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GASTON LEROUX was born in Paris in 1868, the son of a building contractor. He trained as a lawyer, but it was as a journalist that he made a name for himself, developing in the process the investigative methods that he would later attribute to some of his characters. Following his ground-breaking coverage of a notorious trial in 1894, he was invited to join the staff of a leading newspaper of the time, Le Matin, to which he contributed many a scoop. His first novel was serialized in the late 1890s and in 1907 The Mystery of the Yellow Room launched his career as a pioneer of the French detective novel. One of the most flamboyant and prolific writers of popular fiction, he died in Nice in April 1927.
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Chronology

(See Further Reading for Leroux’s works translated into English)

1868 6 May: Born in Paris to Dominique Alfred Leroux, a building contractor from Le Mans, and Marie Bidault from Fécamp in Normandy.

13 June: His parents marry in Rouen and the family settles in Normandy, where three other children – Joseph, Henri and Hélène – will be born.

1880 Starts attending boarding school at Eu (Normandy).

1886 29 July: Passes his baccalauréat with honours.

October: Moves to Paris and begins Law School.

1887 First short story, ‘Le Petit Marchand de pommes de terre frites’, published in La République française.

1889 30 October: Graduates from Law School.

1890 22 January: Is sworn in as a trainee barrister.

1891 December [or January 1892]: Meets Adrien Lefort, the editor of the gossip column of L’Écho de Paris under the pseudonym of Robert Charvay. Becomes his secretary and is invited to contribute to the newspaper.

1894 January: Following his reports on the death sentence of anarchist bomber Auguste Vaillant in Paris, Leroux is invited to join Le Matin, a major daily newspaper, and subsequently leaves the bar.

August: Visits Italy to investigate the background of Sante Geronimo Caserio, an anarchist sentenced to death for the fatal stabbing of French president Sadi Carnot, and then witnesses Caserio’s execution.

1897 17 April: Le Turc au Mans, a one-act musical co-written with his brother Joseph, opens in Paris with little success.

17 August–5 September: Covers President Félix Faure’s visit to Russia.

5 December–14 March 1898: First novel, L’Homme de la nuit, serialized in Le Matin under the pseudonym of Gaston-Georges Larive.

1899 10 May: Marries Marie Lefranc in Paris. Soon separates from her, but she refuses divorce.

June–August: Covers the retrial of Alfred Dreyfus, a French officer of the Jewish faith wrongly convicted of treason in 1895, who became a cause célèbre thanks to novelist Émile Zola.

1900 Writes an autobiographical novel, Ton maître, which remains unpublished until 1997. Visits Sweden.

1901 Becomes international correspondent for Le Matin and Le Français.

1902 January: Writes against capital punishment in Le Matin. Is made Chevalier de la Légion d’honneur by the French government for his distinguished services as a journalist.

March: Meets Jeanne Cayatte (born 1878) in Leysin (Switzerland) and starts a lifelong relationship with her.

1903 5 October–22 November: Le Chercheur de trésors serialized (published as La Double Vie de Théophraste Longuet by Flammarion in 1904).

1904 Reports from Madeira, Port Said (Egypt), Rome and St Petersburg.

1905 February: Leaves with Jeanne Cayatte for a year-long visit to Tsarist Russia.

15 March–10 March 1906: Writes a series of articles for Le Matin published posthumously as L’Agonie de la Russie blanche in 1928.

31 July: Jeanne Cayatte gives birth to a son, André-Gaston (nicknamed Miki), in St Petersburg.

1907 26 January: First of only ten performances in Paris of Leroux’s play La Maison des juges.

April: Following a short-lived dispute with the general editor of Le Matin, decides to devote himself entirely to writing fiction.

7 September–30 November: Le Mystère de la chambre jaune (vol. 1 of the adventures of Joseph Rouletabille, reporter) serialized.

1908 Moves with Jeanne Cayatte and their son to Menton on the French Riviera.

January: Le Mystère de la chambre jaune is published in book form by Éditions Pierre Lafitte.

30 June: Jeanne Cayatte gives birth to a daughter, Madeleine.

26 September–2 January 1909: Le Parfum de la dame en noir (vol. 2 of the adventures of Rouletabille) serialized (published by Lafitte in 1908).

24 October–9 February 1909: Le Roi Mystère serialized (published by Fayard in 1910).

18 December: First of eighty-five performances of Le Lys, a play co-written with Pierre Wolff.

1909 Moves to Mont-Boron, a suburb of Nice.

23 September 1909–8 January 1910: Le Fantôme de l’Opéra serialized (published by Lafitte in 1910).

November 1909–November 1910: Le Fauteuil hanté serialized (published by Lafitte in 1911).

1910 20 March–29 June: Un Homme dans la nuit serialized (published by Lafitte in 1911).

18 August–31 January 1911: La Reine du Sabbat serialized (published by Lafitte in 1913).

1911 Settles down with his family in Cimiez, above Nice.

9 October–18 December: Balaoo serialized (published by Tallandier in 1912).

17 December: His play L’Homme qui a vu le diable opens in Paris, proving highly successful.

1912 March–August: L’Épouse du soleil serialized (published by Lafitte in 1913).

1913 10 January: First of the 160 performances in Paris of Alsace, a patriotic play co-written with Lucien Camille.

7 March: Release of Balaoo, a film based on Leroux’s serialized novel of 1911.

7 April–4 August: Chéri-Bibi serialized (published as 2 vols., Les Cages flottantes and Chéri-Bibi et Cécily, by Lafitte in 1921).

3 August–19 October: Rouletabille chez le Tsar (vol. 3 of the adventures of Rouletabille) serialized (published by Lafitte later that year).

1914 August: Outbreak of First World War.

28 March–2 August and 18–24 October: Rouletabille à la guerre (vols. 4 and 5 of the adventures of Rouletabille) serialized (published as 2 vols., Le Château noir and Les Étranges Noces de Rouletabille, by Lafitte in 1916).

23 December: Declared unfit for military service because of his weak heart.

1916 16 January–15 February: First ‘war novel’, Confitou, serialized (published by Lafitte in 1917).

29 April–8 September: La Colonne infernale serialized (published as 2 vols. by Fayard in 1917).

June–January 1917: L’Homme qui revient de loin serialized (published by Lafitte in 1917).

November: Release of Leroux’s film adaptation of his L’Homme qui revient de loin.

1917 1 March: Divorces his estranged wife, who has finally agreed to a settlement.

14 June: Marries Jeanne Cayatte.

7 September–12 February 1918: Les Aventures effroyables de M. Herbert de Renich serialized (published as 2 vols., Le Capitaine Hyx and La Bataille invisible, by Lafitte in 1920).

September–March 1918: Rouletabille chez Krupp (vol. 6 of the adventures of Rouletabille) serialized (published by Lafitte in 1918).

