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The Man in
the Velvet

Mask



The Man in the Iron Mask: The
real prisoner—Eustache
Dauger—wore a velvet mask, not
iron, and was transferred discreetly
between prisons under heavy
secrecy. He died unknown. In
contrast, fiction (notably Dumas’s
The Man in the Iron Mask, 1849)
transformed him into a hidden twin
of Louis XIV, masked in iron,
rescued by musketeers, and
restored to royal life. The left
column shows archival history; the
right, its mythologised media
version.

EUSTACHE 

DAUGER 



The Man in the Velvet Mask
The prisoner known as ‘Eustache Dauger’ remained in state

custody for thirty-four years (1669–1703) under extraordinary
protocols of secrecy. His confinement spanned four locations
under the continuous supervision of a single jailer, Bénigne
Dauvergne de Saint-Mars. Official correspondence reveals
exceptional measures: a specially constructed cell with sound
isolation, strict limitations on communication, and a require-
ment to wear a black velvet mask when visible to anyone
outside Saint-Mars’s control. The prisoner served as valet
to another detainee at Pignerol before eventual transfer to
the Bastille, where he died and was buried under the alias
‘Marchioly.’

Man in the Iron Mask ∘ Eustache Dauger
Mystery ∘ Lettres de Cachet ∘ Saint-Mars

Custody ∘ Velvet Not Iron ∘ Administrative
Erasure ∘ Voltaire & Dumas Myths ∘ Bastille

Symbol ∘ Revolutionary Icon ∘ Arbitrary
Detention ∘ Historical Void

“I swear I way more than half believe it when I say,
That somewhere love and justice shine
Cynicism falls asleep,
Tyranny talks to itself.”

— The Weakerthans, 1997



434 Beyond Popular Science

©2026 David H. Silver, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0526.44

The Man in the Velvet Mask
The late seventeenth century in France was defined by the dominance of Louis XIV, the

so-called SunKing,whose reign from 1643 to 1715 represents one of the longest andmost

centralised periods of monarchical authority in European history. The French court at

Versailles embodied the power and spectacle of absolute monarchy, where every detail

of court lifewas orchestrated to reflect the grandeur of the sovereign. In this context, the

King's will was law. Mechanisms such as the lettre de cachet allowed for imprisonment

without trial, often for reasons knownonly to themonarch or hisministers. These secret

detentions were essential to the logic of governance, especially in a state where honour,

reputation, and dynastic stability were paramount.

Louis XIV inherited a nation destabilised by the Fronde civil wars and moulded it into

a regime where loyalty to the crown was absolute. Institutions such as the Bastille and

the Alpine fortress of Pignerol were not just prisons; they were instruments of statecraft.

High-ranking prisoners, such as disgraced ministers, dissenting nobles, or politically

inconvenient relativeswere incarceratedunder conditionsofdiscretionandsilence. Gov-

ernors of such prisons, such as BénigneDauvergne de Saint-Mars, were carefully chosen

for loyalty and discretion.

This era also saw the consolidation of state secrecy in foreign policy, diplomacy, and

internal finance. Cardinal Mazarin, Louis's chief minister during the King's youth, had

amassed a personal fortune throughmurky dealings with both French and foreign pow-

ers, including the English court. Sensitive knowledge of such dealings, especially if ac-

quired by individuals outside the political elite, was considered a potential threat to the

monarchy. Against this backdrop, the long, secret imprisonment of a masked man be-

gins to appear less as an anomaly and more as a manifestation of how absolute power

protected itself from destabilising disclosures.

In medieval and early modern Europe, long-term imprisonment did not function as a
primary tool of criminal justice. Confinement was typically employed as a provisional
measure—for debtors, those awaiting trial, or individuals requiring temporary custodial
restraint. Sentences relied on corporal penalties, execution, fines, exile, or public shaming.
Prisons existed as procedural instruments rather than destinations of punishment.

By the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, selective forms of political detention had begun
to appear, particularly in the Italian principalities and the Habsburg realms. Individuals
viewed as Politically dangerous, diplomatically embarrassing, or ideologically subversive
were confined through the discretionary authority of monarchs, dukes, or cardinals.
Conditions depended on relationships of power, access, or threat. Prisons became tools of
silencing.

France institutionalised this through the lettre de cachet—a sealed royal directive permitting
imprisonment without trial or formal accusation. They authorised indefinite confinement
andwere used against courtiers, clerics, dissidents, or troublesome familymembers. Though
sometimes misused by noble families to eliminate inconvenient heirs or rivals, they were
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also instruments of state control. The Bastille, Vincennes, and other royal fortresses housed
such prisoners without public record or legal recourse.

