fronde, or the ascendance of powerful figures such as Richelieu and Mazarin. He is fulfilling these goals by weakening France’s more prestigious nobles and the sway of his ministerial advisers, whom he has exclusively chosen from the ranks of the bourgeoisie. A fan of the Divide and Rule principle, Louis encourages a keen sense of rivalry between all members of his entourage. The infighting between his two closest advisers, Comptroller General Jean-Baptiste Colbert and Superintendent of Finances Nicolas Fouquet, first dramatized in Chapter 6 of The Man in the Iron Mask, seems to delight the king. Fouquet, a former lawyer and a protégé of Mazarin’s, had hoped to be made head of government upon Louis XIV’s ascendance to the throne. But Louis has overlooked him in favor of Colbert, in part because of Fouquet’s close association with the hated Cardinal Mazarin and in part because of the dread and suspicion aroused in the king by Fouquet’s ostentatious flaunting of wealth.

This particular subplot of The Man in the Iron Mask comes close to being historically accurate: In fact as well as in Dumas’s fiction, the great fěte held by Fouquet at his superb castle Vaux-le-Vicomte, which far surpassed any yet staged by a French monarch (Chapter 15), humiliated Louis XIV by its sheer splendor, and clinched the minister’s doom. A few weeks after his big bash Fouquet was arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment, a sentence he would serve until his death two decades later. This would leave the field free for the rule of the glacial, ruthlessly efficient Colbert, who would remain the King’s second-in-command for the rest of his own life, and who in the last pages of the novel, hands d’Artagnan the highest honor any French officer could ever receive: a field marshal’s baton.

What about Dumas’s other Musketeers, whom we last encountered in that volume of their trilogy called Twenty Years Later? The Man in the Iron Mask begins a decade later still. Porthos, wealthy and retired from active duty, is now Baron de Vallon. Athos, Comte de Fère, is widowed and lives on his country estate with his beloved son, Raoul, Vicomte de Bragelonne. The supremely ambitious Aramis has become the Bishop of Vannes; and unbeknownst to most, he has also risen to be the Superior General of the Jesuits, a post that in the seventeenth century was often covertly held. As for D’Artagnan, the only one of the original four Musketeers who is still in military service, he is captain of the King’s Guard and the monarch’s closest confidant, subject to Louis’s orders alone. In the chapters of Vicomte de Bragelonne that immediately precede the Man in the Iron Mask, Raoul has been renounced by his fiancée, Louise de la Vallière, who has recently become Louis XIV’s mistress. And Athos, who has tried to plead for his son with the king, has aroused such great anger on the part of Louis XIV that he has been imprisoned for life in the Bastille, a fate from which he is about to be rescued by d’Artagnan’s diplomacy and cunning.

The central plot of The Man in the Iron Mask, however, is as far-fetched a fiction as Dumas ever set into an historical frame, and has no factual basis whatsoever: It revolves about Aramis’s attempt to replace Louis XIV, whom he considers to be already corrupted “by the license of supreme power,” with his twin brother, Philippe (no chronicler has ever even suggested that Louis XIV ever had a twin). As Dumas’s fictional narrative has it, Philippe has been secretly imprisoned since infancy, his parents having resolved, upon the royal twins’ birth, that they wished to avoid any fratricidal struggle for the throne. In the book’s opening pages, Aramis is visiting Philippe at the Bastille, and is about to apprise him of his royal birth, the nature of his fate, and Aramis’s determination to put him on the throne of France. Pages later, in the chapter entitled “Crown and Tiara,” another aspect of Aramis’s ambition is clarified: In return for installing Philippe on the throne, he wishes for nothing less then the papacy—the pontiff was often chosen, in that century, by the supremely influential king of France. (“I will have given you the French throne,” Aramis says to Philippe, “you will give me Saint Peter’s throne.”)13