1918 Writes the screenplay for La Nouvelle Aurore, a film in sixteen 30-minute parts.

11 November: Armistice ending First World War.

1919 Moves with his family to central Nice.

18 April–7 August: La Nouvelle Aurore is serialized daily in Le Matin (published as Nouvelles Aventures de Chéri-Bibi in 2 vols., Palas et Chéri-Bibi and Fatalitas!, by Lafitte in 1921); also released as a 16-part film from 25 April.

September: Helps set up La Société des Ciné-romans, which will produce novels and films simultaneously.

1920 15 January: Le Cœur cambriolé, a novella, serialized (published in a collection by Lafitte in 1922).

July: Writes in defence of the adventure story in Le Petit Niçois.

7 October–30 December: Tue-la-mort serialized daily in Le Matin (published as 2 vols. by Lafitte in 1923); and as a 12-part film from 15 October.

1921 9 September–1 December: Le Sept de trèfle serialized daily in Le Matin (published as 2 vols. by Lafitte in 1923); also released as a 12-part film from 16 September.

October–November: Le Crime de Rouletabille serialized (vol. 7 of the adventures of Rouletabille, published by Lafitte in 1922).

1922 March: Release of the film Il était deux petits enfants to a screenplay by Gaston Leroux.

4 October–14 December 1922: Rouletabille chez les bohémiens serialized daily in Le Matin (published as vols. 8 and 9 of the adventures of Rouletabille by Lafitte in 1923). Also released from 13 October as a 10-part serial film, which marks the end of Leroux’s collaboration with La Société des Ciné-romans.

1923 1 July–9 August: La Poupée sanglante serialized (published by Tallandier in 1924).

10 August–19 September: La Machine à assassiner serialized (published by Tallandier in 1924).

December: The publication of Tue-la-mort marks the end of Leroux’s association with Éditions Pierre Lafitte.

1924 12 April–20 July: Les Ténébreuses serialized (published as 2 vols. by Tallandier in 1925).

25 July–13 September: La Coquette punie serialized (published as La Farouche Aventure by Gallimard in 1925).

1925 19 February–18 May: Hardi Gras serialized (published as Le Fils de trois pères (Hardi Gras) by Baudinière in 1926).

2 May: Lengthy interview with Leroux appears in Les Nouvelles littéraires.

16 July–4 October: Chéri-Bibi, le marchand de cacahouètes serialized (published as Le Coup d’état de Chéri-Bibi by Baudinière in 1926).

11 December–21 January 1926: La Mansarde en or serialized (published by Laffont in 1984).

1926 29 January: Universal Pictures’ silent film adaptation of The Phantom of the Opera (USA, 1925) opens in Nice to great acclaim (20,000 tickets sold).

17 July–19 September: Les Mohicans de Babel serialized (published by Baudinière in 1928).

1927 12 January–25 February: La Véritable Histoire du célèbre Mister Flow serialized (published as Mister Flow by Baudinière later that year).
 
20 January: First instalment of Leroux’s last serialized novel Les Chasseurs de danses (later completed by Charles de Richter, but unpublished as a novel).

15 April: Dies of an embolism, the day after surgery for a urinary disorder. Buried in Nice.

Mireille Ribière, 2011


Introduction

New readers are advised that this Introduction makes details of the plot explicit

The Opéra Ghost

They don’t tell you about the Phantom unless someone asks. And even then, the guides for the Paris Opéra tours work very hard to keep that aspect of the building’s lore to a minimum. There is no copy of Gaston Leroux’s novel in the Palais Garnier gift shop either, though the staff insist this is only because it is currently out of print in French. The only mask you can find there is a decorative one, resembling the full mask of comedy, too large to fit a human face; it is more reminiscent of Verdi’s opera about Venice than of the tortured figure whose half-mask haunted the fantasies of the twentieth century.

We start the tour in the Grande Salle, the neo-Baroque auditorium fitted out in scarlet and gold, with its undulating sculpted figures and vertiginous circles of balconies. The guide waits patiently as we file into several rows of plush velvety seats facing the immense, deep stage. For a split second, as voices echo in the distance and a few musicians tune their instruments in preparation for the evening’s event, the space collapses into time. We could be in 1875, the year that Charles Garnier’s Opéra was inaugurated with stupendous fanfare. Except for the electric lights and the Chagall ceiling painting, the room seems frozen in the early Third Republic, as if still waiting for Swedish soprano Christine Nilsson to charm its audience with her rendition of Marguerite in Gounod’s Faust.1 One almost expects to see a dark figure lurking in ‘Loge 5’ – three boxes over from the left of the stage and one floor above the orchestra – from which, on the night of the Grand Opening, Anselme de Batbie, a government minister and prominent legal figure, surveyed the spectacle. Only sketchy information remains about the occupants of that box in 1880–81, the years serving as a backdrop for the events in The Phantom of the Opera.2 Nonetheless, a hundred years after Erik’s story concluded its run in the Paris daily Le Gaulois,3 it is still possible to return to the imaginary space of Leroux’s novel, the opera house that commands three acres in central Paris and has as many floors – seventeen in all, five of them underground – as the Eiffel Tower. Amidst its nooks and crannies, its swirling staircases and its shadowy private boxes have multiplied more mysteries and surely as many ghosts as in any public monument of the nineteenth century. In the basement vestibule before the tour, for a brief moment there was no one in sight, just the low light, shadows, echoing footsteps. It is easy to imagine that Belle Époque journalists whispered as much as ‘the ushers, the cloakroom attendants and the concierge’(5) that there were secrets kept by the marble of the Palais Garnier.

So did the Phantom of the Opera exist? That is what, even today, visitors to the Opéra and fan websites repeatedly ask – the latter often weaving chains of circumstances as baroque as the Palais Garnier itself. They speculate on what real-life personalities and events inspired those depicted in the novel. More strikingly, they imagine where the novel’s hero ‘really’ came from and what became of him after his story appears to end. They do so because the novel invites them to ask about the reality behind the scenes of the opera house.

The novel begins, in fact, with a declaration that seems to foreclose debate on this question: ‘The Phantom of the Opera did exist … Yes, he did exist in flesh and blood’ (5). But look carefully at the workings of this Prologue. There was a ghost, we are told, but he wasn’t a ghost. There was a Phantom but he was far more real than anyone wants to admit. The narrator evokes mythical ‘mishaps attributed to the ghost’ in order to connect the creature – reputed to lurk only in the ‘overexcited brains’ of the Opéra’s female population – with a ‘tragedy’ that occurred thirty years earlier (5). That tragedy – which, according to the Prologue, entailed the disappearance of a beautiful soprano and a wealthy young aristocrat at the same time as that man’s brother was found dead below the opera house – is reported here as a well-known set of facts in the recent past of the famous theatre. The first-person narrator’s evocation of these events as remembered history thrusts us as readers headlong into his search for archival documentation and eyewitness testimony. Before we learn what befell these individuals, we are told to believe they were real, and that their plight resulted from their connections to the rumoured Opéra ghost.

