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technological	measures	that	legally	restrict	others	from	doing	anything	the	license	permits.	You	do	not	have	to	comply	with	the	license	for	elements	of	the	material	in	the	public	domain	or	where	your	use	is	permitted	by	an	applicable	exception	or	limitation	.	No	warranties	are	given.	The	license	may	not	give	you	all	of	the	permissions	necessary	for
your	intended	use.	For	example,	other	rights	such	as	publicity,	privacy,	or	moral	rights	may	limit	how	you	use	the	material.	In	the	realm	of	literature,	there	are	many	rhetorical	devices	that	shape	the	way	a	reader	interprets	a	story.	One	of	them	is	allegory.	It	is	a	device	in	which	characters,	settings,	and	events	in	a	story	or	image	represent	ideas	or
concepts.	The	ideas	revealed	are	often	of	a	political	or	moral	nature	(Allegory).	Symbolism	and	metaphor,	devices	that	both	compare	objects	with	ideas,	are	often	employed	in	allegory.	A	few	examples	of	allegorical	works	include	Platos	famous	Metaphor	of	the	Cave	and	George	Orwells	Animal	Farm,	andEdgar	Allan	Poes	The	Masque	of	the	Red
Death.What	is	the	purpose	of	using	allegoryinstead	of	directly	saying	what	is	inferred	by	symbols	and	metaphors?	Why	not	leave	the	reader	to	his	or	her	own	interpretations?	Perhaps	by	using	allegory	to	construct	a	narrative,	the	potential	to	reach	a	broader	audience	increases.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death,Poe	creates	a	fictional	world	not	unlike	our
own	in	which	people	vainly	attempt	to	escape	death.	It	has	the	features	of	a	Poe	horror	story	but	is	didactic	in	function.Allegories	can	also	help	readers	understand	concepts	that	might	be	too	difficult	to	comprehend	otherwise,	or,	in	the	the	case	ofThe	Masque	of	the	Red	Death,	force	readers	to	examine	something	that	is	unpleasant,	such	as	death.
Poes	wife	Virginia,	as	well	as	his	mother,	brother,	and	foster	mother,	contracted	and	died	from	tuberculosis	(Poes	Life:	Who	is	Edgar	Allan	Poe?),	which	may	have	inspired	him	to	write	about	the	follies	of	pretending	death	is	avoidable.Cover	to	Animal	FarmBut	does	allegory	ensure	that	every	reader	always	reaches	the	same	conclusion(s)?	In	The
Masque	of	the	Red	Death,	are	we	to	assume	that	the	moral	of	the	story	is	that	we	cannot	escape	death	no	matter	how	hard	we	try,	or	is	there	something	else?	Poe	never	stated	that	this	story	was	meant	to	be	an	allegory,	but	today	it	is	commonly	read	as	such.	It	seems	that	some	symbols	seem	to	have	less	room	for	interpretation	than	others,	and	others
inspire	a	vast	array	of	meanings	due	to	the	readers	understanding	of	contextual	clues.	For	instance,	the	colors	black	and	red,	especially	when	paired	together,	can	be	interpreted	as	symbolizing	death	and	blood.	However,	black	could	also	symbolize	night,	whereas	red	could	symbolize	passion,	lust,	and	romance.	An	analysis	of	Poes	story	might	shed
some	light	on	how	allegory	works	and	what	kind	of	interpretations	are	possible	in	allegory-heavy	stories.Allegory	inThe	Masque	of	the	Red	DeathThe	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	contains	imagery	that	upholdsthe	storys	allegorical	interpretation,	as	well	as	imagery	that	is	open	to	other	interpretations.	The	allegorical	symbolism	is	apparent	from	the
beginning	of	the	story.	First,	in	an	attempt	to	escape	the	Red	Death,	a	fictional	plague-like	disease,	Prince	Prospero	gathers	his	friends	and	retreats	to	one	of	his	castellated	abbeys	(Poe	438).	The	abbey	has	strong	and	lofty	walls	and	gates	of	iron	(Poe	438).	Upon	entering	the	abbey,	the	Prince	and	his	guests	lock	themselves	inside:	They	resolved	to
leave	means	neither	of	ingress	or	egress	to	the	sudden	impulses	of	despair	or	of	frenzy	from	within	(Poe	438).	The	Prince	and	his	guests	believe	that	they	can	hide	from	the	Red	Death	by	locking	themselves	away	from	the	suffering	of	the	rest	of	the	world.Half	a	year	later,	Prospero	throws	a	masquerade	ball	to	be	held	in	the	seven	rooms	of	the	abbey.
Each	room	has	a	set	of	windows	that	look	out	into	the	hallway.	In	the	hallway,	there	are	tripods	holding	braziers	of	fire	that	send	light	through	the	windows	and	into	the	room	(Poe	438-439).	There	are	no	windows	that	look	outside	the	abbeys	walls,	and	therefore,	there	is	no	light	from	the	sun	or	moon	coming	inside.	These	features	of	the	abbey
reinforce	the	notion	that	the	lack	of	exposure	to	the	outside	world	means	that	Prospero	and	his	courtiers	will	be	safe	from	the	Red	Death.The	author	of	The	Masque	of	the	Red	DeathAdditionally,	each	room	is	a	different	color.	Its	decorations	are	of	the	same	color,	as	are	the	windows	that	peer	into	the	chamber.	For	example,	the	eastern	most	room	is
blue,	and	it	has	windows	of	blue-stained	glass.	Five	of	the	other	rooms	are	decorated	in	this	manner	with	their	respective	colors:	purple,	green,	orange,	white,	and	violet	(Poe	439).	However,	the	seventh	and	most	westward	room	of	the	abbey	is	furnished	with	black	velvet	and	red	windows.	This	room	has	an	eerie	effect	on	the	masqueraders:the	effect
of	the	fire-light	that	streamed	upon	the	dark	hangings	through	the	blood-tinted	panes	[]	produced	so	wild	a	look	upon	the	countenances	of	those	who	entered,	that	there	were	few	of	the	company	bold	enough	to	set	foot	within	its	precincts	at	all.	(Poe	439)The	Velvet	Hall	reminds	the	guests	that	fear	is	still	present	among	them,	even	though	the
