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The tragic story of Blanche Monnier was twenty-five years in the making. The former beauty was kept a prisoner by her family in bizarre circumstances, not just locked away from the world but starved and left to rot in her own filth.

The remarkable aspects of the story which first came to light in 1901 were not just that a woman from a wealthy and respectable family was kept locked away for over two decades in squalor, but that some contemporary commentators attempted to excuse the behaviour of the family. Inference was made to Blanche’s mental state on discovery and the suggestion she had been locked away for her own good.

Just as shocking was that Blanche’s cruel imprisonment and sorry condition was well known to the various servants that worked for the family over the years and who were expected to sleep in the same room as Blanche. None of these servants raised the alarm in all those years and when, finally, the matter was revealed anonymously, the suggestion was it was done not out of concern for Blanche but out of spite towards her family.

There was even a hint of outrage that a servant would dare to reveal such a secret about a respectable family, giving a stark insight into the mindset of the age.

The debate, controversy, and scandal that surrounded the case overshadowed the terrible trauma and abuse Blanche Monnier had endured for over a third of her life. She is believed to have been imprisoned in 1876 at the age of 27 and did not see the outside world again until 1901. She died in 1913 at the age of 64, never fully recovering her senses. The total toll of the cruelty against her amounted to 37 years, for after she vanished in 1876 she was never to live a normal life again.

The devastation of Blanche’s physical and mental condition when she was found defied belief, but it soon became a battleground for those who argued whether she was insane before or after her imprisonment. In an era when family members could be kept shut away from the world because they were deemed ‘mad’, there was great debate over whether the actual incarceration was right or wrong. Despite her conditions of living being clearly appalling, some tried to suggest it was of her own doing because she was deranged, and the best efforts of her carers could not counter her bestial habits.

Though these statements were challenged at the time of the trial against Blanche Monnier’s mother and brother, the end result was disappointing.

Further muddying the waters of what should have been a trial concerning a case of neglect and abuse was the way it became a political tool. Those who were anti-clerical and wished to see religion banned in the Republic used the Monnier case as proof that clericals were hypocritical and criminally inclined. The Monnier family was Catholic and became a symbol to some of the hypocrisy of the French Church.

Madame Monnier died while being held in prison and could never, therefore, be properly questioned over her daughter’s confinement. Monsieur Marcel Monnier, Blanche’s brother, was claimed to be culpable of neglecting his sister and failing to raise the alarm at her treatment, but the French law was a grey area when it came to blaming Marcel, causing further consternation and confusion. The final outcome of the case left many questions unanswered.

Even the reasons behind Blanche’s imprisonment have become confused. Was she confined to a room to prevent a marriage her mother refused to condone? Or because her mother and brother wanted access to her inheritance? Or because she was suffering a hereditary form of madness? Or, as her mother tried to claim, she was reclusive and chose to live in a room with closed shutters, rotting bedding and no opportunity to bathe?

Making the mystery even more complex is the lack of first-hand information concerning the case. Aside from newspaper articles from the period, our main source of information on the discovery of Blanche Monnier and the trial of her family is the pamphlet published in 1930 by Andre Gide and entitled La Séquestrée de Poitiers (loosely translated as ‘The Confined Woman of Poitiers’).

Andre Gide was a well-known French author and winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature. He was born in 1869, making him just seven years old when Blanche Monnier was incarcerated. When she was discovered Gide was residing in Jersey, during a period in his writing career which has been described as a time of apathy and turmoil for the writer. He was probably aware of the scandalous case but did not take an interest in it until 1929. 

In August of that year, he was visiting his friend Charles Chanvin, a poet and lawyer, who had collected a number of documents about the case. Noting the contents, Gide remarked that it might have interested him, had he not already so many projects to work on. Then his curiosity got the better of him and he examined the documents.

Gide subsequently started work on a pamphlet concerning the unfortunate lady and it was published in 1930. His work remains the primary source for what we know about the case of Blanche Monnier, as the original documents he mentions appear to have disappeared.

He relied heavily on a document entitled Remarks in Favour of Monsieur Marcel Monnier which was written by Monsieur Barbier, Monnier’s lawyer, and was a document intended to plead his case. The information within, and the context it is presented in, has to be appreciated as being biased and designed to cast Marcel Monnier in a good light. The lack of independent documents available to an English reader also makes it difficult to determine the full truth on the matter.

Andre Gide is himself a controversial figure. Though credited in his day for his talented writing, he was also a self-confessed pederast who had sexually abused underage boys alongside Oscar Wilde. Many of his written works were influenced by his perversion, though the pamphlet he wrote on Blanche Monnier is not one of them.

Gide never took the story further, though he later told a friend that a nightclub singer had approached him and said it was her ‘dream’ to play the title character onscreen. In 1934, a friend of Gide’s suggested the work be turned into a film and the process went as far as a director being chosen, the notable Jean Renoir, but a movie was never produced and a few years later the outbreak of war caused people to have other concerns on their minds. The story of Balance Monnier once again fell into the forgotten realm of history. Just as she had been so piteously forgotten in life.