But novels are fiction, and fiction is by its very nature a lie. No documents have ever emerged to construct a history of the Vicomte de Chagny, Count Philippe and Christine Daaé. Furthermore, no evidence exists of strange phenomena afoot in the new opera house whether due to supernatural causes or to a vengeful genius with a preternatural ability to move around in the darkness. The Phantom of the Opera nonetheless lures us into its search for proof as surely as if it were a journalistic exposé of corruption in high society. For that is, indeed, what the novel remains, even if not a word of the central story is true. As an acclaimed reporter, Leroux knew intimately the world he placed in the background of his novel. He also had the skills to narrate an investigation that leads the reader smack into a fantasy of plausible truths while spinning an account of improbable, even outlandish ‘events’. The novel’s opening line, ‘The Phantom of the Opera did exist’, thus resonates as the answer to a question that its readers should ask: ‘Was there really a Phantom?’ The novel will go on answering that question in the affirmative for centuries to come until it no longer really matters if a man like the one at the centre of this tale existed. What will matter is why people wanted to believe in him and what they projected onto his lonely, deformed body.

The Novelistic Investigation and the Investigative Journalist

‘My intention here is not to revive the memory of that momentous event, for the curious reader can easily consult the accounts that appeared in the press at the time,’ writes Leroux’s narrator of the spectacular moment (in French, ‘une heure historique’) when the chandelier crashes into the auditorium (92). ‘Five hundred kilos on the head of a concierge!’ was the real headline in Le Matin about a similar event in 1896 when Leroux was that paper’s senior courtroom reporter. Once the excitement about the accident had calmed, the press admitted that what had killed an audience member – in the middle of a performance of Duvernoy’s Hellé – weighed barely ten kilos.4 The chandelier of the central auditorium weighed over seven tons and would have killed dozens more, had it actually fallen, than did the piece of the ceiling counterweight that really landed on a working-class woman on her first visit to the Opéra. Parodying the exaggerations of sensational French journalism, the novel pretends that, after the incident that ended Carlotta’s Opéra career, the chandelier was evoked by a fictional newspaper as being twenty-seven times its real weight: ‘Two hundred thousand kilos hit concierge!’ (92).

This moment is instructive in how The Phantom of the Opera plays on expectations of the historical and the real. For all of the narrator’s claims that he does not plan to reproduce a time out of the past, he nonetheless draws our attention to how much this work is preoccupied with just that kind of reconstruction, even if it makes up ‘facts’ as it goes along and twists other perfectly accurate historical details to flatter a completely fantasmatic tale. Paradoxically, Leroux’s novel reproduces in astonishing ways exactly that ‘heure historique’ of the opera house of the Third Republic (1870–1940). Just how much it does so is most apparent when one reads the novel through its details, both its descriptions of the building and its account of the musical performances that occurred there. The Phantom of the Opera is not a compendium of the life of the Opéra Garnier as it sometimes pretends to be. Nonetheless, it is an extraordinary evocation of the fantasies that surrounded that space and that population of thousands of spectators, performers and workers who came together every day in central Paris to fabricate jointly a dream world of spectacle.

Ironically, too, by evoking the ‘press at the time’ (92), the novel suggests that it is grounding its story in an everyday reality of the late nineteenth century. Its depiction of press reporting recalls how often newspapers operated in a world of hyperbole and even fantasy. Not only did the mass press after 1881 frequently draw on the over-the-top modes of sensationalism and melodrama that we associate with turn-of-the-century pulp fiction, but it increasingly embraced the newspaper serial novel and, after the First World War, the cinematic serial novel (called Ciné-roman) in order to sell issues and attract subscribers. But lest we let the anecdote about the chandelier suggest that the press was all sensation and little news, we should remember that this novel’s story – bookended by the dates 1880–81, when its central events transpire, and 1909–10, when it was published – also coincides with the rise of the modern mass press.

Gaston Leroux (1868–1927) made his career as a journalist with several of the most prominent papers of his day. We can see the strategies he adopted as a reporter in the workings of this novel: the investigative frame that gives credence to the narrator’s discovery of a ‘hidden reality’ amidst modern urban Paris; the anchoring of the text in details plucked from contemporary accounts of the opera house and its musical repertory; the accumulation of textual archives that suggest our savvy narrator is sharing private as well as police documents. Leroux’s background as a lawyer – a profession, chosen by his family, that he abandoned as soon as he had an alternative – served him well in his journalistic career. Starting out as a writer for Le Lutèce, a short-lived weekly, he joined L’Écho de Paris, a prominent daily known for its political as well as cultural analyses, before reporting on the anarchist bombings and trials of 1893–4 for the small daily Paris. From 1894, he worked for one of the four leading French papers: Le Matin called itself the first ‘modern’ French daily, using catchy headlines to trumpet reports wired in by correspondents around the world. There Leroux covered major international events such as Dreyfus’s second trial in 1899 and the first Russian revolution in 1905. Sadly, only one notebook remains from his fourteen years as a reporter. What we know of his approach to reporting comes, therefore, from the articles themselves, three collections of which have been published.5 In his articles, Leroux works quickly, offering cogent details about the scenes he confronts and the individuals whose circumstances – often tragic if not also bloody – he investigates. He does not shy from pronouncements about the implications of what he is reporting, such as his assertion in 1899 that the date of the trial verdict about Dreyfus would one day be as crucial for French schoolchildren to learn as the crowning of Charlemagne.6 His journalism brings together the best of the nineteenth century’s insights into criminal psychology and the twentieth century’s embrace of on-location reporting. It likewise foregrounds an insistence on unique testimonial perspectives backed by careful documentation. This is not the work of a scandalmonger but that of a careful journalist collecting deep background evidence and exploring the scene of current events. ‘The reporter is looking on behalf of society,’ commented Leroux. ‘What could be better than to run all around the globe in order to write about the deeds of men?’7

One of the inventions of the modern press, as historian Dominique Kalifa has demonstrated, is the marriage of the police investigation with the journalistic investigation.8 Nowhere in the early years of the twentieth century does this become more apparent – or more acclaimed by popular opinion – than in the novelistic series that marked Leroux’s departure from reporting: in 1907, he published his second serial novel under his own name, rejuvenating the genre of the roman-feuilleton made popular in the July Monarchy (1830–48) by Honoré de Balzac, Eugène Sue and Alexandre Dumas père.9 Le Mystère de la chambre jaune, along with the eight other adventures of Joseph Rouletabille that followed between 1907 and 1922, told the story of a quirky young journalist who joins forces with the police, sometimes operating in rivalry and occasionally even outside the law, to solve crimes that seem to have no solution. Explicitly invoking Sherlock Holmes as a model, the Rouletabille novels also veer into the dark regions made famous by Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49) and exploit the legacy of Sue’s Mystères de Paris with its anxious depiction of political conspiracies and social injustice.10