masquerade	is	supposed	be	a	lively	affair.	The	dark	and	bloody	imagery	of	the	seventh	room	also	seems	to	foreshadow	that	something	bad	will	happen	to	Prospero	and	his	friends	in	this	chamber.The	symbolism	of	time	is	also	prevalent	throughout	the	story.	First,	a	gigantic	clock	of	ebony	(Poe	439)	stands	in	the	Velvet	Hall.	Every	hour,there	came
from	the	brazen	lungs	of	the	clock	a	sound	which	was	clear	and	loud	and	deep	and	exceedingly	musical,	but	of	so	peculiar	a	note	and	emphasis	that	[]	there	was	a	brief	disconcert	of	the	whole	gay	company	[]	the	giddiest	grew	pale,	and	the	more	aged	and	sedate	passed	their	hands	over	their	brows	as	if	in	confused	reverie	or	meditation.	(Poe	439)The
clock	interrupts	the	masquerade	every	time	it	chimes.	The	clock	does	not	only	mark	what	time	it	is;	as	a	foreshadowing	device,	it	suggests	that	time	is	running	out	for	Prospero	and	his	guests,	though	they	seem	oblivious	to	this.The	allegory	continues	with	other	time	imagery,	including	the	layout	of	the	abbeys	rooms.	They	are	arranged	east	to	west,
reminiscent	of	the	movement	of	the	sun	across	the	sky,	and	the	number	of	rooms,	seven,	is	equal	to	the	number	of	days	in	the	week.	Additionally,	the	Red	Death	makes	its	appearance	at	midnight.	Midnight	marks	the	transition	from	one	day	to	the	next,	as	well	as	from	night	to	morning.	Its	significance	as	the	time	when	the	Red	Death	appears	is	yet
again	another	instance	of	foreshadowing.	Midnight	is	also	known	as	the	witching	hour,	when	demons,	ghouls,	and	witches	are	said	to	be	most	active.	The	prevalence	of	representations	of	time	suggest	that	though	the	masqueraders	attempt	to	escape	disease	and	death,	it	is	not	possible	to	do	so.	Time	is	not	a	friendly	force	in	this	case.The	witching
hour,	when	so	many	things	can	happenMoreover,	the	Red	Death	arrives	at	the	masquerade	dressed	as	its	own	victim:	His	vesture	was	dabbled	in	bloodand	his	broad	brow,	with	all	the	features	of	the	face,	was	besprinkled	with	the	scarlet	horror	(Poe	441).	It	is	a	literal	representation	of	death	walking	among	the	living.	The	Red	Death	is	able	to	move
around	the	abbey	unimpeded,	as	its	disguise	unsettles	the	masqueraders.	An	enraged	Prospero	seeks	to	slay	the	masquerader	who	dares	to	dress	like	a	corpse	and	pursues	the	Red	Death	from	the	easternmost	room	to	the	Velvet	Hall.	As	soon	as	he	raises	his	dagger	against	the	corpse-figure,	Prospero	falls	dead	(Poe	442).	When	the	guests	tear	away
the	disguise,	they	find	no	form	beneath	the	clothes.	Shortly	after,	the	masqueraders	die	of	the	Red	Death.	The	lack	of	a	tangible	body	beneath	the	disguise	suggests	that	death	does	not	need	a	physical	form,	and	it	cannot	be	stopped	by	any	means.Allegory	has	a	strong	hold	on	this	Poe	tale.	Almost	everything	in	the	story	tells	us	that	there	is	no
escaping	death,	no	matter	what	we	do.	The	reader	is	nearly	beaten	over	the	head	with	allegory	and	symbolism:	the	title	itself	is	a	play	on	words.	It	is	no	coincidence	that	masque	and	the	similar	sounding	mask	are	both	relevant	to	the	story.	Both	words	imply	that	disguises	and	hidden	abbeys	cannot	shield	a	person	from	the	inevitable	which,	in	this
case,	is	death.Other	InterpretationsAt	the	same	time,	it	is	possible	to	interpret	some	of	the	images	and	symbols	in	the	story	in	a	manner	that	moves	way	from	the	no	escape	from	death	analysis.	Yet,	it	does	not	seem	possible	to	completely	ignore	this	reading.	However,	we	can	read	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	as	a	critique	of	socioeconomic	inequality,
and	we	can	also	examine	the	dream-like	aspect	of	the	masquerade	as	another	and	more	complex	form	of	escape.In	terms	of	socioeconomic	inequality,	Prosperos	name	suggests	that	he	is,	in	fact,	prosperous.	He	is	wealthy,	a	prince,	and	a	ruler.	However,	he	abandons	his	kingdom	as	soon	as	it	is	ravaged	by	the	Red	Death	and	half	of	his	people	are
dead.	He	and	a	thousand	hale	and	light-hearted	friends	from	among	the	knights	and	dames	of	his	court	(Poe	438)	flee	the	plague	and	leave	the	lower	classes	to	fend	for	themselves.	The	lower	classes	are	not	mentioned	by	name	in	the	story	but	are	implied	to	belong	to	the	external	world	[that]	could	take	care	of	itself	(Poe	438).Cover	for	The	Masque	of
the	Red	DeathThe	abbey	is	amply	stocked	with	supplies	and	with	entertainment:	The	prince	had	provided	all	the	appliances	of	pleasure.	There	were	buffoons,	there	were	improvisatori,	there	were	ballet-dancers,	there	were	musicians,	there	was	Beauty,	there	was	wine	(Poe	438).	The	excess	of	the	abbey	shows	the	extent	to	which	the	wealthy	spend
their	money	and	resources	on	themselves,	instead	of	attending	to	their	subjects.Since	the	wealthy	have	locked	themselves	away,	the	victims	of	the	Red	Death	are	primarily	of	the	lower	classes.	When	the	Red	Death	appears	at	the	masquerade	dressed	as	its	victim,	it	perhaps	terrifies	the	masqueraders	not	just	because	the	disguise	is	gruesome	but	also
because	it	reminds	them	of	the	people	they	have	forsaken.	The	deaths	of	Prospero	and	his	friends	then	becomes	the	vengeance	of	the	lower	classes:	even	though	in	life	we	may	be	unequal	in	wealth,	we	are	all	equal	in	the	eyes	of	death.The	socioeconomic	analysis	of	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	but	one	way	to	interpret	various	images	and	symbols.
If	the	masquerade	sequence	is	readin	terms	of	its	dream-like	qualities,	other	conclusions	can	be	reached.	For	instance,	the	costumes	of	the	masqueraders	are	described	as	beautiful,	bizarre,	disgusting,	and	terrifying:	There	were	much	glare	and	glitter	and	piquancy	and	phantasm	[]	There	were	delirious	fancies	such	as	the	madman	fashions	(Poe	440).
