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This story has been made into a film numerous times by French and American filmmakers, but as yet no film has succeeded in capturing the entire plot of the book. Neither will this outline, for the plot is extremely intricate.


The story begins in France, where Napoleon is in exile for the first time. Edmond Dantès is a young man, handsome, in love, and about to become captain of a ship, the Pharao. On the day before his wedding all his plans come to an abrupt halt: He is arrested for a crime he is not aware of and transported to Castle If, the prison island in the harbor of Marseille. There he stays and stays; he almost goes mad trying to figure out what happened to him. Several years into his incarceration he meets another prisoner, the mad Abbé Faria, who, trying to escape, managed only to dig his way into Edmond’s cell. The Abbé is a learned man, and upon their meeting Edmond’s true education begins. The Abbé teaches him languages, chemistry, history, science, politics, economics, and intrigue. Through the Abbé’s insight Edmond learns who is to blame for his downfall: Fernand, who wanted Edmond’s girlfriend, Mercedes, for himself; and Danglars, who didn’t want Edmond to become captain because he wanted the job for himself. These two men put together a letter denouncing Edmond as a Bonapartist (supporter of Napoleon). Villefort, the prosecutor, was also part of the plan; he knew that Edmond was innocent but condemned him to oblivion, because if he let Edmond go, it would implicate Villefort’s father as a Bonapartist and put an end to Villefort’s own career.


Faria dies, but just before his death he tells Edmond why everyone considers him, Faria, to be mad: It is because he claims to know of a treasure on the island of Monte Cristo. Edmond escapes from prison by donning the burial garments meant for the Abbé and pretending to be him. He figures he can dig his way out of the soft earth, but to his horror he is not buried in a cemetery; he is thrown into the ocean. He is picked up by smugglers, and he embarks on a new life. First he visits Monte Cristo and finds the treasure, which does indeed exist. Then he sets out to gain his revenge (or what he sees as divine retribution), fourteen years after having been thrown into prison.


It takes years and careful planning. Certain that God has chosen him as his instrument of retaliation, Edmond (who is now the Count of Monte Cristo) seeks out his old enemies, who have all done well for themselves. Fernand has married Mercedes and is a war hero. Danglars is a rich banker, and Villefort holds a position similar to that of attorney general. Piece by piece the Count’s revenge falls into place. He inflicts defamation, ruin, and death on the three culprits and their families, until he realizes that in the process he has caused innocent lives to be lost. He understands that no man can play God, and he tries to make amends to the blameless survivors. One of these is Mercedes, who recognized him from the start. She tells the Count that she is as guilty as any of the three, because she didn’t wait for Edmond but believed him dead. Edmond, however, is through with revenge; he lets Mercedes and her grown son go, and he awards them a pension and a small house—his own home in Marseille, the very house they were to have been married in.
Study Questions


1.
Do you believe that Edmond’s vengeful actions were justified? How might Edmond’s approach be criticized?


2.
If you can’t expect society to retaliate against a crime on your behalf, is it all right to take matters into your own hands? Why or why not?


3.
Some scholars think there is a difference between revenge and retribution. Are they right? Why or why not?