We know that Leroux’s understanding of journalism influenced the novel. Between 1907 and his death in 1927, when his fiction was a mainstay in the mass press, his understanding of the novel in turn had constitutive effects on the newspapers of the era. Equally intriguing is how much Leroux’s special brand of novelistic investigations participated in the making of French national cinema in the crucial years between the end of the First World War and the coming of sound in the late 1920s. The collaboration of the press and the police reached its apogee in the early 1920s, in the very period when Leroux sought ways to exploit the rich cinematic technologies of the Seventh Art. His contemporaries, Marcel Allain and Pierre Souvestre, had already brought their 1911–13 Fantômas novels to the screen in 1913–14 with the help of director Louis Feuillade.11 The First World War brought a screeching halt to the French film industry, leaving most theatres showing American productions like The Exploits of Elaine (1914–15), marketed as Les Mystères de New York (1915). In the war’s aftermath, Leroux formed a company with Fantômas star René Navarre and began producing serialized films and newspaper novels called Ciné-romans, designed to launch quality French co-productions between the press and the cinema whose weekly instalments complemented one another. Leroux’s job was to create a serialized novel as well as a film screenplay. Beginning with the now-lost Nouvelle Aurore of 1919, he used this format to revivify a popular character he had invented at the war’s onset, Chéri-Bibi, a former bagnard or military prisoner, whose personal battles intersected with contemporary political issues. Rouletabille chez les bohémiens (1922), Leroux’s final work of a half dozen Ciné-romans – two of them starring his daughter Madeleine – would return to the detective whose exploits first made him famous.12

French Culture in Hollywood

Leroux’s decision in 1922 to sell The Phantom of the Opera to an American production company might seem all the more surprising given his own active involvement with French cinema. The story goes that Carl Laemmle, the head of Universal Studios, was visiting France on a scouting expedition for his production of the Lon Chaney13 Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) when he happened to meet Leroux, who gave him his novel and a tour of the Paris Opéra.14 Universal initially planned to shoot The Phantom of the Opera in Paris using the Palais Garnier as a stage, but this proved too costly. Instead, Laemmle spent a fortune constructing in California a steel and cement facsimile of the Paris Opéra – known as the first major Hollywood film soundstage.15 The production expenses for this film ‘jewel’ of Universal Studios in 1925 could very well have bankrupted the company, especially in light of problematic responses to two versions screened in Los Angeles and San Francisco early that year. Costs rose further as Laemmle ordered rewrites and reshoots for Rupert Julian’s clunky directorial effort before its delayed New York premiere in September. Luckily for Universal, a crowd ‘partial to thrills and creepy suspense’, in the words of The New York Times, raced to see the Phantom unmasked. ‘New York “Got the Spirit”,’ announced the ad that boasted: ‘Thousands thrilled – gasped – laughed – applauded – cheered – acclaimed the extraordinary fantastic romantic thriller.’ Sold-out crowds gave Universal its most successful year in the decade.16 In addition to the expressive character actor Chaney, the star of the film was the set, especially the ominous cellars and the extravagantly furnished lake-house, which featured a real courtesan’s ‘boat bed’, shipped from Paris. This was one of many ways that the film gave its own twist to the story – in this case, making the underground gothic boudoir a stark contrast to the staid bourgeois living-room decorated by Leroux’s Phantom (266–7). The film ultimately bears little resemblance to the novel, particularly in its conclusion, which mobilizes a revolutionary mob and culminates – in the words of film historian Scott MacQueen – in ‘bathos, bashed brains, and bubbles’.17 However, even if the entire set was made in Hollywood, the Paris subterranean represented there may not be far from the truth of the early years of the Opéra (minus Erik’s lair, of course). Artistic adviser Ben Carré’s drawings of the opera-house underground, based on his recollections of working on set designs there at the turn of the century, bear a marked resemblance to engravings of these areas dating from the late nineteenth century.18 Although the film inspired mixed reviews in France, in part due to ambivalence about whether a French novel made in America was a good thing for the French film industry,19 the cinematic Phantom of the Opera nonetheless was massively popular on both sides of the Atlantic. By contrast, because of a scandal in 1925 when Laemmle’s British marketing company hoaxed the military into providing armed escorts from the film’s landing at Southampton to London, Universal’s Phantom of the Opera was banned in the UK until the sound-synchronized reissue of 1930.20

The world receipts for the 1925 film – $2 million for a $632,000 cost – made it the most successful movie of its era as well as the first major horror film on a list, including Dracula and Frankenstein, for which Universal would become famous in the interwar years. Although a (lost) 1916 German film preceded Laemmle’s and more than a dozen other adaptations followed it,21 it is the Universal version, which included over six minutes of revolutionary Technicolor, that made film history and ensured that the Phantom continues haunting to this day. Published serially in a newspaper with a relatively small pressrun of under 30,000, and with only one book edition before the film opened in 1926 in Leroux’s adopted city of Nice, the novel might have been forgotten. Leroux’s sale to Laemmle brought about the triumph of French culture in Hollywood even if it paradoxically let an American cinematic production colonize that culture. Grand opera, ballet, the gothic tale, the realist novel and even avant-garde visual experiments all permeated what one French cinema magazine praised as the American contribution to the ‘expansion of French art in the entire world’.22 The Phantom put the Paris Opéra at the centre of Hollywood and, in turn, of the American imagination at a moment when European culture no longer seemed as sure an anchor for a changing world. From its reconstruction of the Grand Escalier (Grand Staircase) for the Red Death masked ball sequence to the panoramic views of Paris seen from a rooftop perch below Apollo’s statue, the film adaptation promotes the Garnier Opéra as a beacon of French national pride.23 While Abel Gance’s attempts, in J’accuse and Napoléon, to write and direct cinematic epic for France actually premiered at the Garnier Opéra in 1919 and 1927 respectively, the 1925 film had that monumentality at its core. The set may well have been built in Universal City, but the cinematic Phantom could not forget its space was Paris – and not just any Paris but the very concrete and spectacular Paris of the new Opéra inaugurated in 1875. What was it about the Paris Opéra that fuelled all these fantasies?

The New Opéra and Its Legends

The Palais Garnier was built between 1863 and 1875 after designs by the man who gave it his name, Charles Garnier (1825–98). Garnier, who studied at the national French art school in the 1840s, was remarkably young, just thirty-five years of age, when he won in 1861 the competition for the new opera over the favourite, rationalist Viollet-le-Duc. Garnier’s plans achieved a blending of styles that included current taste in classicism along with romantic excess, Italianate mosaics recalling the Renaissance, and Baroque splendour reminiscent of Versailles. This Opéra owes much to the designs of architect Victor Louis (1731–1800), who in 1791–3 built the Théâtre des Arts (called the Salle Montansier) where the French national opera made its home until 1820. Tragedy struck that year when the heir to the throne was assassinated leaving the opera, leading the king to order that the building be torn down and the productions moved to the Salle Le Peletier. That opera house was doomed in its turn by an assassination attempt (a bombing that targeted Napoleon III in 1858) and finally destroyed by fire in 1873. Gas lighting, used in theatres through the turn of the century, was often the source of the disastrous fires that ravaged nine theatres in Paris between 1826 and 1849; 350 theatre fires occurred in Europe between 1850 and 1880, with 28 fires in the year 1881 alone.24