The	disguises	of	the	masqueraders	and	the	dcor	of	the	party	are	meant	to	mask	the	reality	of	death	and	suffering.The	masqueraders	are	attempting	to	escape	death,	and	they	attempt	to	do	so	by	escaping	into	a	dream	world,	where	the	fancies	of	the	mind	run	wild,	and	the	Red	Death	is	not	among	them:	To	and	fro	in	the	seven	chambers	there	stalked,
in	fact,	a	multitude	of	dreams.	And	thesethe	dreamswrithed	in	and	about	taking	hue	from	the	rooms,	and	causing	the	wild	music	of	the	orchestra	to	seem	as	the	echo	of	their	steps	(Poe	440).The	masqueraders	delve	into	a	dream-like	trance	where	reality	has	little	bearing.Additionally,	there	is	a	brief	passage	in	the	story	that	breaks	into	present
tense:And,	anon,	there	strikes	the	ebony	clock	which	stands	in	the	hall	of	the	velvet.	And	then,	for	a	moment,	all	is	still,	and	all	is	silent	save	the	voice	of	the	clock.	The	dreams	are	stiff-frozen	as	they	stand.	But	the	echoes	of	the	chime	die	awaythey	have	endured	but	an	instantand	a	light,	half-subdued	laughter	floats	after	them	as	they	depart.	And	now
again	the	music	swells,	and	the	dreams	live,	and	writhe	to	and	fro	more	merrily	than	ever,	taking	hue	from	the	many	tinted	windows	through	which	stream	the	rays	from	the	tripods.	(Poe	440)The	break	into	present	tense	comes	as	the	dream-state	of	the	masqueraders	is	being	described.	The	guests	themselves	are	equated	with	the	dreams.	It	is	the
dreams	who	are	stopped	by	the	chimes	of	the	clock,	and	it	is	the	dreams	that	pass	from	room	to	room.	The	use	of	present	tense	instead	of	past	tense	attests	to	the	escapism	of	the	masquerade.Also,	the	layout	of	the	abbey	upholds	the	dream-like	atmosphere	of	the	masquerade.	In	addition	to	the	rooms	having	different	colors,	the	manner	in	which	of	the
rooms	are	arranged	is	bizarre:	The	apartments	were	so	irregularly	disposed	that	the	vision	embraced	but	little	more	than	one	at	a	time.	There	was	a	sharp	turn	at	every	twenty	or	thirty	yards,	and	at	each	turn	a	novel	effect	(Poe	438).	No	room	has	a	clear	view	into	another,	and	the	guests	find	themselves	wending	through	a	maze	of	chambers.	Coupled
with	the	lack	of	windows	looking	to	the	external	word	and	the	artificial	lighting,	the	abbey	and	the	masquerade	represent	the	enclosed	dream-world	of	Prospero	and	his	friends.Let	your	dreams	become	reality.However,	as	with	many	dreams,	glimmers	of	reality	soon	creep	in.	For	instance,	the	Velvet	Hall	continues	to	unnerve	the	masqueraders:	But	to
the	chamber	which	lies	most	westwardly	of	the	seven	there	are	none	of	the	maskers	who	venture;	for	the	night	is	waning	away;	and	there	flows	a	ruddier	light	through	the	blood-colored	panes;	and	the	blackness	of	the	sable	drapery	appalls	(Poe	440).	This	quote	is	also	a	part	of	the	section	written	in	present	tense,	which	signifies	that	the
masqueraders	think	they	are	still	in	a	dream-state.	Though	the	other	chambers	are	filled	with	people,	laughter,	and	dancing,	the	Velvet	Hall	brings	elements	of	death	and	violence	into	an	otherwise	happy,	though	bizarre,	dream-world.	It	isnt	long	before	the	dream	crumbles	around	them,	and	reality	is	made	known	to	Prospero	and	his
friends.ConclusionsSo	what	difference	does	it	make	if	a	story	is	considered	an	allegory?	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	labeledan	allegory	because	the	symbolism	and	imagery	seems	to	point	the	reader	to	one	conclusion:	death	is	coming,	whether	you	want	it	to	or	not.	While	allegory	gives	us	an	interpretation	of	the	world,	we	can	agree	or	disagree
with	it,	and	of	course	we	are	free	to	draw	our	own	conclusions	from	the	story.	Some	stories	are	written	with	the	intention	of	being	allegorical,	and	other	are	not,	but	once	a	story	is	released	for	popular	consumption,	the	reader	will	make	his	or	her	own	interpretation	of	the	story.	Additionally,	there	is	no	way	to	be	sure	if	Poe	meantThe	Masque	of	the
Red	Deathto	be	read	as	allegory	or	as	having	an	overarching	moral.At	the	same	time,	some	stories	are	perhaps	designated	allegoriesbecause	theaudience	gainsa	more	complete	understanding	of	the	world	by	having	read	them.	Allegories	seem	to	explore	ideas	that	we	might	hold	as	common	truths.	Maybe	the	colors	red	and	black	usually	symbolism
blood	and	death	because	those	things	exist	in	our	world	and	affect	the	way	we	live.	Even	if	we	ignore	the	allegorical	interpretation	of	a	story,	we	can	reach	our	own	conclusions	that	might	affect	our	lives	or	at	least	the	way	we	think.	Literature	often	serves	the	purpose	to	teach	us	about	the	way	we	live,	and	allegory	and	symbolism	are	but	merely	a	tool
on	which	the	author	and	reader	can	rely	in	order	tocomprehendthe	world	a	little	better.Works	CitedAllegory.	Merriam-Webster.	Web.	8	Jul.	2014.	<	.Poe,	Edgar	Allan.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death.	Edgar	Allan	Poe:	Complete	Tales	and	Poem.	New	York:	Fall	River	Press,	2012.438-442.	Print.Poes	Life:	Who	is	Edgar	Allan	Poe?	Poe	Museum.Web.	15	Jul.