Other historical high points to note throughout the narrative: Chapter 19, which displays the craftiness with which d’Artagnan handles the king’s orders to imprison Fouquet, for whom the Musketeer feels a secret sympathy. Chapter 24, in which Dumas creates a brilliant, tumultuous scene in which Louis XIV and his twin brother, whom the wily Aramis has managed temporarily to spring from the Bastille, confront each other in front of the assembled court. And above all those chapters—particularly Chapter 53—in which another central theme of the entire trilogy is revealed: Playing to the king’s patriotism (and also to the sentiments of Dumas’s embourgeoisé, starved-for-heroism nineteenth-century readers), d’Artagnan manages to alter Louis XIV’s stubborn will by recalling those principles of honor that prevailed in earlier, more heroic moments of French history. These ideals have been lost in the “baseness, intrigue, cowardice” that suffuse the fawning upstarts of Louis XIV’s court; they are only retained, in d’Artagnan’s view, by the impecunious, plain-mannered, ancient noblesse d’épée—the provincial gentry from which all four Musketeers have sprung, and who are now “the only models of the valor of former times. . . . Whatever remains to you of the grand nobility, guard it with a jealous eye,” d’Artagnan had warned the king in one of the later chapters of Le Vicomte de Bragelonne, “of courtiers you will always have enough. . . . Bad kings are hated. Poor kings are driven away.”14 Eerie premonitions indeed of the following century’s apocalyptic events, in which the ancient country gentry remained the monarchy’s most stalwart supporters.

Even though not composed as an individual unity, The Man in the Iron Mask (so titled because Louis XIV eventually orders his unfortunate twin brother to be imprisoned for life with an iron mask placed over his head) may well be the most psychologically intricate of Dumas’s Musketeers series: it differs from its predecessors by the great complexity of its protagonists’ choices. Whereas in earlier volumes the four Musketeers acted in total accord (“All for one and one for all!”), the issue of the two contending kings poses a considerable new rift between them. Aramis easily enjoins Porthos and Athos in his plot to replace Louis with his twin brother (Athos, in particular, looks on Louis XIV as his deadly enemy because he has brought disgrace on his son), but what dreadful choices his comrades’ conspiracy creates for d’Artagnan, who has been Louis’s friend and protector since the monarch’s earliest youth! D’Artagnan is all too painfully aware that the gentle, pacific pretender, Philippe, whose wisdom has been honed in suffering, is of character far superior to that of the vengeful, petty king. Yet an anointed monarch, in a faithful soldier’s code of honor, is an anointed monarch to be protected and served. And the graying Musketeer is torn—his dilemma has the grandeur of Greek drama—between the abstract principles of virtue embodied by the pretender and the ancient standards of fidelity incarnated in Louis XIV. Moreover, how can he, Captain of the Musketeers, remain faithful to his code of honor and carry out Louis’s orders to imprison his three beloved comrades? D’Artagnan’s implacable sense of justice, and his fidelity to his friends, might well predispose him to cast his lot with the good pretender. . . . Which decision does he make, and how does he balance this conflict of conscience with his loyalty to the comrades of his youth?

As the French newspapers used to print after each installment of Dumas’s novels, “La suite au prochain numéro.” It is the Byzantine subtlety of d’Artagnan’s decisions, and the cool, resourceful wisdom with which he arrives at them, that has made him one of the most enduring and admirable characters in world literature.

Over the past eighty years, scores of film renditions of The Man in the Iron Mask have come to the screen. The most recent star-studded version, made in 1998, features the great Irish actor Gabriel Byrne as d’Artagnan, Jeremy Irons as Aramis, Gerard Dépardieu as Porthos, and John Malkovich as Athos; Leonardo di Caprio offers comic relief, starring in the dual roles of Louis XIV and his twin brother Philippe.

*   *   *

Dumas’s demise was in good part caused by the most endearing of his virtues—his naïve optimism, generosity, and juvenile insouciance. (“Permit me to present to you my revered parent,” Dumas fils used to introduce Dumas père, “a big child I had when I was very young.”)15 At the peak of his success, Dumas founded a playhouse—the Théatre Historique—that would be exclusively dedicated to staging his dramas. He also built himself a vast, extravagant mansion at Marly-le-Roi, in the Paris suburbs, in which a succession of plebeian stage ladies lived at his expense, often with large families in tow, helping themselves liberally to his till. Both ventures failed catastrophically in the aftermath of the Revolution of 1848, which replaced Louis-Philippe with the equally lackluster President Louis-Napoléon, Bonaparte’s nephew. The French economy suffered a terrible setback, and Dumas’s theater went bankrupt. The author suddenly found himself hundreds of thousands of francs in debt. The suddenness with which this multimillionaire became a pauper was in part caused by his childish irresponsibility and by the fact that he was prodigally spendthrift. Just as he would have been perfectly happy to share literary credits for all his historical novels with Auguste Maquet, so Dumas had always looked on money as something to spend immediately or give away.