These prisons were administered by military governors under the oversight of the War
Ministry. Many buildings were former citadels or active military posts. The governor
of a fortress prison—such as Pignerol or the Bastille—was a commissioned officer with
autonomous control over its operations. Supplies, transfers, and correspondence passed
through military channels. The jailer’s loyalty was owed to the crown directly, with
oversight exercised through ministerial confidence rather than civil inspection.

The prisoner later associated with the name Eustache Dauger was arrested by royal warrant
in 1669 and held under continuous custody for thirty-four years. During this period, he
was successively imprisoned at Pignerol, Exilles, Île Sainte-Marguerite, and the Bastille. At
each location, the prisoner remained under the exclusive supervision of a single officer:
Bénigne Dauvergne de Saint-Mars. This consistency of custody—across four separate sites
and nearly four decades—was highly unusual in French penal administration.

Upon the prisoner’s arrival at Pignerol, the Secretary of State for War, Louvois, issued
direct instructions that a special cell be constructed with successive doors to prevent
sound transmission. The prisoner was to receive food, clothing, and supplies only through
Saint-Mars himself. Conversation was forbidden beyond basic necessities. Following the
initial arrest, the prisoner’s name vanished from official correspondence. References to
him were consistently indirect—phrases such as ‘the one you know’ or ‘the old prisoner’
replaced any identifying language.

Surviving records from the Bastille, including the register of Lieutenant Étienne du Junca,
describe the mask as being made of black velvet. It was employed when the prisoner was
visible to guards, clergy, or others not under Saint-Mars’s direct control. No evidence
supports the claim that the mask was metallic, nor that it was worn at all times. An
iron mask worn continuously over years would have produced physical damage—none is
recorded. The mask prevented recognition during public transfers or collective observance
when total isolation was impractical.

The case lacks any legal framing. There are no extant records of charges, trial, classification,
or judicial review. The prisoner was never formally sentenced, and no court official appears
to have been involved in his management after his initial detention. He was not categorised
under espionage, treason, or moral scandal. He was administratively undefined. Unlike
other state prisoners, whose files often contain notes of visitation, surveillance reports, or
periodic assessments, this individual’s record is limited to internal logistics and commands.

Upon the prisoner’s death at the Bastille in 1703, the erasure continued. He was buried
under the name “Marchioly” in the parish cemetery of Saint-Paul-des-Champs. This name
appears nowhere in earlier correspondence and does not match any documented individual
held under Saint-Mars’s custody. After the burial, Saint-Mars ordered the destruction of all
furnishings, bedding, and written materials associated with the prisoner. The walls of his
cell were scraped and whitewashed, and no personal effects were preserved. These actions
exceeded the standard procedures for deceased prisoners of state.
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Throughout his confinement, there is no evidence that the prisoner enjoyed the privileges
or deference accorded to persons of noble birth or dynastic sensitivity. His designation in
internal correspondence remained ‘valet’ during his time at Pignerol. He was not granted
enhanced rations, special accommodations, or access to legal counsel. Nor was he treated
with hostility. His confinement was methodical rather than punitive. Later speculation has
emphasised the possibility of royal lineage—most famously the twin brother hypothesis
advanced by Voltaire and fictionalised by Dumas—but the historical record offers no support
for such interpretations.

The transformation into myth began with the absence left by his confinement. Voltaire’s
Le Siècle de Louis XIV (1751) proposed an iron mask and royal origin without archival basis.
The iron mask became a metaphor for secrecy rendered visible—an image of anonymity
made material.

Alexandre Dumas embedded this in The Vicomte de Bragelonne (The Man in the Iron Mask,
1849), portraying the prisoner as Louis XIV’s identical twin. The mask concealed dynastic
threat: a bloodline too dangerous to acknowledge. Fiction overtook record for storytelling
purposes—Dumas was writing the kind of story that would be entertaining with disregard
to any factual substance.

Twentieth-century cinema embraced the mask as visual anchor. Films from 1929 to 1998
reimagined the prisoner as royal heir, wronged twin, or victim of betrayal of historical facts
were set aside for commentary on power and injustice. The absence of documentation
enabled limitless theatricality.

The prisoner also served as a political weapon. Voltaire deployed him in Le Siècle de Louis
XIV as evidence of lettres de cachet taken to its limit: imprisonment without accusation,
trial, or recorded offence. The metal signified permanence, the mask signified anonymity,
and together they constructed an image of power exercised without accountability.

The philosophes recognised a perfect inversion of juridical process. Where law demanded
public accusation, documented evidence, and formal judgment, the prisoner received none.
His confinement operated through pure administrative will. Diderot cited the case in his
attacks on arbitrary detention. Rousseau invoked it to illustrate the distance between
natural rights and monarchical practice.