2014.	<	.What	do	you	think?	Leave	a	comment.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	considered	an	allegorical	tale;	this	means	that	the	literal	elements	of	the	story	are	meant	to	be	understood	as	symbolic	of	some	greater	meaning.	Britannica	Online	explains	that	an	allegory	uses	symbolic	fictional	figures	and	actions	to	convey	truths	or	generalizations
about	human	conduct	or	experience.	More	specifically,	this	story	may	be	read	as	a	parable,	a	sub-category	of	allegory	in	which,	according	to	Britannica	Online,	moral	or	spiritual	relations	are	set	forth.	As	a	parable,	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	symbolic	of	how	humans	respond	to	the	knowledge	of	their	own	mortality.	The	reaction	of	Prince	Prospero
and	his	thousand	friends	to	the	presence	of	the	Red	Death	is	an	attempt	to	use	their	material	privileges	in	order	to	escape	the	inevitability	of	their	own	deaths.	But	the	fact	that	the	masked	figure	slips	into	their	midst	like	a	thief	in	the	night	is	symbolic	of	the	fact	that	no	amount	or	wealth	or	privilege	can	exempt	a	person	from	death,	no	amount	of
entertainment	or	distraction	can	completely	eliminate	the	fear	of	death,	and	no	amount	of	security	can	keep	death	from	arriving	at	ones	doorstep.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	affirms	the	futility	of	man	in	his	elaborate	attempts	to	deny	and	defy	his	own	mortality.	The	seven	chambers	of	the	abbey,	according	to	critic	H.	H.	Bell,	Jr.,	in	his	article	The
Masque	of	the	Red	Death:	An	Interpretation,	represent	the	seven	decades	of	a	mans	life,	so	that	the	final	chamber,	decorated	in	red	and	black,	represents	death.	Bell	interprets	the	seven	chambers	as	an	allegorical	representation	of	Prince	Prosperos	life	span.	This	view	is	supported	by	the	fact	that	the	first	room	is	located	in	the	East,	which	symbolizes
birth,	because	it	is	the	direction	from	which	the	sun	rises,	and	that	the	last	chamber	is	located	in	the	West,	which	symbolizes	death,	as	the	sun	sets	in	the	West.	Bell	interprets	each	of	the	colors	of	the	seven	roomsblue,	purple,	green,	orange,	white,	violet	as	symbolic	of	Prosperos	physical	and	mental	condition	in	that	decade	of	his	life.	The	seventh
room	is	the	location	of	death,	as	it	is	eerily	decorated	in	black	and	redblack	being	a	color	associated	with	death	and	night,	and	red	being	a	color	strongly	associated	with	blood,	and,	in	this	story,	the	Red	Death.	Meanwhile,	in	the	first	six	rooms	beat	feverishly	the	heart	of	life.	Located	in	the	seventh	room,	the	clock	can	be	read	as	a	symbol	of	the
limited	time	each	person	has	to	live.	Thus,	the	stroking	of	the	clock	each	hour	is	a	reminder	to	the	guests	of	the	limited	time	left	in	their	own	lives.	Midnight	represents	the	hour	of	death,	because	it	is	at	midnight	that	the	masked	figure	is	noticed	by	the	guests.	These	allegorical	details	culminate	in	the	death	of	the	Prince,	in	the	seventh	room,	shortly
after	the	stroke	of	midnight,	at	the	precise	moment	when	he	literally	faces	his	own	death.	The	clock	as	a	symbolic	representation	of	human	life	is	also	indicated	in	the	closing	lines,	as	the	life	of	the	ebony	clock	went	out	with	that	of	the	last	of	the	gay.	At	the	most	literal	level,	this	story	is	told	in	the	third	person,	meaning	that	the	narrator	is	not	a
character	in	the	story.	However,	as	critic	Leonard	Cassuto	has	speculated,	the	narrator	of	the	story	may	be	the	Red	Death	itself,	since	all	of	the	people	in	the	story	are	dead	by	the	end,	and	the	Red	Death	is	the	only	one	left	to	tell	the	tale.	On	the	other	hand,	if	the	entire	story	is	interpreted	as	the	dream	of	a	madman	(the	Prince	Prospero),	all	its
characters	figments	of	his	imagination	(dreams),	and	his	death	not	literal	but	psychological,	then	the	narrator	could	be	the	Prince	himself.	Finally,	because	the	story	is	told	in	the	manner	of	a	biblical	morality	tale,	in	which	God	punishes	the	evil	by	sending	down	a	pestilence	upon	the	land,	it	could	be	argued	that	the	narrator	is	in	fact	a	divine	being.
The	story	takes	place	in	an	unnamed	country,	in	no	specific	time	period	or	geographical	location,	which	has	been	ravaged	by	a	deadly	pestilence.	The	ambiguity	of	the	exact	setting	lends	the	story	a	once	upon	a	time	element,	and	places	it	in	the	realm	of	a	parable	or	fable.	Personification	is	the	use	of	metaphorical	language	that	assigns	a	non-	human
object	or	animal	human	traits.	Poe	indicates	the	personification	of	certain	concepts	by	capitalizing	them,	as	one	would	a	proper	name.	He	thus	personifies	The	Red	Death,	Time,	Beauty,	Darkness,	and	Decay.	This	lends	the	story	an	element	of	myth	or	fairy	tale,	as	each	term	seems	to	be	symbolic	of	broader	concepts	that	refer	to	the	human	condition	in
general.	Poe	is	considered	one	of	the	early	masters	of	Gothic	horror	fiction.	The	genre	was	developed	in	the	nineteenth	century,	originally	in	the	literature	of	Great	Britain,	and	is	characterized	by	elements	of	the	supernatural,	gruesome	scenes	of	horror,	dark	settings,	and	a	preoccupation	with	death	and	madness.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death
contains	all	of	these	elements.	Source	Credits:	Ira	Mark	Milne	(Editor),	Short	Stories	for	Students	Presenting	Analysis,	Context,	and	Criticism	on	Commonly	Studied	Short	Stories,	Volume	8,	Edgar	Allan	Poe,	Published	by	Thomson	Gale,	2000.	See	the	TimelineFind	more	about	all	Georgian,	Regency,	Victorian	and	Edwardian	eras	of	British	history.
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of	interpretation.	However,	some	have	argued	there	is	no	underlying	meaning	conveyed	in	the	story	at	all	due	to	Poes	strong	opposition	to	the	use	of	allegory	as	a	tale	of	parable	(Roppolo	134).	Ironically,	Poe	gained	notoriety	for	his	use	of	heavy	symbolism	to	create	allegories	that	allowed	his	works	to	maintain	lofty	classic	status	rather	than	fade	into
obscurity.	Edward	Davidson	suggested,	Poe	was	an	allegorist	in	spite	of	himself	(181).	Richard	Wilbur	held	a	similar	sentiment.	He	felt,	Poes	stories	are	allegorical	not	only	in	their	broad	patterns	but	also	in	their	smallest	details	(104).	Critics	who	take	an	allegorical	approach	to	their	analysis	of	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	emphasize	the	storys