In 1852, partly to flee his creditors, partly to protest the growing autocracy of President Louis-Napoléon, who that year crowned himself Emperor Napoléon III of France, Dumas fled to Belgium for a year. The only pleasure of his exile was to learn that his son, Alexandre fils, was now a pillar of the literary establishment and who occasionally looked askance at his father’s wild ways, had become very famous in his own right: he had scored an immense hit with his play La Dame aux camélias, which would remain the most popular drama of the Second Empire, and provided the libretto for Verdi’s opera La Traviata. (Ironically, it was the sanctimonious Dumas fils, whose works have hardly stood the test of time, who would ultimately be taken into the Académie Française, an honor consistently denied to the enduringly cherished Dumas père because of his flashy, often scandalous way of life.)

The aging reprobate refused to calm down or to behave with the decorum the French expect from a venerable writer. His last fifteen years were very restless. Having found a good source of funds in publishing travel books, he began to roam throughout Europe. He traveled to England, where he remained for an entire year; to the island of Guernsey, where he visited with Victor Hugo, who had been exiled for his radical views by Emperor Napoléon III; to Greece; to Russia, which he explored for nine months. In the 1860s he rushed to Italy to lend his support to Garibaldi’s uprising and spent months shipping arms to the Italian leader. Italians took warmly to the genial, rotund, exuberant old man with crisp gray curls; and while in Naples he published a newspaper, L’Independente, and wrote an eight-volume history of the city’s Bourbon rulers. Then Dumas suddenly turned his interest to archaeology: upon his request, Garibaldi named him superintendent of excavations of Pompeii, a task that he fulfilled with great energy and efficiency until the Naples city council turned chauvinistic, decided that a foreigner should not hold the post, and refused him the proper funds.

Throughout these years, whether in Italy or France, the corpulent sextagenarian continued to sugar-daddy his way through a new series of lovers. In 1861 one of his mistresses, Emily Cordier, bore him a daughter, Micaela, whom he doted on, and whom he legally recognized, as he had his other two children. Dumas’s last major liaison was also his most scandalous. In 1868 he took up with a hustling American actress called Adah Menken, who throughout her career had arranged to be photographed with each of the famous men she had conquered. An impecunious photographer took pictures of her, barely clad, sitting on Dumas’s vast lap, and published it in the newspapers. This caused a considerable ruckus, abruptly ended the romance, and incited Dumas to sue the photographer (he handily won the case). Unperturbed, Dumas consoled himself by venturing into yet another literary genre that was totally novel to him, the cookbook. He had always been a fabled chef, often concocting the principal dishes at his own dinner parties. He now set to writing his massive Grand Dictionaire de Cuisine, which is his last finished work, and has remained a classic among gastronomes throughout the world. Until his final months his brevity of wit, his sens du mot juste, never abated. The year before his death, when asked how he felt upon reaching his sixty-seventh year, he answered “Tout passe, tout lasse, tout casse”16, which along with another of his phrasings, “Cherchez la femme,” has remained a cherished euphemism of the French language.

In his last decade, the loyal Dumas, however penurious, continued to offer solace and funds to old friends more direly in need than he was. He totally supported the impoverished retired actress Mile. George in her final years; and he was the only person to attend the deathbed of Jeanne Dorval, the greatest actress of her age who had starred in innumerable Dumas plays. But in 1870 Dumas’s own health, which for decades had so triumphantly withstood the strains of overwork and high living, began to fail. When France declared war on Prussia in July he was in Marseilles on a rest cure. News of the disastrous defeats dealt to France in the first weeks of the campaign caused the patriot to suffer a mild stroke. He headed back toward Paris, but his son, fearful that the city might be besieged or pillaged, insisted that his father seek refuge in the coastal Normandy town of Dieppe, where Alexandre fils had moved with his wife and children. Once in his family’s care, Dumas’s powers deteriorated rapidly. Lying in his room within sound of the distant breakers, he began to sleep most of the day, unable to concentrate on anything more arduous than an occasional game of dominoes with his two granddaughters.

