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VOCABULARY
This list is a partial list of words found in the glossary 
and serves as a model of a possible list of vocabulary words 
teachers can use. When exploring such vocabulary, ask 
students to integrate these words into their discussions 
and writing assignments. Also be certain to generate a word 
wall based on the vocabulary you select from the writing.  
Remember that essential vocabulary (words essential for 
understanding the story) might best be taught at the beginning 

of the lesson, prior to reading the text.

Antiquity
Azure
Barque
Battery
Bleeding (medical procedure)

Château
Confer
Corps
Countenance

Effrontery
Fête
Impregnable
Luminous
Presage
Promenade
Sheathe
Tempest
Venerate



Background
	 The Man in the Iron Mask tells a story of a man who was 
imprisoned and forced to wear an iron mask as punishment.  
Though not only did the mask have the ability to crush his 
spirit, stripping him of visual awareness of his physical con-
dition, it also had the power to humiliate him. Anyone who 
looked upon him would immediately know that he was a pris-
oner, sentenced to wear a mask as punishment for some crime.  
In this book, wearing the iron mask causes the prisoner to 
develop a great lust for revenge against the king.
	 French culture in particular (and European culture 
generally) used masks for various purposes, from punishment 
to celebration.  In celebration, the masks were used in events 
known as “masques” (or “masquerades”) and ranged in style 
from outrageous to political.  The masks hid people’s true 
identities, allowing them to become someone else (even for a 
brief period of time). As such, masques (as events) allowed people 
to escape their real lives and revel in the moment. Masques 
and masquerades are still common today.  In fact, Mardi Gras, 
a tradition of masquing from French culture, is still celebrated 
in the United States today.



STEP ONE:
research

Assign students to one of five groups.  In their groups, 
ask students to explore one of the five following topics:

The real man in the iron mask
The use of masks as punishment

The use of masks as entertainment
Masquerades and masques

The cultural implication of masking (as in Mardi Gras)

Students should gather enough information on the above 
topics to allow for a ten to fifteen minute presentation.  

The presentation should occur as in a group, 
with each member participating.



STEP TWO:
designing a mask

	 Students will design two masks. These masks will be 
worn for two different purposes. Students should be certain to 
measure their faces and make accurate-sized masks.
	 The first mask will be worn by students throughout one 
school day. This mask should mirror in some manner the mask 
worn by the Man in the Iron Mask. Each mask should be simi-
lar, with little originality. By wearing a full-face mask simi-
lar to the iron mask throughout the school day, students may 
begin to understand the effect such masks have on individuals.  
They may begin to question what it would feel like to spend 
many years wearing a mask. Note: In some schools, teachers 
and principals may want to get parental permission before 
engaging in this activity.
	 Students should design the second mask to be 
elaborate and festive. This mask will be personal and should be 
developed to show personality. This mask may even be worn 
by students in celebration of Mardi Gras (or a masque event in 
general). The materials chosen for the mask would be largely 
dependent upon the teacher’s budget (teachers might encour-
age parents to provide materials from home). While they work 
to create their masks, the teacher may provide students with a 
sample of designs common in masques. Ask students to discuss 
why these sample designs were created. Also, ask students to 
explore the cultural ramification of the masks. For example, 
a mask of a court jester might show blushed full cheeks and 
sharp features. Asking questions like, “Why might a mask like 
this exist?” or “What were the creators saying about court jest-
ers in general (or this court jester in particular)?” may help 
students think critically about “cultural stereotypes”.



STEP THREE:
host a masquerade

If possible, ask the physical education teacher to conduct 
lessons in ballroom dancing to help students prepare for a 

masquerade. Invite parents, fellow teachers, and community 
members to help decorate the gymnasium in preparation for 

the event. Encourage students to participate in the 
masquerade by wearing their festive masks.



STEP FOUR:
critical writing

	 Now that the students have had a night (or day) of fun 
and celebration, ask them to explore their reactions to the 
lesson, as well as to The Man in the Iron Mask, by engaging in 
critical reflection through writing.  The following prompts are 
meant to help students explore their reactions to the lesson:

	 Reflect on how it felt to wear a mask for an entire school 
day.  Think about the iron mask.  It had no real personality, no 
real way of conveying who you are, and might have appeared 
disturbing to other people.  Why might countries use such a 
mask for the purposes of punishment?  As you write your re-
sponse, think about whether you would a) ever want to be pun-
ished by wearing such a mask and b) punish someone else by 
requiring they wear such a mask.

	 When you wore your mask at the ball, you were, for a 
brief time, able to become someone else.  Reflect on creating 
and wearing give mask.  Why might masks be popular even 
today?  Be certain to think about your personal reaction to the 
event.



STEP FIVE:
critical viewing

	 In the movie version of the Phantom of the Opera (2004), 
there is a masquerade scene referred to as the Bal Masquerade.  
When you show students the scene, provide them with the lyr-
ics for the song accompanying the scene.  Show this scene in 
class.  Before showing the scene, however, you should prepare 
students to analyze the scene by discussing the cultural im-
plications of masques. You may want to ask questions like, 
“Why would aristocrats wear masks and costumes depicting 
commoners?”  You may also ask students to consider a num-
ber of the implications of outfits, the setting of the masque, 
and the manner in which the film depicts the aristocratic 
celebrations.
	 As students watch the scene, they should first be encour-
aged to listen to the lyrics of the scene and the dialogue that 
occurs in the scene.  You may wish to show the scene multiple 
times to allow the students to take notes while they’re watch-
ing.  In a final viewing, you want the students to read the lyrics 
while the scene is played, asking students to pay careful atten-
tion to the language used in the lyrics.
Ask students to work in pairs or small groups to analyze the 
lyrics and dialogue, paying careful attention to the implica-
tions of the lyrics.  What do the lyrics suggest about the pur-
pose of masquerades?  Ask them to also discuss the notes they 
recorded while viewing the scene.  Ask them to explore the 
connection between the scene and their research and experi-
ences with masks and masques.



STEP SIX:
writing a speculative prompt

	 Ask students to respond to the following speculative 
prompt.  If possible, you may want to find a picture which can 
help students think about the writing task.

Your friend Alex spoke to you about getting plastic 
surgery. His/her major rationale for wanting plastic 
surgery is, “I want to have someone else’s face. I’m 
tired of looking at my own face.” Write a narrative 
explaining your reaction to your friend’s comments.  
Be certain that you relate the story of The Man in the 
Iron Mask somewhere in your narrative. You may also 
choose to include information from your research 
and your personal experiences wearing two different 
masks.