symbolic	nature.	Therefore,	while	this	story	is	literally	about	a	plague	called	the	Red	Death,	it	also	functions	as	an	allegorical	narrative	about	mans	response	to	the	knowledge	of	his	immortality.	The	symbols	sprinkled	throughout	the	story	have	remained	relatively	consistent	in	most	critics	analyses.	The	consensus	is	the	characters,	the	seven	rooms
and	their	respective	colors,	and	the	ebony	clock	each	hold	a	more	profound	meaning	beyond	their	literal	element.	These	symbols	uphold	the	storys	allegory	as	well	as	provide	imagery	that	is	open	to	multiple	interpretations.	Poe	presented	the	first	examples	of	symbolism	in	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	at	the	very	beginning	of	the	story	with	the
introduction	of	the	Antagonist,	the	Red	Death,	and	the	Protagonist,	Prince	Prospero.	The	Red	Death,	Poe	explained,	had	long	devastated	the	country.	No	pestilence	had	ever	been	so	fatal	or	so	hideous.	Blood	was	its	Avatar	and	its	sealthe	redness	and	horror	of	blood.	(662).	Symptoms	of	the	Red	Death	led	critics	to	theorize	that	Poe	based	the	disease
on	Tuberculosis,	which	killed	many	of	those	close	to	him.	This	theory	adds	a	personal	element	to	his	story,	creating	an	even	deeper	meaning	to	the	Red	Death	as	a	symbolic	representation	of	Death	itself.	Others	have	connected	it	with	the	Black	Death,	which	depopulated	much	of	Europe	during	the	Middle	Ages.	These	individuals	also	suggest	Prince
Prospero	symbolized	the	end	of	feudalism.	The	Black	Death	reduced	numbers	of	workers,	which	led	to	a	demand	for	labor	and	played	an	essential	role	in	ending	feudalism	in	Europe.	Because	Prospero	only	invited	wealthy	knights	and	ladies	to	his	castle	at	the	expense	of	peasants	and	commoners,	he	represented	the	socioeconomic	divide	between
landowners	and	peasants	that	existed	during	the	feudalistic	period	(Lorcher).	In	his	critique,	Allegory	in	Edgar	Allan	Poes	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death.	S.A.	Takacs	expounded	on	this	interpretation.	He	offered	his	perspective:	since	the	wealthy	have	locked	themselves	away,	the	victims	of	the	Red	Death	are	primarily	of	the	lower	classes.	When	the
Red	Death	appears	at	the	masquerade	dressed	as	its	victim,	it	perhaps	terrifies	the	masqueraders	not	just	because	the	disguise	is	gruesome	but	also	because	it	reminds	them	of	the	people	they	have	forsaken.	He	then	concluded,	the	deaths	of	Prospero	and	his	friends	then	becomes	the	vengeance	of	the	lower	classes:	even	though	in	life	we	may	be
unequal	in	wealth,	we	are	all	equal	in	the	eyes	of	death.	Another	common	interpretation	focused	on	Prince	Prospero	as	a	symbol	of	the	wealthy,	privileged	people	who	think	they	can	avoid	suffering	and	death	or	think	they	are	above	the	powers	of	mortality.	This	thought	is	evident	in	the	text	when	Prospero	invited	a	thousand	friends	from	his	court	to
defy	contagion	and	escape	the	plague	by	hiding	in	the	confines	of	his	castellated	abbey.	After	the	fifth	or	sixth	month	of	seclusion,	Prospero	held	a	masquerade	ball.	He	provided	all	the	appliances	of	pleasure	to	distract	his	guests	from	thoughts	of	their	vulnerability	to	the	Red	Death.	The	Princes	actions	symbolize	how	all	humans	tend	to	distract
themselves	with	material	pleasures	in	order	to	evade	confronting	their	mortality.	The	masquerade	ball	took	place	in	seven	connected,	but	at	the	same	time,	carefully	separated	rooms.	Critics	examined	the	significance	of	the	number	seven,	the	location	of	the	rooms,	and	the	symbolism	of	the	colors.	Some	considered	the	seven	rooms	a	biblical
reference,	which	alluded	to	Prince	Prosperos	indulgence	in	The	Seven	Deadly	Sins.	There	is	not	much	evidence	to	support	this	claim;	therefore,	few	critics	feel	this	was	the	exact	message	Poe	wanted	to	convey.	This	theory	implies	Prospero	demonstrated	pride	in	his	belief	he	was	more	powerful	than	death,	gluttony	in	his	desire	for	excessive
extravagance	concerning	material	objects;	Such	as	the	abbey	or	the	various	entertainment	he	provided	for	his	guests.	The	Prince	displayed	wrath	when	he	became	angry	with	the	uninvited	guest	and	attacked	him.	Lastly,	he	showed	greed	when	he	was	very	particular	about	the	guests	whom	he	invited	to	stay	at	his	abbey.	His	greed	caused	him	to
withhold	help	from	those	who	need	it	most	in	favor	of	individuals	who	possess	high	social	status.	However,	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	does	not	provide	examples	to	indicate	the	Prince	was	envious,	lustful,	and	slothful.	Its	most	substantial	weakness	lies	in	its	inability	to	translate	allegorically	to	the	story	and	to	additional	metaphors	that	would
otherwise	correlate	to	each	other.	Through	unique	interpretations,	H.	H.	Bells	Jr.,	Brett	Zimmerman,	and	J.	P.	Roppolo	prove	the	seven	rooms,	their	sequence,	and	their	colors	draw	on	each	other	to	symbolize	the	stages	of	life.	According	to	critic	H.	H.	Bell,	Jr.,	Poe	adopted	this	concept	from	Shakespeares	Seven	Ages	of	Man	from	As	You	Like	It.
Shakespeare	took	mans	life	and	divided	it	into	seven	parts.	The	first	stage	is	infancy.	After	infancy,	a	man	becomes	a	schoolboy,	creeping	like	a	snail,	unwilling	to	go	to	school	(Shakespeare).	This	line	is	a	simile	for	the	slow	growth	of	a	boy	gaining	more	knowledge	to	become	successful	in	adulthood.	Next,	is	a	lover,	followed	by	a	soldier;	the	period	in
life	when	he	begins	to	take	his	responsibilities	seriously	and	dedicate	himself	to	a	cause,	whether	it	be	protecting	his	nation	or	simply	supporting	his	family.	Then,	he	becomes	a	judge,	someone	of	import	no	longer	trying	to	prove	himself.	Instead,	he	sits	back	and	comments	on	the	world.	In	the	sixth	stage,	he	is	an	old	man.	He	loses	the	traits	he	used
to	possess,	and	his	childish	traits	reappear.	He	becomes	nave	and	carefree,	losing	all	sense	of	consciousness.	In	this	stage,	he	is	nearing	the	final	stage,	which	takes	his	self-importance,	ego,	and	memory,	thus	returning	him	to	a	childlike	vulnerability.	This	stage	is	the	point	in	which	a	mans	life	fades	away	into	what	is	ultimately	mere	oblivion