The mystery of the spinster of Poitiers opens our eyes to a different world, where confinement of family members occurred and was generally accepted, and where a respectable family could get away with a serious crime simply because no one dared speak against them.

The case continues to fascinate historians, not least because of the intensity of the public scandal that followed in its wake. It seems unlikely we will ever know the full truth of what happened in that house over one hundred years ago but if there is any lesson to be drawn from this sinister tale, it is that morality far too often is forgotten when faced with the fear of loss of power.

For Blanche Monnier, the price she paid because people turned a blind eye to her suffering, was to lose her mind and most of her adult life. 
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Chapter One – The Great Discovery
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A LIFE-LONG TRAGEDY– read the headline in the Northamptonshire Evening Telegraph. AN INHUMAN MOTHER IMPRISONS HER DAUGHTER FOR TWENTY-FIVE YEARS.

It was June 22, 1901, and the story the newspaper had titled so emotively, had been consigned to the inner pages of the publication, crammed between articles on Hungary’s new ‘telephone newspaper’, the sad love life of the man who had won the recent Derby and an advertisement for van Houten’s Cocoa. For English readers the case was a curious and dreadful one that was thankfully occurring many miles away in France. For some readers, the curious events in Poitiers seemed too bizarre to even credit as true.

The Evening Telegraph had, at least, managed to get most of its facts correct, many of its contemporary papers had fallen at that first hurdle, with some important details becoming ‘lost in translation’ or blatantly misinterpreted. Too frequently the British public’s information on the case was both incomplete and inaccurate.

The saga of Blanche Monnier, who had endured a terrible confinement in her own home for twenty-five years, had been scandalising France for weeks before the British press had taken an interest (not the months the Northamptonshire Evening Telegraph claimed). The story had divided opinion about French habits, attitudes towards the mentally disabled and the level of power a parent should have over an adult child.

The strange sequence of events that led to the discovery of Blanche Monnier, who had vanished in 1876, started with the arrival of an anonymous letter to the attorney general of Poitiers. The letter arrived on his desk on 22 May 1901, but it was dated from three days earlier.

The contents were alarming:

Monsieur Attorney General

I have the honour to inform you of an exceptionally serious occurrence. I speak of a spinster who is locked up in Madame Monnier’s house, half-starved, and living on a putrid litter for the past twenty-five years – in a word, in her own filth.

The letter stated serious allegations, one’s that ought to be investigated, but the attorney general was acutely aware that the Monnier family was well-respected in the town. Madame Monnier was a wealthy, though miserly landowner. Her son was a former sub-prefect of the Department of Vienne and considered a leading society figure. These were not people who the attorney general wanted to upset without good cause.

It would seem the attorney general slept on his decision and the following day, having had time to mull over whether to take the matter seriously or not, he turned the letter over to the chief superintendent of the Poitiers police. Under orders to investigate the matter, the chief superintendent arrived at 21 Rue de la Visitation at two-thirty in the afternoon.

He rang the bell, and it was answered by one of two maidservants Madame Monnier employed. The young lady’s name was Mademoiselle Dupuis. 

The chief superintendent asked to speak to Madame Monnier.

“Madame is not receiving,” Dupuis replied. “She is confined to bed.”

Undeterred, the chief superintendent pressed on.

“Please tell the widow Monnier that I am the chief superintendent and that I absolutely must speak with her.”

The maidservant departed to convey his message upstairs to her mistress, when she returned she informed the chief superintendent that Madame Monnier asked if he could speak with her son, instead, who lived just across the road.

The chief superintendent gave up on the widow for the moment and took himself the short distance to the home of Monsieur Marcel Monnier. His knock was again answered by a servant, who conveyed a similar excuse to him that Monnier was unwell and not receiving visitors.

Needless to say, the chief superintendent was unimpressed.

“It’s quite odd how everyone in both these houses is unwell. Tell your master that I am the chief superintendent, and I have an important message for him.”

This message sparked Monnier to leave his sick bed and welcome the policeman into his home. The chief superintendent came straight to the point now he had his suspect before him.

“An anonymous letter has denounced your mother for having confined your sister, Blanche Monnier, to her bed for twenty-five years, amid putrid rot; the letter adds that her room’s window is padlocked. Indeed, when I just arrived at the domicile, I noticed a shuttered window on the third floor. Would you take me to your sister?”

(Clearly there had been more to the letter than Andre Gide recorded in his pamphlet.)

It is tempting to wonder what must have crossed Monnier’s mind as he was told all this. Had he been expecting such an accusation at some point, or had twenty-five years of no one apparently caring where his sister was, lulled him into a false sense of security?

Whatever he was thinking, he acted as calmly as he could manage.

“And who might you be?” he asked.

“I am the chief superintendent, as your maid must have told you.”

At this point, Monnier began to panic. Later descriptions of him do not indicate a man who was strong-willed or confident, rather he had been cowed all his life by a domineering mother.

Monnier now attempted to excuse himself from any culpability in the matter of his sister’s imprisonment.