Built to protect the head of state from danger and to withstand catastrophe, Garnier’s Opéra is most remarkable in its embrace of spectacle. It uses mirrors, some of which create endless reflections, to transform the space into plays of light and form. Its central staircase makes an actor of everyone who goes to see an opera there. The sweeping heights of the ceilings in the Grand Foyer, in the main staircase area and in the auditorium itself, draw the gaze upward and into the illusions to come. The ‘Nouvel Opéra’ – as it was called by Garnier and his contemporaries – opens onto a fantasy world. ‘Look into my dream and judge for yourselves!’ writes Garnier of his architectural achievement.25 The 33 million franc cost of the building let the architect bring ninety painters and sculptors together with the best artisans of crystal, gilding, bronze, ornamental woodwork and stonemasonry.26 Modernity was conjugated with traditional skills and materials in every aspect of the project. Such a spectacular space was possible, for example, thanks to new mining technologies and the colonial exploitation of Algerian onyx. But it depended, too, on Garnier’s vast knowledge of the historical use of marble in Greek and Italian architecture.27 Despite its Baroque and Orientalist evidence, the Opéra was extraordinarily modern in its use of cast iron, not unlike the structures exemplified by Gustave Eiffel’s 1889 Tower. The Nouvel Opéra was also socially modern in its opening of all the public spaces to every kind of spectator.28 Perhaps most revolutionary of all was its transformation of the interactions in the opera house: women of high society now strolled through the entire building during intermissions whereas previously they stayed closed up in their boxes.29 For all of the Nouvel Opéra serving as a palace of sound – voices, instruments, bells, human footsteps and rustling silk – it came to be the premier space of vision in the Third Republic. And it gave the gaze to anyone lucky enough to hold a ticket for one night’s entry into the dream.

Opera houses were a source of fantasy from the early nineteenth century. According to Margaret Miner, opera-house mysteries were inspired by the author of the Nutcracker story, E. T. A. Hoffmann, whose tales were first translated into French in 1829. A series of thrill-mongering works published during the July Monarchy and Second Empire (1851–70) further encouraged speculation on the secret sites of the Opéra.30 Opera houses had several appeals. They could nourish the fantasies of those who already knew a genre of Paris underworld texts such as Les Mystères de Paris. Like all theatres, they had a backstage where more happened than the audience suspected. Like museums, they provided a rich cultural setting where workers and spectators from all walks of life mingled daily with members of society’s upper echelons. Like the cinema of the future, they launched performers around whom a new celebrity culture swirled; for instance, gossip speculated whether female performers might be purchased by wealthy patrons, for the right price. Like other nineteenth-century spaces of spectacle, from the boulevard street shows to the panorama and waxworks, opera houses offered an escape into fantasy but with connections to real political and social conflict. Like all these sites of spectacle, they reflected the rapid historical change of the modernizing world.31 Miner points out that opera-house mysteries construct a reality of the theatrical spaces in order to exploit sensationalistic and sometimes supernatural fantasies.32 The opera house was unique among nineteenth-century spectacular venues for both the extravagance of its public spaces and the luxuriousness of its stage decors. In the Opéra Garnier, this meant five floors beneath the stage, dressing rooms equipped for 538 artists, underground stables for a herd of white horses, 7,455 gas burners – later 6,333 Edison electrical lamps – and even a cistern full of water to help fight potential fires.33

For indeed, beneath the Opéra was a kind of lake, not unlike the one belonging to the fantasy of Leroux’s novel. Built from an underground river, it fuelled intrigues even before the 1875 Grand Opening. During excavations in 1861–2, the Garnier construction team discovered a subterranean tributary of the Seine, twelve metres below ground level. Steam pumps were installed to evacuate the water which, according to architectural historian Christopher Mead, was collected into a concrete cuve with specially designed double foundations: the creation of this ‘artificial lake’ enabled builders ‘to control the river’s flow and protect the superstructure from direct contact with the moisture’.34 After the completion of the Opéra, as its archivist Charles Nuitter explained in 1875, nine reservoirs were built to hold 100,000 litres of water in case of fire, but also to provide for hydraulic power and heating.35 In 1906 the weekly L’Illustration claimed to offer the first photograph of the cistern, entitled ‘Under the Opéra’. The picture accompanied an article pretending to debunk legends about the famous monument:


If one believes some of the stories, there is even a real river whose waves beat against the structure’s foundation. A boat is said to be tied loosely to a jetty and sometimes it floats downstream, carrying young dancers who come there in the summer to enjoy in their own way the charm of deep waters or maniac fly-fishing lovers who hold out fallacious hooks for doubly blind fish.36



The photograph shows a low-hanging stone ceiling over a long, narrow ‘room’ full of water. Nothing in this image would encourage anyone to believe boats might float around in the Opéra’s cellars, but the discussion of the myths in this widely read periodical must have sparked the imagination of readers who knew only the theatre’s comfortable auditorium and gilded reception areas. Surely, in a building that had 1,942 keys,37 there were people who knew how to get down to these cellars without the permission of the authorities. Perhaps there were even those who made these undergrounds their regular haunt.

Subterranean Paris has inspired fantasies since the late eighteenth century when overcrowded cemeteries were moved into tunnels called the Catacombs. While there are no official burial sites below ground on the right bank of the river, it is no secret to Parisians that a vast network of passageways exists beneath the entire city, not unlike that labyrinth to which thousands of remains were transported under today’s thirteenth arrondissement. Rumours circulate to this day about interlopers, called cataphiles, who explore these regions, using their tunnels for secret purposes. A fully functional cinema was discovered in 2004, leading to speculation about the exploitation of this part of Paris by groups unknown even to the police. Soon after, a low-budget horror film (starring the rock singer Pink) imagined teenagers staging unsupervised raves down there – and stalked by a killer.38 That Leroux’s Phantom unrepentantly murders anyone who gets in his way seems to go with the territory. People who live in the undergrounds of Paris are either dead themselves or dangerous.

Ghost Tricks

While writers have speculated since the early nineteenth century about whether the undergrounds of Paris are haunted, it took Leroux’s novel to put a face on that ghostliness and to claim that the rumours had become specific to the New Opéra itself. Despite a proliferation of illustrated publications celebrating the Opéra at the time of its inauguration, the novel’s account of its managers’ and players’ superstitions seems to have no known sources. Financial crises in the wake of the Franco-Prussian war of 1870–71 and the devastating civil war ending the Paris Commune (also in 1871), meant that, in the period surrounding 1880, the Opéra struggled to break even. However, none of the gossip-mongering newspapers ever hinted that anyone bilked money from the management, let alone harassed players and staff, as the novel imagines Erik having done. Much of the novel revolves, nonetheless, around the narrator’s amassing proof, such as Moncharmin’s apocryphal memoirs, that eerie events in the opera house had their source in the acts of a real person. What is extraordinary, within the context of the era’s fantastic literature, is how little The Phantom of the Opera bends in the direction of making Erik potentially supernatural. There was no ghost in the Opéra, states the narrator – and later Leroux himself: the Phantom materializes as a man of flesh and blood. In fact, The New York Times complained in 1911 that the story became boring when ‘the Phantom ceased to be a phantom’.39 So what does a novel of the fantastic get out of closing off the ghostly realm? Or is this novel fantastic at all?