(Shakespeare).	Various	cultures	have	held	an	interest	in	the	evolution	of	man	and	often	affiliated	it	with	the	course	of	the	sun.	For	instance,	Egyptians	recognized	their	Sun	God,	Ra,	as	a	symbol	of	mans	journey	from	birth	to	death:	In	the	morning	he	is	the	newly	born	child;	at	noon	he	reaches	the	peak	of	his	might	and	power;	and	in	the	evening,	he
symbolizes	old	age,	decline	and	finally,	death	before	he	is	reborn	the	next	morning	as	the	symbol	of	rebirth	(Renggli	3).	The	layout	of	Prince	Prosperos	Imperial	Suite	reflected	the	symbolism	of	the	ascension	and	descension	of	the	sun.	The	first	room	of	the	seven	chambers	is	located	at	the	eastern	extremity,	which	symbolizes	birth	because	it	is	the
direction	in	which	the	sun	rises.	The	last	chamber	is	located	furthest	west,	which	symbolizes	death,	for	the	sun	sets	in	the	west.	Provided	the	procession	of	rooms	signified	the	progression	of	man,	one	can	infer	the	rooms	colors	also	played	a	role	to	further	that	metaphor.	Brett	Zimmerman	began	The	Puzzle	of	the	Color	Symbolism	in	The	Masque	of
the	Red	Death:	Solved	at	Last?	with	a	reference	to	a	fellow	critic,	G.R.	Thompson,	who	wrote	one	of	the	favorite	pastimes	of	critics	is	trying	to	identify	the	symbolic	meaning	of	the	colors	of	the	seven	rooms	(qtd.	in	Zimmerman	60).	Despite	the	number	of	critics	who	think	otherwise,	Zimmerman	argued,	it	is	difficult	to	believe	that	a	symbolist	such	as
Poe	would	refuse	to	assign	significance	to	the	hues	in	a	tale	otherwise	loaded	with	symbolic	and	allegorical	suggestiveness	(60).	The	first	room	is	blue.	And,	as	previously	stated,	it	is	the	easternmost	room;	Therefore,	the	color	relates	to	beginnings	and	the	morning	of	life.	In	many	of	Poes	previous	works,	he	associated	blue	with	the	neo-platonic	notion
of	pre-birth	existence.	Thus,	Zimmerman	concluded	in	his	analysis,	blue	represented	divine	truths,	eternity,	and	immortality	(62-64).	The	second	room	is	purple.	Purple	is	the	color	of	paradise	in	another	one	of	Poes	tales,	The	Domain	of	Arnheim.	So,	like	blue,	purple	also	signifies	a	closeness	to	divine	truths.	The	color	of	this	room	is	the	first	to	relate
to	Prince	Prosperos	life	specifically.	For	centuries	purple	has	been	closely	associated	with	royalty	because	it	used	to	be	very	expensive	to	make.	This	room	may	also	suggest	the	beginning	of	growth	because	it	is	a	combination	of	blue,	which	denotes	birth,	and	red,	which	symbolizes	life	and	intensity.	The	three	subsequent	rooms	indicate	fertile
adulthood.	The	third	room	is	green,	which,	in	the	Middle	Ages,	became	a	symbol	of	madness.	Green,	as	a	symbol	of	madness,	is	displayed	frequently	in	modern	media.	For	example,	in	the	Marvel	franchise,	Loki,	The	Hulk,	and	Hela,	Goddess	of	Death,	are	all	represented	by	this	color.	According	to	Zimmerman,	the	room	undoubtedly	referenced
Prospero,	whose	love	of	bizarre	dcor	led	to	speculations	of	his	sanity	(65).	Additionally,	the	room	correlates	to	the	springtime,	which	is	the	awakening	of	life.	It	is	a	period	of	youth	in	which	people	bloom.	The	next	room	is	orange	and	is	located	approximately	in	the	middle	of	the	Imperial	Suite.	Orange	is	the	color	of	autumn.	In	this	season,	the	leaves
begin	to	lose	their	green	color.	The	orange	room	symbolizes	the	middle	of	ones	lifespan:	the	transitional	period	between	youth	and	old	age.	Like	autumn	foreshadows	winter,	this	room	foreshadows	the	end	of	ones	life.	The	color	of	the	fifth	room	is	White.	White	represents	complete	maturity	or	old	age.	It	is	the	color	of	going	to	ones	death,	which	is	the
reason	the	Aztecs	chose	it	to	represent	the	West.	So,	as	Prospero	exits	the	orange	room	and	begins	to	enter	the	western	part	of	his	suite,	he	is,	literally	and	symbolically,	going	to	his	death	(Zimmerman	66).	The	sixth	room	is	violet.	Zimmerman	explained,	violet	lies	directly	opposite	of	green.	Thus,	it	stands	not	for	the	springtime	passage	from	death
into	life,	but	the	autumnal	passage	from	life	to	death	(qtd.	in	Zimmerman	67).	The	seventh	room	Poe	described	as	closely	shrouded	in	black	velvet	tapestries	that	hung	all	over	the	ceiling	and	down	the	walls,	falling	in	heavy	folds	upon	a	carpet	of	the	same	material	and	hue	(663).	This	room	is	the	only	one	in	which	the	window	does	not	correspond	with
the	dcor;	the	panes	here	were	scarlet-	a	deep	blood	color	(Poe	663).	It	is	indisputable	black	is	associated	with	death.	Red,	as	it	is	in	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death,	is	emblematic	of	disease	or	plague.	The	seventh	room	is	the	final	room	in	the	suite	and	Prince	Prosperos	final	resting	place.	Nevertheless,	J.P.	Roppolo	rejected	the	notion	that	the	seventh
chamber	was	the	room	of	death.	He	clarified,	death	occurs	in	fact	in	each	of	the	rooms.	It	is,	however,	the	room	in	which	the	reminders	of	death	are	strongest	(Roppolo	140-141).	Within	the	seventh	apartment	stood	the	large	ebony	clock.	The	clock	serves	as	a	grim	reminder	of	forthcoming	death.	When	the	clock	struck	the	hour,	the	partygoers	ceased
all	actions	of	revelry	to	hearken	to	the	clocks	ominous	chime.	The	peculiar	note	emanated	throughout	the	rooms	evoked	terrible	disconcertment	among	the	group.	The	guests	reaction	to	the	hourly	chimes	symbolizes	the	uneasiness	felt	during	periods	of	growth	when	an	individual	takes	a	moment	from	the	distractions	to	acknowledge	how	close	they
are	to	the	end.	When	the	chiming	completely	stopped,	a	light	laughter	at	once	pervaded	the	assembly;	the	musicians	looked	at	each	other	and	smiled	as	if	at	their	own	nervousness	and	folly	(Poe	664).	The	revelers	resumed	their	activities	until	the	next	chime	of	the	clock.	At	the	stroke	of	midnight,	the	bell	rang	out	exactly	twelve	times	and,	of	course,
elicited	the	same	tremulous	response.	The	moment	the	last	echoes	of	the	last	chime	had	utterly	sunk	into	silence,	individuals	who	had	found	leisure	suddenly	became	aware	of	the	masked	figure	whose	presence	had	previously	gone	unnoticed	(Poe	664).	The	chimes	of	the	clock	acted	as	somewhat	of	a	caveat	for	the	Red	Death.	The	Prince	can	no	longer
hide	from	death	in	the	confines	of	his	abbey.	The	Red	Death	had	slipped	in	like	a	thief	in	the	night	(Poe	666).	The	relationship	between	time	and	the	Red	Death	is	necessary	to	know	in	order	to	grasp	the	symbolism	of	the	Ebony	Clock	in	its	entirety.	Brett	Zimmerman	explored	this	relationship	in	his	critiques,	Allegoria	and	Clock	Architecture	in	Poes
