
The Count of Monte Cristo is a tale well-known for its gripping plot and swashbuckling antics, but it is 

not generally considered a deep read as far as literary value goes.  There is no evidence that Alexander 

Dumas set out to write something meaningful on the human condition, but yet reading between the 

lines does bring forward some profound insights, if unintended by the author.  Reading between the 

lines, the Count of Monte Cristo / Edmond Dantès is an authentic representation of a sorrowful 

romantic hero (romantic referring to the Romantic movement as such, not to a lover in a love story).  

The most obvious parallel with the Delicate, Passionate World is the thick air of mystery that surrounds 

the Count as everyone tries to find out more about him, to find out his backstory and who he really is, 

things which Dantès is eager to not have known.  Also similarly, the hiding is both dramatic and an 

attempt at self-preservation by someone who has been deeply wounded by past hurts. 

The opening of the book introduces the reader to Dantès as a man admired by his employer and his 

colleagues but not someone really socially successful or adept at reading others’ jealousy or impending 

betrayal.  He deeply cares for only two persons:  his aged father and his beloved and soon to be 

betrothed Mercédès.  This is not just because Alexandre Dumas did not want to take the time to write in 

more characters, but because personalities like Dantès’ are not drawn to be the center of attention.  To 

characters like Dantès, depth of emotion is more valued than its breadth.  Moreover, Dantès starts out 

as innocent, childlike, and trusting, again very representative of a romantic hero.  His emotions are 

strong and pure to a degree that is not really suitable to real life.  Anyone with a regular degree of sense 

would be on his guard against rivals in love if not against rivals in his professional life.  But Dantès does 

not have this practical sense of self-preservation and when misfortune befalls him, he casts blame on 

everyone but himself.  This sense of suffering unjustly appears often in romantic works.  Depeche Mode 

returns to this theme often in songs like “Policy of Truth”, “Condemnation”, “Useless”, and “Perfect”. 

Dantès also suffers greatly in other ways, in addition to the emotional burden of injustice.  He suffers 

the loss of his beloved, first when they are separated and then when she marries another.  He suffers 

physically in prison, to the radical point where he makes up his mind to starve himself to death.  He 

suffers extreme loneliness in prison that is then broken when he meets his fellow prisoner the Abbé 

Faria.  His loneliness, which he wears like a halo, does not cease when he escapes his captors but rather 

sweeps around with him throughout the remainder of the book.  It is reinforced by suffering, mistrust of 

others, constant travel and disguises, and an obsessive focus on a higher objective toward which all of 

his efforts are bent but which he cannot discuss with any other person.  All of his wealth, education, 

freedom, and diligence yield him no personal happiness, nor does he really know what to do with 



happiness when it unexpectedly knocks on his door.  He does his good deeds to the Morrels while 

disguised, so that no one can personally thank him, and it takes him a long time to recognize that 

Haydée, a young woman that he thought to use as merely another instrument of revenge, in fact loves 

him.  A by nature generous, passionate, and tender heart warped by pain and mistrust is a recognizable 

element of the sorrowful romantic hero. 

When Dantès turns himself into the Count of Monte Cristo, he achieves what many romantic heroes 

dream of.  His wealth makes him mysterious, intriguing and unique, elegantly covering up his broken 

heart and his loneliness.  He becomes the center of attention (something which he secretly craves), but 

as it is a kind of personality of deception, it does not help him to connect with those around him.  He is 

alone even while sitting in the midst of the elite of Paris society and being admired.  No gesture is too 

theatrical for him, from how he dresses to what he says to when he refuses to break bread with others 

to his dramatic entrances.  The ceaseless love of costumes, pretend, and make-believe reveals what the 

reader might be forgiven for thinking that Dantès’ sufferings had cured him of:  a remaining immaturity 

and childishness. 

Despite his many failings, it is hard not to love this character.  Emotional depth and honesty are so 

different from what is seen in much of the world that it cannot be prized too highly.  The way he handles 

his suffering shows nobility.  The self-denial in pursuit of justice adds to the hero’s shine.  The eventual 

reevaluation of how far his morality will allow him to go in pursuit of his revenge tells us Dantès’ heart is 

in the right place.  Whether he ever grows up or not, he has a firm place in the hearts of readers for the 

last 170+ years, and there is no reason to think that that will ever change. 