Literary theorist Tzvetan Todorov describes the ‘fantastic’ as hesitating between a rational and a supernatural explanation, distinguishing the subgenre from the ‘marvellous’ (with its supernatural explanations) and the ‘étrange’ (the bizarre or uncanny, with rational explanations always ultimately emerging for whatever seemed out of the ordinary). ‘The fantastic,’ he writes, ‘… leads a life full of dangers and may evaporate at any moment.’40 Unlike Hoffmann’s short story ‘The Sandman’ (1816), which leaves characters and the reader alike uncertain as to whether a mysterious stranger is only in the protagonist’s imagination or a real threat, The Phantom of the Opera explains away nearly every aspect of Erik’s bizarre appearances in the Opéra. He is neither dead nor supernatural. He has no magical powers over the space – instead he is a master stonemason who learned all there is to know about the building in the 1860s while participating in its construction. His control over the actors has no supernatural basis; rather, he is a skilled ventriloquist who took over Carlotta’s performance from a hiding place the day she sang to ‘bring down the chandelier’ (92) and covertly provided singing lessons through the walls of Christine’s dressing room. Erik is not even magically hideous. While film adaptations, both those projected and those completed, have often sought new rational explanations for his disfigured face – making him, for instance, a shell-shocked soldier wounded in the Great War, or the victim of torture by those whom he betrayed – the original novel has him simply born that way. And yet, despite the horror that ostensibly lurks beneath his mask, this is a character who has quite literally haunted the last decades of the twentieth century through his depiction in the most popular stage musical comedy of all time.41 Women swoon when the Phantom appears during performances of the Andrew Lloyd Webber stage productions, aficionados write fan fiction about him, dozens of websites debate his motives in the novel, film and stage versions – to such an extent that on one website, amidst discussions of how to locate Erik’s birth certificate in Rouen, a contributor cautioned: ‘He’s fiction, people!’42 For all of Erik’s fictionality, this character has escaped not only the Opéra but the novel, into a world that gives him a life of his own.

Erik’s novelistic backstory is so outlandish as to invite us to suspend disbelief. We come to know his magic through his acts and his inventions, then get explanations that only barely make sense of what we have experienced as marvellous phenomena. According to the exiled police investigator called ‘the Persian’ (whose writings are quoted as authoritative by the narrator for five chapters before being completed by paraphrased oral testimony), Erik is not just a talented mason but a brilliant architect. He is not only a masterful ventriloquist and vocalist but a genius composer. His years in Persia and Turkey have given him skills at torture (such as the Punjab cord that he uses on stagehand Joseph Buquet) in addition to transforming him into a trapdoor expert, what the novel calls ‘l’amateur de trappes’. He has built trick entrances and hidden passages modelled on the workings of magic boxes (280–82). And he has created secret spaces in the Opéra based on what his ‘artistic, illusionist bent’ inclined him to do: ‘to hide his genius’ and to ‘squander it on tricks’ (282).

The pivoting mirror of Christine’s dressing room serves as a remarkable metaphor for the genius of the novel’s hero – and for his tricks. By throwing his voice from behind her mirror, he has convinced Christine that he was sent by her dead father. He has posed as ‘the Angel of Music’ to offer her singing lessons while she stares at her own image. He lures her through that very mirror and down into the labyrinth to his abode where she spends the first evening complacently enraptured, listening to him sing. Although the second day of her imprisonment finds her confronted with the masked man’s designs to keep her captive, she continues not to press him to show his face. In this cellar dining-room next to a chamber where he sleeps in his own casket, she even enjoys a large meal after more music and a remarkably calm chat about his plans for her stay. Only later during their operatic sing-along does she finally work up the courage to tear off his mask. It is at this point that the novel declares Erik to attain something of the ‘superhuman’: he does this not through his acts and even less through his ability to outlive a mortal existence, but through his grief expressed in a ‘clameur surhumaine’. As Christine testifies, ‘Were I to live to be a hundred … I shall never forget the infernal, howling cry of agony and rage he uttered’ (144). It is the extent of this passion that again captivates Christine despite her pledge to the handsome aristocrat Raoul de Chagny, whom she has loved since their childhood in Brittany. She claims she can take no risks with Erik’s ‘vindictive soul’ (145) and, in order to preserve her boyfriend from harm, she opts to wear the Phantom’s ring and visit him regularly.

Raoul’s response on the Opéra rooftop to the confession of his betrothed does not inspire confidence. Jealousy, hatred, mistrust of her motives and swaggering vows to slay Erik – a mixture of pettiness and overreaction marks the Viscount’s discovery of the implausible interactions in which Christine has been caught up for the previous weeks. Raoul answers his girlfriend’s self-sacrificing concern to protect him with a demand that she proclaim her hatred for his rival. While Raoul’s less-than-heroic characterization may be one of the ways that the novel chastises the ruling classes, it leaves most readers today more sympathetic to murderous, twisted, hideous but pathetic Erik than to the often clueless beau. The young woman’s honourable refusal to give Raoul the key to a shortcut into the cellars may not seem very wise on her part, but it nonetheless demonstrates her moral mettle despite pressures weighing on her from every angle. Raoul remains profoundly feckless, not even capable of managing his own brother’s dismay at a union that promises neither title nor fortune. When Christine disappears again, as if by magic, this time through a stage trapdoor while singing Faust’s Marguerite, the police blame Raoul’s overprotective sibling – and would have convinced the baffled Viscount of his guilt had the Persian not offered to help him find Erik’s ‘secret retreat’ by the lake (195, 198). Together the Persian and Raoul return to the scene not just of the crime (of kidnapping) but of Christine’s seduction by the Voice – and to the magical properties of the dressing-room mirror (201). And soon they will discover the further ways that Erik has prepared a world in which he can hide his genius and play tricks with it.

The ‘torture chamber’ of the Opéra cellars emerges as the pinnacle of both that genius and that trickery. But it is also one of the sites of the novel where Erik’s mastery seems to change into something like magic. The hexagonal room replicates ‘the most horrendous invention’ (233) that Erik produced during his stint as architect, assassin and entertainer for the Persian emperor and his favourite daughter. That the Persian, who once served as the emperor’s police chief, fears this room so much suggests how horrible its prototype must have been. Erik is depicted as the designer of this space rigged with tortures set to begin without a human hand; he is likewise given credit for inventing its mirror illusions, which have since been imitated in the mirage houses of nineteenth-century exhibitions (247).43 Overwhelmed by the illusions projected on endlessly reflecting walls, the Persian and the Viscount nevertheless find a trapdoor leading into a cellar where they discover that Erik has been plotting to blow up central Paris. This plot is again linked to his architectural genius as well as his tricks. In short, he has created a system designed either to flood the cellars or to blow the building sky high. With the turn of one tiny bronze creature, a scorpion or a grasshopper, the world could change for tens of thousands of innocent Parisians. And their fate rests on Christine’s decision – and on whether she can believe the man who tells her what choice each beast represents. If she’ll marry him, he says, turn the scorpion. Should her answer be no, then turn the grasshopper. The eavesdropping Persian expects Erik to have been lying from the start, not even playing fair with the information that would let her consent honourably to self-sacrifice. For a few moments, as readers, we hesitate with Christine. The future of both the Opéra and Paris hangs in the balance. The novel pushes its melodrama to the hilt, leaving us doubting whether anything the masked genius would say now might extend hope for a future, for himself or anyone else. But Erik has not lied and though the flood nearly drowns both would-be rescuers, a quasi-magical intervention saves everyone’s life. The Persian returns home safely. And although he knows of the Viscount’s safety only from Erik’s words, by this point we have no reason to doubt the dying Phantom. The Viscount has escaped with Christine – as if in a fairy tale by Hans Christian Andersen – on a train to the north of the world (274).