The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	and	Prosperos	Clock-Architecture	in	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	Revisited.	In	both	his	works,	Zimmerman	offered	a	diagram	of	Prince	Prosperos	Imperial	Suite.	Zimmermans	diagram	illustrated	a	curve	in	Prosperos	suite,	which	follows	the	tracings	of	half	a	clock	face.	After	the	masked	figure	quickly	garnered	the
attention	of	everyone.	Prince	Prospero	angrily	demanded	he	is	seized	and	hung.	Due	to	fear,	no	one	dared	put	forth	a	hand	to	seize	him.	Thus,	the	Red	Death	made	his	way	uninterrupted	through	the	rooms.	In	a	rage,	Prospero	chased	after	him.	Zimmerman	maintained,	Prospero	represents	the	quickly	moving	minute	hand	as	it	makes	its	way	from	the
11:30	p.m.	position	through	the	thirty	minutes	to	midnight,	while	the	Phantom	of	the	Red	Death	represents	the	slowly	moving	hour	hand	(126).	The	Phantom	walked	through	the	blue	room	into	the	purple,	and	from	the	purple	room	into	the	green.	He	continued	through	the	green	room	into	the	orange.	Then	he	made	his	way	through	the	white	and	the
violet	rooms,	and	at	last,	entered	the	black	room.	As	he	passed	literally	through	the	various	rooms,	he	symbolized	the	passing	of	time	throughout	the	course	of	life.	Prospero	followed	this	course	when	he	chased	after	him	into	the	black	room.	There	he	intended	to	kill	the	masked	figure,	in	yet	another	vain	attempt	to	cheat	death.	In	the	end,	he
succumbs	to	the	Red	Death.	As	everyone	must	face	the	fact	of	their	own	death,	the	Prince	dies	literally	facing	his.	Despite	Poes	detestation	for	allegorical	narrative,	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	not	just	a	story	it	is	a	series	of	symbolic	tableaux	open	to	multiple	interpretations.	Critics	ascertained,	Poe	inserted	his	personal	experience	with	death	and
elements	of	socioeconomic	class	structure	to	reflect	societies	evasive	attitude	towards	death.	In	his	story	he	gave	significance	to	the	seven	rooms,	their	arrangement,	and	the	symbolism	of	the	colors	associated	with	each	room	to	convey	the	stages	of	life	from	birth	to	death.	The	clock	connects	the	metaphors	of	the	characters	and	the	rooms.	It	stands
to	both	reflect	the	progression	of	life	and	to	remind	the	guests	that	life,	like	the	course	of	Prince	Prospero,	is	short.	Each	of	these	symbols	lend	credence	to	the	interpretation	that	the	story	is	an	allegory	for	mans	futile	attempts	to	stave	off	death.	Work	Cited	Share	this:	Facebook	Twitter	Reddit	LinkedIn	WhatsApp	How	can	financial	brands	set
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devices	that	shape	the	way	a	reader	interprets	a	story.	One	of	them	is	allegory.	It	is	a	device	in	which	characters,	settings,	and	events	in	a	story	or	image	represent	ideas	or	concepts.	The	ideas	revealed	are	often	of	a	political	or	moral	nature	(Allegory).	Symbolism	and	metaphor,	devices	that	both	compare	objects	with	ideas,	are	often	employed	in
allegory.	A	few	examples	of	allegorical	works	include	Platos	famous	Metaphor	of	the	Cave	and	George	Orwells	Animal	Farm,	andEdgar	Allan	Poes	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death.What	is	the	purpose	of	using	allegoryinstead	of	directly	saying	what	is	inferred	by	symbols	and	metaphors?	Why	not	leave	the	reader	to	his	or	her	own	interpretations?
Perhaps	by	using	allegory	to	construct	a	narrative,	the	potential	to	reach	a	broader	audience	increases.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death,Poe	creates	a	fictional	world	not	unlike	our	own	in	which	people	vainly	attempt	to	escape	death.	It	has	the	features	of	a	Poe	horror	story	but	is	didactic	in	function.Allegories	can	also	help	readers	understand	concepts
that	might	be	too	difficult	to	comprehend	otherwise,	or,	in	the	the	case	ofThe	Masque	of	the	Red	Death,	force	readers	to	examine	something	that	is	unpleasant,	such	as	death.	Poes	wife	Virginia,	as	well	as	his	mother,	brother,	and	foster	mother,	contracted	and	died	from	tuberculosis	(Poes	Life:	Who	is	Edgar	Allan	Poe?),	which	may	have	inspired	him
to	write	about	the	follies	of	pretending	death	is	avoidable.Cover	to	Animal	FarmBut	does	allegory	ensure	that	every	reader	always	reaches	the	same	conclusion(s)?	In	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death,	are	we	to	assume	that	the	moral	of	the	story	is	that	we	cannot	escape	death	no	matter	how	hard	we	try,	or	is	there	something	else?	Poe	never	stated	that
this	story	was	meant	to	be	an	allegory,	but	today	it	is	commonly	read	as	such.	It	seems	that	some	symbols	seem	to	have	less	room	for	interpretation	than	others,	and	others	inspire	a	vast	array	of	meanings	due	to	the	readers	understanding	of	contextual	clues.	For	instance,	the	colors	black	and	red,	especially	when	paired	together,	can	be	interpreted
as	symbolizing	death	and	blood.	However,	black	could	also	symbolize	night,	whereas	red	could	symbolize	passion,	lust,	and	romance.	An	analysis	of	Poes	story	might	shed	some	light	on	how	allegory	works	and	what	kind	of	interpretations	are	possible	in	allegory-heavy	stories.Allegory	inThe	Masque	of	the	Red	DeathThe	Masque	of	the	Red	Death
contains	imagery	that	upholdsthe	storys	allegorical	interpretation,	as	well	as	imagery	that	is	open	to	other	interpretations.	The	allegorical	symbolism	is	apparent	from	the	beginning	of	the	story.	First,	in	an	attempt	to	escape	the	Red	Death,	a	fictional	plague-like	disease,	Prince	Prospero	gathers	his	friends	and	retreats	to	one	of	his	castellated	abbeys
(Poe	438).	The	abbey	has	strong	and	lofty	walls	and	gates	of	iron	(Poe	438).	Upon	entering	the	abbey,	the	Prince	and	his	guests	lock	themselves	inside:	They	resolved	to	leave	means	neither	of	ingress	or	egress	to	the	sudden	impulses	of	despair	or	of	frenzy	from	within	(Poe	438).	The	Prince	and	his	guests	believe	that	they	can	hide	from	the	Red	Death
by	locking	themselves	away	from	the	suffering	of	the	rest	of	the	world.Half	a	year	later,	Prospero	throws	a	masquerade	ball	to	be	held	in	the	seven	rooms	of	the	abbey.	Each	room	has	a	set	of	windows	that	look	out	into	the	hallway.	In	the	hallway,	there	are	tripods	holding	braziers	of	fire	that	send	light	through	the	windows	and	into	the	room	(Poe	438-