A few days before his death, which would come on December 5, 1870, at the age of sixty-eight, Dumas had a dream which perplexed him greatly. He dreamed that he was standing on the peak of a pyramid-shaped hill totally composed of his books, which were piled up, one on top of the other, like blocks of masonry. Little by little the ground shifted and gave way beneath his feet, and the mound he had been standing on became nothing more than a little heap of gray volcanic ashes. “Alexandre,” he asked his son the following morning, “on your soul and conscience, do you think anything of mine will survive?”17 Alexandre fils reassured his father eloquently that his oeuvre would endure, and the two men embraced.
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THE MAN IN THE
IRON MASK


1

The Prisoner

Ever since Aramis’s bizarre transformation into the confessor of the order, Baisemeaux, the warden of the Bastille, had not been the same man.

Previously, so far as the worthy warden was concerned, Aramis had been a prelate to whom he owed respect and a friend to whom he owed gratitude. But starting with that revelation that had just thrown him for a loop, Baisemeaux was a subaltern and Aramis a superior.

The warden lit a lantern himself, summoned a jailer, and, turning back to Aramis, he said, “At your orders, monsieur.”

Aramis merely nodded, as if to say “Very good!,” and motioned as if to say “Lead the way!” Baisemeaux started off. Aramis followed him.

It was a beautiful starry night. The trio’s footsteps echoed on the flagstones of the terraces, and the jangling of the keys swinging from the turnkey’s belt rose all the way up the towers, as if to remind the prisoners that freedom was beyond their reach.

You could have thought that the change in Baisemeaux had infected the turnkey. During Aramis’s earlier visit, the turnkey had been so nosy and inquisitive. This time, however, he was not only mute but also cool and calm. With his head lowered, he seemed afraid to prick up his ears.

Thus, upon arriving at the foot of the Bertaudière, they climbed its two landings, silent and a bit slow. For Baisemeaux, though obedient, was anything but eager to comply.

At last they reached the cell. The jailer didn’t need to look for the key, he was already holding it. The door opened.

Baisemeaux prepared to enter the cell. But Aramis, halting at the threshold, said, “Regulations do not allow the warden to hear the prisoner’s confession.”

The warden bowed, making way for Aramis, who took the turnkey’s lantern, stepped inside, then signaled him to close the door.

He stood there for an instant, listening hard, trying to tell whether Baisemeaux and the turnkey were leaving. Then, assured by the softening sounds that indicated they had left the tower, Aramis placed the lantern on the table and peered around.

Under ample, half-drawn curtains, the young man, whom Aramis had already visited, was resting on a green serge bed, which, aside from being newer, was completely identical to all the other beds in the Bastille. In accordance with dungeon rules, there was no light. The prisoner had had to put out his candle at the hour of curfew. You could tell he got special treatment, since he enjoyed the rare privilege of keeping his light on until the curfew bell rang.

Near his bed, remarkably fresh clothes were lying on a big leather armchair with twisted legs. A small, sadly neglected table without quills, books, paper, or ink stood next to the window. Several full plates testified that the prisoner had barely touched his meal.

Aramis gazed at the young man lying on the bed, his face half-hidden by his arms. The arrival of a visitor did not make him change his posture; he was waiting or sleeping.

Aramis lit the candle with the help of the lantern, gently pushed back the chair, and approached the bed with a visible blend of interest and respect.

The young man lifted his head. “What do you want of me?”

“Didn’t you ask for a confessor?” Aramis responded.

“Yes.”

“Because you’re sick?”

“Yes.”

“Very sick?”

The young man gave Aramis a piercing look and said, “Thank you.” Then, after a moment of silence, he continued, “I’ve already seen you.”

Aramis bowed. No doubt the prisoner’s scrutiny, that revelation of a cold, sly, and domineering character imprinted on the face of the Bishop of Vannes, was quite unsettling, for the young man added, “I feel better.”