The magic boxes of the layers of narrative fold in upon one another to such an extent that it is hard to know where truth might lie. For a work so obsessed with achieving a proper investigation, arriving at the actual truth proves at best illusory. Believing the narrator requires giving credence to each nuance offered by the Persian – details that have been treated by the Paris police as nothing more than the ravings of a madman (269). Trusting the Persian’s story depends on believing Erik. That diabolical illusionist is, finally, the only source for Christine’s promise to return to bury Erik with the ring he gave her – in a dying monologue whose truth is supposedly guaranteed by the Phantom’s ‘genuine emotion’ (272–3). Ultimately, we only know that Christine made it out alive – and with Raoul – from the lips of the Phantom, whose story is told to the Persian – whose oral history is shared with the narrator who writes it down for us. There are, in short, a lot of places where the truth might go missing as do the Phantom, the soprano, the charming Viscount, or even the Persian who conveniently perishes before the writing of the text we have been reading. If we believe one, we can believe them all, up to a point. But what if we start to doubt one?

Subterranean Hauntings

Holding up the foundation for the entire architecture of this hall of mirages of a novel is one concrete detail that the text tenders as the overwhelming evidence for the truth of its investigation: a skeleton with a ring on its finger. Erik is real, we have been told from the outset, with the narrator using the French expression ‘en chair et en os’, literally ‘in flesh and bones’. And indeed, it is the ‘real’ of a skeleton that the novel submits as its ultimate guarantee of that reality. Bones found, no less, while voices were being buried. ‘[L]atterly workmen, digging in the vaults of the Opera House where phonographic recordings of singers’ performances were to be buried, came upon a corpse; I had immediate proof that it was the body of the Phantom of the Opera,’ writes the narrator in the Prologue (8). Until recently, the account of this time capsule of gramophone records entombed below the Opéra appeared as far-fetched as the fantasy of a luxuriously furnished private dwelling on a lake underneath the Palais Garnier. The plot device seemed ingenious, the perfect exchange of a cadaver for a permanently living voice. What a sublime figure for the obsessions of the novel: voices like those coveted by the Phantom captured on disks and preserved like bodies underground!

But the story about the phonograph records was not made up. In 1989, men working on the Opéra ventilation system found a locked room deep in its sub-basements. Four time capsules of phonograph records were discovered within – which were turned over to the Bibliothèque nationale for safe-keeping.44 A century after they were ‘buried’, as promised, the voices were in 2008 unleashed from those discs. The model for Leroux’s soprano, Christine Nilsson, was not one of them since she had stopped singing long before technology was able to share her voice with the future. The discovery of the recordings put a ghost into the novel that worked so hard at demonstrating the only person haunting the Opéra was a man. The spectral voices of modernity singing from these very real buried discs raised the question of what else might yet be learned about the underworld of the Opéra.

While the press of 1907 and 1912 covered amply the burial of these phonograph recordings, one finds no mention of any skeletons, whether ‘a victim of the Commune’ (as journalists supposedly dubbed the one taken by Leroux’s narrator to be the Phantom (8)) – or any other.45 By making so much ado about how the skeleton cannot possibly be linked to the Commune, the novel draws our attention to the conditions that would have led to such confusion. Who were ‘the poor wretches who were massacred during the Commune’ (8) and why would the press – or this novel – have been concerned with them? The Commune – the revolutionary utopian government established by popular insurgent forces who, in protest at France’s turn to the right after its humiliating defeat to Prussia, seized Paris for two months in 1871 – does provide a fascinating thread throughout The Phantom of the Opera. We are constantly led down the ‘Communards’ passage’ (226–8, 230, 232, 278), reminded of the underground dungeon where the Commune kept its prisoners (205, 225, 278), even told that the Opéra rooftop once launched Communard balloons (205). Once again here, the novel changes history to suit its whims. While the yet-unfinished Garnier monument served during the Prussian siege of Paris as a storehouse for food and ammunition, and probably also as a bomb shelter, it never became a prison. The Communards held those charged with crimes like spying in places that had already been prisons before the war. The opera house was nowhere near the locales where several dozen hostages were killed by the Communards in response to the attack by 130,000 Versailles troops. It would not have been the least bit surprising, however, for the Opéra to shield the body of one of those ‘wretches’ massacred during the Semaine sanglante (Bloody Week) between 21 and 28 May 1871, when an estimated 25,000 Parisians met their deaths.46 Indeed, at the turn of the century, theirs were the bones turning up amidst new urban developments, just as they were the very real phantoms haunting Paris. Evoking a relationship between Erik, in death, and those dead at the time of the Commune, the novel invites reflections on another tragedy that haunts Paris, this time all too realistically.

The Face of the Voice

It is a gold ring that underwrites our narrator’s claim to have found the Phantom’s skeleton. That ring, he asserts, proves Christine kept her promise to bury Erik and it suggests she has delayed her idyll with Raoul until her pledge was honoured. The ring differentiates Erik from those skeletons connected to the Commune and enables the narrator to argue that these bones should lie in ‘the archives of the National Academy of Music’ rather than in a mass grave. ‘[T]hese are no ordinary bones’ (282), he maintains, evoking the talent of the one who once animated them. Erik’s genius musicality and his voice merit a special resting place. But this all-too-significant piece of evidence has disappeared into thin air.

In this ‘Epilogue’, where most ends are tied up in the interest of pretending ‘The reader knows what followed or can guess the rest of this incredible yet true story’ (282), we should consider what else escapes the text. Two things, at least: that face and that voice. Surprisingly, in the final moment of the novel, the Phantom no longer seems deformed: ‘I did not recognize the skeleton by his hideous head,’ remarks the narrator, ‘for all men who have been long dead are the same’ (282). It might be easy to dismiss this statement as believable enough within the framework of the novel’s often fantastic logic. It nonetheless reminds us how often, in the course of this text, we have been asked to imagine the ‘horror’ of the Phantom’s face.