By the 1780s, the prisoner had evolved from historical curiosity to revolutionary icon.
Pamphlets circulating in Paris described the Bastille as housing countless such victims—men
and women buried alive in stone cells, their names erased, their families ignorant of their
fate. The actual prison population was modest and consisted largely of debtors and forgers,
but the symbolic weight of the fortress derived from cases such as the masked prisoner.
He represented what the Bastille could contain: anyone, for any reason, forever.

The events of 14 July 1789 transformed symbol into action. The crowd that converged
on the Bastille sought gunpowder, but they also sought vindication. They expected to
find dungeons packed with political martyrs, victims of lettres de cachet living proof of
tyranny. The fortress yielded seven prisoners: four forgers, twomadmen, and one aristocrat
confined at his family’s request. The mythical imprisoned multitude did not exist. But
the revolutionaries found something else in the archives: the administrative traces of the
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masked prisoner, including du Junca’s register entry (18 September 1698) describing his
arrival in ‘a mask of black velvet.’

These documents confirmed the legend. The absence of charges validated every suspicion
about arbitrary power. The prisoner’s anonymity became his defining feature. He became
the ancestor of every political prisoner, the prototype of administrative disappearance.

The Constituent Assembly abolished lettres de cachet on 16 March 1790, citing “the sacred
rights of men” and “the horror that secret orders inspire in a free nation.” The debates
surrounding this legislation invoked the masked prisoner as the ultimate example of their
necessity. Deputies argued that as long as sealed letters could authorise indefinite detention,
no citizen was secure. The prisoner’s decades of confinement without trial demonstrated
that administrative convenience could override every principle of justice. His case proved
that between the King’s will and the subject’s freedom stood only the thickness of a seal.

Revolutionary iconography absorbed the prisoner into its visual repertoire. Engravings
showed him in chains with an iron mask, standing as an emblem of pre-revolutionary
oppression. The Bastille’s demolition was framed as his posthumous liberation.

The Directory and successive regimes inherited this political symbolism. The prisoner
served as a cautionary figure, invoked whenever debates arose about preventive detention,
state security, or judicial transparency. His image functioned as a constitutional ghost—a
reminder of what government could do when unrestrained by law. Even Napoleon, who
reinstated forms of administrative detention, avoided association with the precedent. The
prisoner had become radioactive, his facelessness a mirror reflecting the anxieties of any
regime about its own legitimacy.

International republicanism adopted the figure as universal symbol. Italian carbonari,
German liberals, and Polish nationalists all invoked the prisoner as victim of despotism.
His French specificity dissolved into general metaphor. Any political prisoner held without
trial, any dissident silenced by state power, could claim genealogy from the man in the
mask.

The nineteenth century produced hundreds of theories about his identity—from disgraced
ministers to foreign spies, from royal bastards to religious heretics. Each hypothesis
reflected contemporary concerns more than historical evidence. Scholars combed archives
for traces, but each discovery deepened the mystery. What remained was a cavity in history,
defined by the forces that had created it.

Modern historiography has abandoned the search for the prisoner’s identity, focusing
instead on his function within the apparatus of early modern state power. He existed
at the intersection of administrative efficiency and sovereign prerogative, at the margin
where bureaucratic procedure met royal exception. His confinement required constant
maintenance—transfers, supplies, instructions—yet produced no documentation of purpose.
His trajectory through the prison system traced the limits of what absolute power could
do when it chose to act without explaining itself.

The legend persists because the absence persists. Democratic societies have not eliminated
administrative detention, classified prisoners, or state secrets. The practice remains: the
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possibility that individuals can disappear into custody, that reasons can be withheld, that
legal process can be suspended in the name of higher necessity.

Administrative Detention: Present Continuous

The lettre de cachetwas abolished in 1790. Administrative detention was not.

As of 2024, the United States detention facility at Guantanamo Bay holds approxi-

mately 30 individuals, some for over two decades without trial. Most were detained

under the Authorization for Use of Military Force following 11 September 2001. The

legalese classifies them as ‘unlawful enemy combatants’ rather than prisoners of war

or criminal defendants. This classification places them outside bothmilitary and

civilian judicial systems. Evidence against them often remains classified and even

habeas corpus petitions have produced limited results.