“And so?”

“Well, since I’m better, I don’t think I need a confessor.”

“Don’t you even need the hair shirt that was announced by the note in your bread?”

The young man shuddered. But before he could say yes or no, Aramis went on: “And don’t you even need this priest who has something important to reveal to you?”

“If that’s the case,” said the young man, falling back on his pillow, “I’m listening.”

Aramis stared harder at him, surprised by that air of simple and comfortable majesty, which cannot be acquired unless God places it in the blood or the heart.

“Have a seat, sir,” said the prisoner.

Aramis obeyed with a bow.

“How does the Bastille agree with you?” asked the bishop.

“Very nicely.”

“You’re not suffering?”

“No.”

“You long for nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“Not even freedom?”

“What do you call freedom, sir?” the prisoner asked in a belligerent tone.

“I call freedom flowers, air, daylight, stars, the joy of running to wherever your fidgety twenty-year-old legs may carry you.”

The young man smiled. In resignation or disdain—it was hard to tell which.

“Look,” he said, “I’ve got two roses in this Japanese vase, two beautiful roses that were picked as buds yesterday evening in the warden’s garden. They bloomed this morning, opening their vermilion calyxes before my gaze. With each fold in their petals they released the treasure of their fragrance. My room is filled with their perfume. Look at those two roses. They’re beautiful among roses, and roses are the most beautiful flowers. So why would you want me to desire other flowers if I have the most beautiful flowers right here?”

Aramis eyed him in surprise.

“If flowers are freedom,” the prisoner mournfully went on, “then I’ve got freedom since I have flowers.”

“Yes! But air!” cried Aramis. “Air is crucial to life!”

“Fine, sir. Come over to the window. It’s open. Between the sky and the earth the wind is rolling its swirls of ice, fire, warm vapors, or soft breezes. The air coming from there caresses my face when I picture myself swimming in the void while I climb on this chair, sit on its back, and pass my arm around this bar, which supports me.”

Aramis’s face turned gloomier as the young man spoke.

“Daylight?” he continued. “I’ve got something better than daylight. I’ve got the sun—a friend who visits me every day without the warden’s permission, without the turnkey’s company. My friend enters my room through the window, he draws a large, long square, which runs from the window and chews my bed drapes down to the fringes. This radiant square grows from ten A.M. till noon, and decreases from one P.M. till three, very slowly, as if, after hurrying to see me, he regrets leaving me. By the time his final ray disappears, I’ve enjoyed four hours of his presence. Isn’t that enough? I’m told that there are poor wretches who dig in quarries, laborers who drudge in mines, and who never see the sun.”

Aramis wiped his forehead.

“As for the stars, which are lovely to see,” the young man went on, “they are all alike except in size and intensity. I’m favored among mortals, for if you hadn’t lit that candle, you could have seen the beautiful star that I was gazing at from my bed before your arrival and that was caressing my eyes with its radiance.”

Aramis lowered his head. He felt submerged in the bitter wave of this sinister philosophy, which is the religion of captivity.

“So much, then, for flowers, air, daylight, and stars,” said the young man with the same tranquillity. “All that’s left is my strolls. Don’t I stroll all day long through the warden’s garden in fair weather and in here in rainy weather, in the coolness if it’s warm out, in the warmth if it’s cold, thanks to my fireplace in the winter? Ah! Believe me, sir,” the prisoner added, his expression not devoid of a certain bitterness, “men have done for me everything that a man can hope for, can desire.”

“Men perhaps!” said Aramis, raising his head. “But you seem to be forgetting God.”

“That’s right, I’ve forgotten God,” the prisoner replied, unmoved. “But why do you tell me that? Why bother talking to prisoners about God?”

Aramis stared hard at this singular young man, who combined a martyr’s resignation with an atheist’s smile.

“Isn’t God in everything?” Aramis murmured in reproach.

“I’d say He’s at the bottom of everything,” the prisoner answered in a firm tone.

“Fine!” said Aramis. “But let’s get back to what we were talking about.”

“I couldn’t ask for more,” said the young man.

“I’m your confessor.”

“Yes.”