Much depends on this novel’s depiction of Erik as a ‘monster’ (148): Christine must be sufficiently horrified by what she sees beneath his mask to trade her ecstatic admiration, developed over months of sharing music through his ‘lessons’, for disgust and terror. The text must manage to convey something piteous about Erik’s traditional aspirations to a marriage in the Madeleine Church as well as something tragic in his withdrawal from society into the Opéra cellars. His face must be imagined by readers to be so horrible that not even a sublime voice and genius talent could render it innocuous. In this respect, the novel is itself hideously intolerant of physical disability. It subscribes disturbingly to nineteenth-century eugenic philosophies, which conceived of anything other than ‘perfect’ northern European features as denoting a potentially criminal, atavistic or degenerate character. Critics and film participants alike have given much thought to the implications of this fantasy of masked facial horror. In a 1925 review, poet Carl Sandburg remarked that the entire film builds suspense towards the ‘sometime’ when we’ll see ‘just what it is he’s hiding’.47 Medical historian Sander Gilman has suggested that Erik’s damaged face evokes the ravages of hereditary syphilis, while for psychoanalytic theorist Slavoj Žižek, Erik represents a walking phallus.48 Taking his cue from the novel’s description of the role of ‘ “living corpse” ’ (280) that Erik was forced to play in freak shows, actor Chaney asked make-up artists for the 1925 film to liken his face to a skull with piercing eyes. Only late in the Lloyd Webber rehearsals did the mask metamorphose from one covering the upper half of Erik’s face (similar to the one in the novel) to a half-mask exposing on one side a handsome face while leaving the other side to the imagination.49 Leroux’s narrator declares Erik as ugly as any other man in death, but the work depends on the shock value of his horrible looks in life.

‘I wanted to see the face of the Voice,’ says Christine, explaining the unmasking at the heart of the novel (145). Erik’s face undoes whatever desire his angelic music inspires. But it is perhaps no less sublime – terrible and beautiful at the same time – than the crazy singer’s ‘cries’ predict (145). Unlike Bram Stoker’s Dracula, who never has much heart and certainly has no soul, Erik aspires in novels,50 films and stage versions to love, art and beauty. His longings are noble preoccupations that would be hard to hold against him were he not also a stalker, a blackmailer, a kidnapper, a torturer, a murderer and a would-be terrorist potentially responsible for the deaths of thousands. Although his bad behaviour and perverse worldview may be excused, considering the ordeal inflicted upon him in his youth by an intolerant society, the thrill of Erik’s ‘point of no return’51 is hard to reconcile with the very real crimes for which he is accountable. At some level, however, he is at one with other criminals and madmen of the opera, which in nineteenth-century France pursues a long Western tradition of giving the most sublime roles to those who are the most out of control – with Don Giovanni as a prime example. It is perhaps not surprising that Erik aspires to write his own Don Juan triomphant and obsesses about the female love interest in that tale of bargains with the devil that is Faust. Erik’s voice, imagined as passionate, magical, supernatural even, is what somehow redeems this character, even amidst his crimes. Or maybe it is one with those crimes. Disembodied, the ventriloquist’s voice floats through the pipes, pierces doors, seems to emanate from mirrors, flies out of nowhere to become something angelic. It seduces and enraptures both characters and readers. The ‘face of the voice’ can never match what the ears imagine.

The word ‘fantôme’ in French means simply ‘ghost’. The novel is perhaps most accurately called ‘The Opera Ghost’. In the 1911 English translation and subsequent adaptations, Erik became, by chance or luck, not just a run-of-the-mill spook but a ‘phantom’: the epithet retains his Frenchness as well as a certain chic. Rising up from the underworld of high culture and high society, Erik haunts even if he is ‘flesh and blood’. Mixing genres, playing with truth and fiction, thwarting audience expectations for serial literature by infusing it with the lyric fantasies of grand opera, reconstructing the physical space of the Palais Garnier from the Grand Escalier to the rooftop and down again to the fifth sub-basement, this novel masquerades as many things. It throws its own voice like a genius ventriloquist into so many spheres that as readers we are hard-pressed to harmonize the many directions at play. It ultimately asks us to see in our mind’s eye something so terrible it is beyond imagining and to hear something so sublime it is beyond knowing. And in that space, the novel’s very real ‘Phantom’ goes on haunting.

But what perhaps haunts the most are the very real obsessions, anxieties, spectacular pleasures and even voices from the nineteenth century that the novel invites to go on residing in the Paris Opéra. The Phantom has done much to keep the music and the architecture of a nineteenth-century monument alive.

Jann Matlock, 2011

NOTES

  1. Nilsson (1843–1921), who is evoked in the background and roles of the character Christine Daaé in The Phantom of the Opera, never actually sang at the new Opéra. Although she was scheduled to sing Marguerite at the Grand Opening, she cancelled at the last minute, claiming she had a cold, and never appeared on the Garnier stage (Martine Kahane, L’Ouverture du Nouvel Opéra: 5 janvier 1875, Paris: Réunion des musées nationaux, 1986, pp. 24–5). Just how eagerly the Opéra awaited her voice may be seen from the engraving, ‘Inauguration du Nouvel Opéra: La Salle vue de la scène’, Le Monde illustré, 9 January 1875, which shows the anticipated scene from Faust (Kahane, p. 25).

  2. Kahane, L’Ouverture du Nouvel Opéra, p. 20. For the Opéra’s seating arrangements, which show ‘Loge 5’ as belonging to ‘les premières loges côté jardin’ (grand tier, stage right), see Charles Nuitter, Le Nouvel Opéra, Paris: Hachette, 1875, p. 138. We know who held the subscription for Loge 5 in the early 1880s thanks to the microfilmed archives of the Bibliothèque de I’Opéra, but we do not know who actually sat in that box. The ageing countess who paid to use Loges 5 and 7 three nights a week surely invited friends and relatives. Unlike the Phantom, who claims Box 5 as a courtesy and pays nothing, Madame la Comtesse de Béhague was charged nearly 25,000 francs to keep the box in her family (Registre des Comptes courants, CO 232, 1880, p. 445).

  3. Le Gaulois, a small but influential conservative daily with an average print run of 30,000 in 1910, published Le Fantôme de l’Opéra in daily instalments between 23 September 1909 and 8 January 1910. For comparison, in the same year the fourth largest newspaper in France, Le Matin, for which Leroux worked as a journalist for fifteen years and in whose pages he published several serial novels, had a circulation of 670,000. The first three, Le Petit Parisien, Le Petit Journal and Le Journal, had circulations of 1,400,000, 835,000, and 810,000 respectively. See Claude Bellanger, et al., Histoire générale de la presse française, Paris: PUF, 1972, vol. 3, p. 296; and Christophe Charle, Le Siècle de la presse, Paris: Seuil, 2004, pp. 155–67.

  4. Le Gaulois provides accounts in ‘Une Alerte à l’Opéra’, 21 May 1896, pp. 1–2 (including the real weight of what fell, p. 2) and ‘Le Lustre’, 22 May 1896, p. 1. The sensational headline is from Le Matin, 21 May 1896, p. 1.
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