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Gaston Leroux(1868-1927)
Biography
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At an early age, Gaston Leroux developed a taste for literature, writing verse in his spare time. He was sent to Paris and began to begin law studies in 1889.  Leroux gained his law degree and began to submit works to local papers in his spare time. Only those who knew him really well were aware of a more serious side to his temperament, and of his preoccupation with the mysteries of death and its borderline with life, reincarnation and alternative existence.

He was also aware that the legal profession was not satisfying him. So he gave up the bar, where he had spent a dispiriting three years, and applied for a post on L'Echo de Paris, the paper that had already printed some of his verses.  Very shortly he was able to apply his new-found love of the theatre to dramatic criticism, and his legal training to covering courtroom events.  He traveled far and wide across Europe and into Russia, Asia and Africa, frequently adopting incognitos and disguises to infiltrate his presence into the heart of what would turn out to be a good story.

His adventures almost invariably resulted in colorful, dramatic and entertaining copy, and his articles enhanced the circulation of the newspaper to such an extent that Leroux himself became a celebrity.  The vast storehouse of experience he gained as a roving reporter was frequently called into play in his books. He was not merely a detective story author; his novels, published at the rate of at least one a year, embraced romance, fantasy and horror.

His other major literary influences were the popular French novelists Stendhal, Dumas and Victor Hugo. He regarded Stendhal's The Charterhouse of Palma as one of the greatest adventure stories ever written. He wrote The Mystery King, which had a Monte-Cristo theme, as his tribute to Alexandre Dumas. He also greatly admired Hugo's narrative construction in works such as Les Misérables. Leroux was a true enthusiast of the adventure novel genre, and ever ready to spring to its defense when it was attacked by the literary establishment.

He was not merely a detective story author; his novels, published at the rate of at least one a year, embraced romance, fantasy and horror. Between October 1908 and July 1911 he produced five novels, one of which, The Queen of the Sabbath, was one of the longest ever written, being well over three hundred thousand words, or more than five times the normal length. He was also a playwright. Although his first work, performed in 1902, lasted for a mere ten performances, subsequent works enjoyed a more substantial success, including his own dramatic adaptation of The Mystery of the Yellow Room.

The Phantom of the Opera was published in 1911 and, surprisingly, attracted very little attention in the first weeks. Leroux claimed to have been inspired to write the story after visiting the Paris opera house, and roaming through its lower depths. In those labyrinthine cellars and the mysterious subterranean lake which was visible through iron grilles in the floor only if a torch was lit to pierce the blackness, there was an atmosphere that seemed to demand that a yarn be told. There were still visible traces from the period of the Franco-Prussian war and the Commune, when the place had been a prison, with various cellars transformed into dungeons. The prisoners held there had no chance of seeing the light of day, being far below street level. It needed little imagination to appreciate their plight.

Leroux also remembered the unfortunate accident of 1896 when one of the chandelier's counterweights had fallen on the audience, and the resulting horror. He tried to visualize the consequences of the chandelier itself dropping when the auditorium was full. He found that the long gustatory period of Garnier's building, which was under construction for fourteen years, offered certain possibilities, affording a well-placed person with a serious architectural background the time and opportunity to create within the complex honeycomb of passages and chambers all manner of secret routes which would be known only to himself. Thus he gave Erik, the Phantom, the training and vocation of an architect, as well as his passion for music.

Leroux began his book with an introduction in which he averred that the Opera ghost really existed. The subsequent narrative was based on that assumption, the author presenting his researches in a vivid and seemingly authentic manner. By using the devices of the journalist he assembled various documentary items and a mass of background detail, and gave the story a convincing air of verisimilitude. Leroux may well have invented the 'faction' style of novel writing in which real characters, events and places are interspersed with the fictional elements of the narrative with such precision that the join between truth and imagination is blurred to the point of invisibility.

In The Phantom of the Opera he grips his readers from the very first words of the Introduction: 'The Opera ghost really existed. He was not, as was long believed, a creature of the imagination of the artists, the superstition of the managers, or the absurd and impressionable brains of the young ladies of the ballet, their mothers, the box-keepers, the cloakroom attendants, or the concierge. No, he existed in flesh and blood, though he assumed all the outward characteristics of a real phantom, that is to say, of a shade.'

Perhaps the vivid journalistic style is one of the reasons why Leroux's story fared better as newspaper serial material than as a hard-cover book. Newspapers in France, Britain and the United States carried it, and the accompanying graphic images of the Phantom seated at his organ or swinging on the chandelier gained readers' attention through the sensational manner of presentation. 
The story, however, was typical of many other Leroux novels, in which a heroine was placed in extreme danger by a mysterious figure on the outside of society. To be fair, such a plot is one of the most basic there is.

It is likely that The Phantom of the Opera would have become as neglected as most of his other works had it not been selected as a vehicle for Lon Chaney in 1924 and filmed by Universal in Hollywood. Both the film and Chaney's performance made an extraordinary impact. Leroux lived long enough to enjoy the renewed fame the film brought him in his last years.  By the time the film of The Phantom of the Opera was released his health was causing problems. On 15 April 1927, at the age of fifty-nine, he died unexpectedly from the effects of an acute attack of uremia after an operation. He was buried in the Castle Cemetery, set high above Nice, overlooking the golden city and the azure Bay of Angels.