“Well, as my penitent, you owe me the truth.”

“I ask for nothing more than to tell you the truth.”

“Every prisoner has committed a crime that has landed him in prison. What crime did you commit?”

“You already asked me that the first time you saw me,” said the prisoner.

“And you’ve eluded my question, both then and now.”

“And why do you think I’ll respond today?”

“Because today I’m your confessor.”

“Well, then, if you want me to tell you what crime I’ve committed, please explain to me what a crime is. Now, if I know of nothing to reproach myself for, I say that I’m not a criminal.”

“Sometimes a person can be a criminal in the eyes of the great men of the world, not only for having committed crimes but because we know that crimes have been committed.”

The prisoner was extremely attentive.

“Yes,” he said after a moment of silence, “I understand. Yes, you’re right, sir. In that case, I could be a criminal in the eyes of great men.”

“Ah, so you do know of something?” asked Aramis, who believed he had glimpsed not the defect but the joining of the cuirass.

“No, I know of nothing,” replied the young man. “But sometimes I muse, and at those moments I tell myself . . .”

“What do you tell yourself?”

“That if I keep musing, I will either go crazy or unearth a number of things.”

“What happens then?” Aramis asked impatiently.

“Then I stop.”

“You stop?”

“Yes. My head is heavy, my thoughts grow sad. I feel boredom overcoming me. I desire . . .”

“What?”

“I don’t know, I don’t want to be caught desiring things that I don’t have—I’m so content with what I do have.”

“Are you scared of death?” Aramis asked, a bit anxious.

“Yes.” The young man smiled.

Aramis felt the coldness of that smile and he shuddered. “Oh!” he cried out. “Since you’re scared of death, you must know more than you’re letting on.”

“What about you?” the prisoner retorted. “You who had me ask to see you, you who, when I asked for you, walk in and promise me a world of revelations? How come you’re now holding your tongue and I’m doing the talking? Each of us is wearing a mask. Let’s both of us either keep on our masks or remove them together.”

Aramis felt both the strength and the soundness of that reasoning. I’m not dealing with an ordinary man, he thought to himself. “Let’s see,” he then said aloud, “are you ambitious?”—without preparing the prisoner for that abrupt transition.

“Just what is ambition?” the young man asked.

“It is,” Aramis replied, “a feeling that impels a man to desire more than he has.”

“I said I was content, sir. But I might be mistaken. I don’t know what ambition is, but I may have it. Look, open up my mind to me—that’s all I’m asking for.”

“An ambitious man,” said Aramis, “is a man who craves things beyond his station.”

“I crave nothing beyond my station,” said the young man with a self-assurance that again made the Bishop of Vannes shudder.

The prisoner fell silent. But his burning eyes, his knitted forehead, his reflective attitude clearly indicated that he was expecting something other than silence. And Aramis broke that silence.

“You lied to me the first time I saw you,” he said.

“Lied?” the young man exclaimed, sitting up in his bed. His voice was so dramatic, his eyes were so ardent, that the visitor recoiled in spite of himself.

“I mean,” Aramis replied with a bow, “that you have concealed from me what you know about your childhood.”

“A man’s secrets,” said the prisoner, “belong to him, monsieur, and not to all and sundry.”

“That’s true,” Aramis agreed, bowing lower than before. “That’s true, forgive me. But am I still ‘all and sundry’ for you? I beg you, answer me, monseigneur.”

This title vaguely disturbed the prisoner, yet he did not seem astonished.

“I do not know you, sir,” he said.

“Oh! If I dared, I would take your hand and kiss it.”

The young man was about to hold out his hand to Aramis, but the lightning that had flashed in his eyes vanished on the edge of his lids, and his hand drew back, cold and defiant.

“Kiss a prisoner’s hand!” He shook his head. “What good would it do?”

“Why did you tell me,” Aramis asked, “that you feel fine in here? Why did you tell me that you have no aspirations? Why, finally, do you prevent me from being frank?”

The young man’s eyes flashed a third time. And for the third time, the lightning faded without leading to anything.

“You distrust me,” said Aramis.

“In what regard, sir?”

“Oh, it’s quite simple. If you know what you ought to know, you should distrust everyone.”