Israel employs administrative detention under military orders issued pursuant to the

BritishMandate Defence (Emergency) Regulations of 1945 in theWest Bank, and un-

der Israel's Emergency Powers (Detentions) Law, 1979, within Israel. As of mid-2024,

over 3,300 Palestinians were held without charge. Detention orders, issued bymilitary

commanders, can be renewed indefinitely in six-month increments. Detainees and

their lawyers may be denied access to the evidence against them, which is classified as

security-sensitive. The process occurs in military courts where standards of evidence

and procedural protections differ from civilian criminal proceedings. Though predom-

inantly applied to Palestinians, the measure has also been used against right-wing

Israeli settlers and extremists, and the practice was challenged by both ends of the

political spectrum.

In 2025, the ‘Alligator Alcatraz’ detention centre opened in Florida's Everglades. Civil

rights organisations filed lawsuits alleging that detainees were held without charges

and denied access to legal counsel. The facility's remote location—surrounded by wet-

lands and wildlife—functions as geographic isolation reminiscent of Guantanamo's

offshore positioning, placing detainees beyond easy reach of attorneys, advocates, or

public scrutiny.

The procedural architecture has evolved since 1669. There are review boards, periodic

renewals, legal representation. But when evidence remains classified, when reviews

examine only summaries, when detention orders can be renewed indefinitely, the

distance fromDauger's cell becomes a question of degree. Themask has been removed.

The administrative silence continues.
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Historical Fiction

This technical study reconstructs the histori-
cal profile of the state prisoner later mytholo-
gized as ‘the Man in the Iron Mask.’ It evalu-
ates the verifiability and continuity of archival
sources—primarily the correspondence be-
tween Louvois and Saint-Mars, prison reg-
isters, burial records, and journals kept by
staff—and contrasts them with later literary
augmentations by Voltaire and Dumas.

The Documentary Spine: Continuity and
Custody
The prisoner’s existence is traceable through
a continuous chain of archival records from
1669 to 1703. The arrest order—a lettre
de cachet dated 19 July 1669—names ‘Eu-
stache Dauger,’ ordering his confinement un-
der Saint-Mars at Pignerol. Subsequent letters
from Louvois, though avoiding names, refer
to ‘the prisoner whom you know,’ with con-
sistent logistical details.

Each transfer—Pignerol (1669), Exilles (1681),
Sainte-Marguerite (1687), Bastille (1698)—par-
allels Saint-Mars’s own promotions. Du
Junca’s Bastille journal confirms the masked
prisoner’s arrival in 1698 and death in 1703.
He was buried under the alias ‘Marchioly.’ No
court records, criminal charges, or trial tran-
scripts exist over this thirty-four-year period.

Evidentiary Elimination: Mask, Alias,
and Erasure
The famous mask appears only once in pri-
mary sources—in du Junca’s 1698 journal en-
try—described as ‘black velvet.’ There is no
mention of iron. Its use is restricted to mo-
ments of public exposure, such as transport
or chapel attendance. Early orders empha-
sise secrecy and isolation but not continuous
masking.

The burial alias ‘Marchioly’ evokes ‘Mattioli,’
a separate prisoner captured in 1679 and dead
by 1694. However, Dauger’s imprisonment
begins a decade earlier and ends nine years
later. No source places Mattioli at the Bastille.
The alias appears to be administrative misdi-
rection rather than a clue to true identity.

Post-mortem protocols—including burning of
bedding and wall-scraping—are recorded in
Saint-Mars’s letters and deviate sharply from
standard Bastille procedure, indicating delib-
erate suppression rather than routine sanita-
tion.

Historiographical Filtering: Dauger, Mat-
tioli, and Royal Invention
Three major identification theories remain:

1. Dauger is named in the 1669 warrant and is
often identified as Fouquet’s valet. Some his-
torians argue that he may have uncovered sen-
sitive financial or political information, war-
ranting extreme secrecy. This theory aligns
with timeline, treatment, and the absence of
formal charges.

2. Mattioli, although a real prisoner, is
chronologically misaligned. He was arrested
in 1679, died in 1694, and is never recorded in
the Bastille. The alias ‘Marchioly’ is insuffi-
cient for identification given the common use
of placeholders.

3. Royal identity hypotheses—twin,
brother, or secret heir—have no archival foun-
dation. No court record, diplomatic note, or
genealogical account supports them. These
theories originate with Voltaire’s specula-
tive writings and were dramatised by Dumas.
They reflect political allegory, not evidence-
based history.

Conclusion: Historical Confinement as
Narrative Substrate
The verified record depicts a man systemati-
cally anonymized, transferred, masked on oc-
casion, and ultimately erased from memory.
These measures suggest not noble origin but
sensitive knowledge. Later literary versions
reframe bureaucratic silencing into a fable of
royal injustice, but the legend’s core is not
who he was—it is how thoroughly the state
erased him.
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