“What you have just said is a terrible calumny. I am not involved in this matter in any way; what’s more, my mother and sister live together in a house apart from my own. Respecting the wishes of my mother, who insists on being mistress in her own house, I never involve myself in her business.”

The chief superintendent was far from impressed by Monnier’s denials. The suspicions first stirred by the anonymous letter were becoming more concrete with the strange behaviour of the victim’s brother.

“Be that as it may, I am anxious to learn about it... The best way to vindicate yourself, sir, is to let me see your sister and speak with her.”

Monnier was beginning to panic at this stage, indicating he knew that the condition his sister was living in was appalling and that he was liable to be blamed for being party to her confinement. He desperately tried to avoid the inevitable.

“I cannot let you see her without first calling her doctor. He will be able to say if you can go into her room without disturbing her. For the last ten years or so, my sister has been afflicted with a pernicious fever and must not receive any visitors.”

This was the first time Blanche’s confinement was stated to be for her own benefit due to either physical or mental health problems. It was an excuse the family would play on over and over.

The chief superintendent was an astute man and the twisting and turning of Monnier’s attempts to remove himself from potential blame were beginning to grate. He changed direction and asked Monnier some easier questions.

He confirmed Marcel was aged fifty-three and his sister was aged fifty-two, there were no further siblings. Monnier once again changed direction; having previously attempted to deny he was aware of anything that occurred in his mother’s house, and perhaps piqued by the chief superintendent implying he had abandoned his sister, he now stated he went to visit her several times a day. 

Further, Marcel was furious at the anonymous denunciation of his mother and tried to deflect attention from himself by saying he would report the matter to the district attorney. If he had hoped bandying names around and reminding the chief superintendent that he was a Doctor of Law and a former subprefect, would cause the policeman to back off, he was sorely mistaken.

Once his posturing was over, the chief superintendent spoke to him in a reasonable manner.

“The easiest way to disprove these accusations is to show me to Mademoiselle Monnier’s room without further delay. I have seen for myself a third-floor room where the window shutters are fastened closed with a chain, which, you must admit, lends credence to the accusations in the letter.”

Monnier had blustered himself out. Defeated, he was close to agreeing to the arrangement.

“But we must first obtain authorisation from my mother, who decides everything in her own home.”

Back across the road they went, and this time Madame Monnier was found risen from her bed and able to speak with them. She was extremely reluctant to allow the chief superintendent upstairs, but he was not going to leave without seeing her daughter for himself. Finally, she had no choice but to agree.

Marcel Monnier led the chief superintendent and his men up to the third floor and toward a darkened room. The only window in the room was heavily secured, the shutters being closed and secured with a padlock, while the frame had been hermetically sealed with weather stripping over every joint. The window overlooked a courtyard, it is not clear if this was the same window the chief superintendent had noticed from the outside. If it was, then there were chains securing the shutters as well.

The first thing that struck the policemen was the noxious air in the room. It was so foul that no sooner had they entered, they had to leave again. The chief superintendent ordered his men to open the single window, to provide both light and fresh air. Marcel Monnier protested claiming his sister could not stand bright light.

While an aversion to strong light might explain the shutters being closed, their excessive security suggested it was more to prevent Mademoiselle Monnier from being seen by the outside world, or, indeed calling for help.

The window, for the time being, was left untouched. The only sign of Mademoiselle Monnier was a flimsy pallet where someone lay completely covered by a blanket. Both pallet and blanket were appallingly filthy. Vermin and insects ran across it and feasted on the poor woman’s excrement which stained the bedding. When an effort was made to pull the blanket away from Blanche’s face, the terrified woman shrieked and clung to it, sounding, in the words of the chief superintendent, “like a wild woman.”

The repulsive nature and aroma of the room finally overwhelmed the chief superintendent’s resolve and he and his men had to abandon it to give themselves a chance to regroup.
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Chapter Two – The Rescue of the Prisoner
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At five o’clock on the 23 May 1901, Judge Du Fresnel, a magistrate, arrived at the house and was taken up to the mysterious room. His first glimpses of the grim prison cell matched those of the chief superintendent. Sickened by the foul odour in the room, he insisted the window was opened.

This was not achieved without considerable effort. The window had been sealed for years, perhaps the full twenty-five that Blanche had been confined. There were also dark, rotting curtains hanging over them and they fell down heavily when the men were trying to open the window, showering the rescuers with dust. The shutters themselves were so jammed together, the only way to remove them was by taking them off their hinges. At long last, daylight fell into the room for the first time in years and the full scene of horror could now be witnessed.

“As soon as light entered the room, we noticed, in the back, lying on a bed, her head and bed covered by a repulsively filthy blanket, a woman whom Monsieur Marcel Monnier identified as his sister, Mademoiselle Blanche Monnier,” du Fresnel latter testified. “The unfortunate woman was lying completely naked on a rotten straw mattress. All around her was formed a sort of crust made from excrement, fragments of meat, vegetables, fish, and rotten bread. We also saw oyster shells and bugs running across Mademoiselle Monnier’s bed. 

“The latter was covered with vermin. We spoke to her; she shouted and clutched her
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