“Well, then, don’t be surprised that I’m distrustful since you suspect me of knowing things I don’t know.”

Aramis was struck with admiration for this energetic resistance. “Oh, monseigneur! You’re driving me to distraction!” he cried out, banging his fist on the armchair.

“I don’t understand you, sir.”

“Well, then, try to understand me.”

The prisoner peered at his visitor.

Aramis went on: “At times I feel that I am gazing at the man whom I am looking for. . . . But then . . .”

“But then that man disappears, isn’t that so?” the prisoner smiled. “All the better!”

Aramis stood up. “I certainly have nothing to say to a man who distrusts me as much as you do.”

“And I,” said the prisoner in the same tone, “I have nothing to say to a man who refuses to understand that a prisoner must distrust everyone.”

“Even his old friends?” said Aramis. “That’s too much prudence, monseigneur.”

“Old friends? You are one of my old friends? You?”

“Come, now,” said Aramis. “Don’t you remember that in the village where you spent your infancy—”

“Do you know the name of that village?” asked the prisoner.

“Noisy-le-Sec, monseigneur,” Aramis firmly replied.

“Go on,” said the young man, his face neither avowing nor denying.

“Listen, monseigneur,” said Aramis. “If you’d absolutely rather keep playing this game, let’s call it a day. I’ve come to tell you a lot of things, that’s true. But you have to show me for your part that you want to hear them. Before speaking, before exposing the important things that I’m concealing, I need a little help if not frankness, a little sympathy if not trust. You see, you’ve locked yourself up in a pretended ignorance that paralyzes me. . . . Oh, not for what you believe. For no matter how ignorant you may be or how indifferent you may pretend to be, you are no less than what you truly are, monseigneur. And nothing, nothing—do you hear?—will make you be anything else.”

“I promise,” the prisoner answered, “to hear you out patiently. But I feel I’ve got the right to ask you the same question that I’ve already asked you: Who are you?”

“Think back some seventeen or eighteen years ago in Noisy-le-Sec. Do you remember a cavalier who came with a lady? She normally wore black silk and had fiery ribbons in her hair.”

“Yes,” said the young man. “I once asked what the cavalier’s name was, and they told me that he was the Abbé d’Herblay. I was astonished that this clergyman looked like a warrior, and I was told that it was not so astonishing, given that he was a musketeer of King Louis XIII.”

“Well,” said Aramis, “that man, who was a musketeer and an abbé back then, and who is now the Bishop of Vannes and your confessor today—that man is I!”

“I know. I recognized you.”

“Well, then, monseigneur! If you know that, I must add something that you do not know. If the king knew of the presence here of this musketeer, this abbé, this bishop, this confessor tonight, then tomorrow the man who’s risked everything to find you will see the gleam of the headman’s ax in the depth of a dungeon that is far darker and more lost than your cell.”

Listening to these sharply accentuated words, the young man sat up in bed and peered more and more avidly into Aramis’s eyes. As a result of this scrutiny, the prisoner seemed to be gaining some trust.

“Yes,” he murmured, “yes. I remember perfectly. The woman you’re speaking of came with you once, and came twice with the woman . . .”

He broke off.

“With the woman who came to see you every month—isn’t that right, monseigneur?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know who that woman was?”

Lightning seemed to flash from the prisoner’s eyes. “I knew it was a lady of the court.”

“Do you remember that lady clearly?”

“Oh, my memories of her can’t be too hazy,” said the young prisoner. “I saw her once with a man in his mid-forties. I saw her once with you and with the woman in the black gown and the fiery ribbons. I saw her twice more with that same person. Those four people, plus my tutor and old Perronnette, my jailer and the warden, are the only people I’ve ever spoken to, and actually the only people I’ve even laid eyes on.”

“But were you in prison back then?”

“If I’m in prison here, then I was relatively free back then, even though my freedom was highly restricted: a house with grounds that I never strayed from, a large garden surrounded by walls that I couldn’t scale—that was my home. You know the place, you’ve been there. Besides, I was so used to living inside those walls, and that house, that I never wanted to leave. So, you will understand, sir, that having seen nothing of the world, I cannot desire anything, and if you tell me something, you will have to explain it thoroughly.”

“And that’s what I’ll do, monseigneur,” said Aramis, bowing, “for that’s my duty.”

“Very well! Then start by telling me who my tutor was.”

“A fine aristocrat, monseigneur, an honest aristocrat above all, a teacher for both your body and your soul. Did you ever have occasion to complain about him?”

“Oh, no, sir. Quite the contrary. But this gentleman often told me that my parents were dead. Was he lying to me or telling the truth?”

“He was forced to carry out his orders.”

“So he was lying?”

“On one point. Your father was dead.”

“And my mother?”

“She’s dead for you.”

“But she’s alive for other people, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“And I”—the young man stared at Aramis—“I’m doomed to live in the darkness of a prison?”

“Alas! I think so!”

“And that,” the young man continued, “is because my presence out in the world would expose a great secret?”

“A great secret, yes.”

“To lock up a child in the Bastille, my enemy must be very powerful.”

“He is.”

“So much more powerful than my mother?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because my mother would have defended me.”

Aramis hesitated.

“Yes, monseigneur. More powerful than your mother.”

“If my nurse and my tutor were taken from me, I or they must have posed a very great danger for my enemy, right?”

“Yes,” Aramis calmly replied. “A danger that your enemy escaped by making your nurse and your tutor disappear.”

“Disappear?” asked the prisoner. “In what way did they disappear?”

“In the surest way,” Aramis answered. “They are dead.”

The young man paled slightly and drew a trembling hand across his face. “Poison?” he asked.

“Poison.”

The prisoner reflected for a moment.

“If those two innocent people, my sole mainstays, were killed on the same day, then my enemy must be very cruel or constrained by necessity. For that worthy aristocrat and, that poor woman had never harmed a fly.”

“Necessity is harsh in your house, monseigneur. And thus it’s necessity that, to my great regret, forces me to tell you that they were both assassinated.”

“Oh! You’ve told me nothing new,” said the prisoner, knitting his brow.

“What do you mean?”

“I suspected it.”

“How?”

“Let me tell you.”

At that instant, the young man, propped on his elbows, approached Aramis’s face with such a profound expression of dignity, abnegation, and even defiance, that the bishop felt the devouring sparks of the electric enthusiasm rising from his faded heart to his steel-hard skull.

“Speak, monseigneur. I’ve already told you that I’m risking my life by conversing with you. Insignificant as my life may be, I beg you to receive it as a ransom of yours.”

“Very well,” said the young man. “This is why I suspected that my nurse and my tutor had been killed—”

“You called him your father . . .”

“Yes, I called him my father, but I knew perfectly well that I was not his son.”

“What made you assume that? . . .”

“Just as you are too respectful for a friend, he was too respectful for a father.”

“I have no intention of disguising myself,” said Aramis.

The young man nodded and went on: “No doubt, I wasn’t destined to remain eternally locked up, and the reason I think so, especially now, is the care they took to raise me as a cavalier who is as accomplished as possible. The nobleman who looked after me taught me everything he knew: mathematics, a little geometry, astronomy, fencing, and riding. Every morning I practiced fencing in a low room and rode horseback in the garden. Well, one very hot morning—it was summer—I had dozed off in that room. Aside from my tutor’s respect toward me, nothing so far had enlightened me or aroused my suspicions. I lived on air and sunshine like a child, like a bird, like a plant. I had just turned fifteen.”

“So that was eight years ago?”

“Yes, more or less. I’ve lost track of time.”

“Forgive me, but what did your tutor tell you to encourage you to work?”

“He said that a man must seek his fortune out in the world if God has refused to provide him with one at birth. He added that as a poor, obscure orphan, I could rely only on myself, and that no one was or ever would be interested in me per se. Now I was in that low room, where, worn out by my fencing lesson, I had fallen asleep. My tutor was in his room on the second level, right overhead. Suddenly, I heard a muffled cry; it was my tutor. Then he called: ‘Perronnette! Perronnette!’ She was my nurse.”

“Yes, I know,” said Aramis. “Go on, monseigneur, go on.”

“She must have been in the garden, for my tutor dashed down the stairs. I stood up, worried that he was worried. He opened
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