439).	There	are	no	windows	that	look	outside	the	abbeys	walls,	and	therefore,	there	is	no	light	from	the	sun	or	moon	coming	inside.	These	features	of	the	abbey	reinforce	the	notion	that	the	lack	of	exposure	to	the	outside	world	means	that	Prospero	and	his	courtiers	will	be	safe	from	the	Red	Death.The	author	of	The	Masque	of	the	Red
DeathAdditionally,	each	room	is	a	different	color.	Its	decorations	are	of	the	same	color,	as	are	the	windows	that	peer	into	the	chamber.	For	example,	the	eastern	most	room	is	blue,	and	it	has	windows	of	blue-stained	glass.	Five	of	the	other	rooms	are	decorated	in	this	manner	with	their	respective	colors:	purple,	green,	orange,	white,	and	violet	(Poe
439).	However,	the	seventh	and	most	westward	room	of	the	abbey	is	furnished	with	black	velvet	and	red	windows.	This	room	has	an	eerie	effect	on	the	masqueraders:the	effect	of	the	fire-light	that	streamed	upon	the	dark	hangings	through	the	blood-tinted	panes	[]	produced	so	wild	a	look	upon	the	countenances	of	those	who	entered,	that	there	were
few	of	the	company	bold	enough	to	set	foot	within	its	precincts	at	all.	(Poe	439)The	Velvet	Hall	reminds	the	guests	that	fear	is	still	present	among	them,	even	though	the	masquerade	is	supposed	be	a	lively	affair.	The	dark	and	bloody	imagery	of	the	seventh	room	also	seems	to	foreshadow	that	something	bad	will	happen	to	Prospero	and	his	friends	in
this	chamber.The	symbolism	of	time	is	also	prevalent	throughout	the	story.	First,	a	gigantic	clock	of	ebony	(Poe	439)	stands	in	the	Velvet	Hall.	Every	hour,there	came	from	the	brazen	lungs	of	the	clock	a	sound	which	was	clear	and	loud	and	deep	and	exceedingly	musical,	but	of	so	peculiar	a	note	and	emphasis	that	[]	there	was	a	brief	disconcert	of	the
whole	gay	company	[]	the	giddiest	grew	pale,	and	the	more	aged	and	sedate	passed	their	hands	over	their	brows	as	if	in	confused	reverie	or	meditation.	(Poe	439)The	clock	interrupts	the	masquerade	every	time	it	chimes.	The	clock	does	not	only	mark	what	time	it	is;	as	a	foreshadowing	device,	it	suggests	that	time	is	running	out	for	Prospero	and	his
guests,	though	they	seem	oblivious	to	this.The	allegory	continues	with	other	time	imagery,	including	the	layout	of	the	abbeys	rooms.	They	are	arranged	east	to	west,	reminiscent	of	the	movement	of	the	sun	across	the	sky,	and	the	number	of	rooms,	seven,	is	equal	to	the	number	of	days	in	the	week.	Additionally,	the	Red	Death	makes	its	appearance	at
midnight.	Midnight	marks	the	transition	from	one	day	to	the	next,	as	well	as	from	night	to	morning.	Its	significance	as	the	time	when	the	Red	Death	appears	is	yet	again	another	instance	of	foreshadowing.	Midnight	is	also	known	as	the	witching	hour,	when	demons,	ghouls,	and	witches	are	said	to	be	most	active.	The	prevalence	of	representations	of
time	suggest	that	though	the	masqueraders	attempt	to	escape	disease	and	death,	it	is	not	possible	to	do	so.	Time	is	not	a	friendly	force	in	this	case.The	witching	hour,	when	so	many	things	can	happenMoreover,	the	Red	Death	arrives	at	the	masquerade	dressed	as	its	own	victim:	His	vesture	was	dabbled	in	bloodand	his	broad	brow,	with	all	the
features	of	the	face,	was	besprinkled	with	the	scarlet	horror	(Poe	441).	It	is	a	literal	representation	of	death	walking	among	the	living.	The	Red	Death	is	able	to	move	around	the	abbey	unimpeded,	as	its	disguise	unsettles	the	masqueraders.	An	enraged	Prospero	seeks	to	slay	the	masquerader	who	dares	to	dress	like	a	corpse	and	pursues	the	Red
Death	from	the	easternmost	room	to	the	Velvet	Hall.	As	soon	as	he	raises	his	dagger	against	the	corpse-figure,	Prospero	falls	dead	(Poe	442).	When	the	guests	tear	away	the	disguise,	they	find	no	form	beneath	the	clothes.	Shortly	after,	the	masqueraders	die	of	the	Red	Death.	The	lack	of	a	tangible	body	beneath	the	disguise	suggests	that	death	does
not	need	a	physical	form,	and	it	cannot	be	stopped	by	any	means.Allegory	has	a	strong	hold	on	this	Poe	tale.	Almost	everything	in	the	story	tells	us	that	there	is	no	escaping	death,	no	matter	what	we	do.	The	reader	is	nearly	beaten	over	the	head	with	allegory	and	symbolism:	the	title	itself	is	a	play	on	words.	It	is	no	coincidence	that	masque	and	the
similar	sounding	mask	are	both	relevant	to	the	story.	Both	words	imply	that	disguises	and	hidden	abbeys	cannot	shield	a	person	from	the	inevitable	which,	in	this	case,	is	death.Other	InterpretationsAt	the	same	time,	it	is	possible	to	interpret	some	of	the	images	and	symbols	in	the	story	in	a	manner	that	moves	way	from	the	no	escape	from	death
analysis.	Yet,	it	does	not	seem	possible	to	completely	ignore	this	reading.	However,	we	can	read	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	as	a	critique	of	socioeconomic	inequality,	and	we	can	also	examine	the	dream-like	aspect	of	the	masquerade	as	another	and	more	complex	form	of	escape.In	terms	of	socioeconomic	inequality,	Prosperos	name	suggests	that	he
is,	in	fact,	prosperous.	He	is	wealthy,	a	prince,	and	a	ruler.	However,	he	abandons	his	kingdom	as	soon	as	it	is	ravaged	by	the	Red	Death	and	half	of	his	people	are	dead.	He	and	a	thousand	hale	and	light-hearted	friends	from	among	the	knights	and	dames	of	his	court	(Poe	438)	flee	the	plague	and	leave	the	lower	classes	to	fend	for	themselves.	The
lower	classes	are	not	mentioned	by	name	in	the	story	but	are	implied	to	belong	to	the	external	world	[that]	could	take	care	of	itself	(Poe	438).Cover	for	The	Masque	of	the	Red	DeathThe	abbey	is	amply	stocked	with	supplies	and	with	entertainment:	The	prince	had	provided	all	the	appliances	of	pleasure.	There	were	buffoons,	there	were	improvisatori,
there	were	ballet-dancers,	there	were	musicians,	there	was	Beauty,	there	was	wine	(Poe	438).	The	excess	of	the	abbey	shows	the	extent	to	which	the	wealthy	spend	their	money	and	resources	on	themselves,	instead	of	attending	to	their	subjects.Since	the	wealthy	have	locked	themselves	away,	the	victims	of	the	Red	Death	are	primarily	of	the	lower
classes.	When	the	Red	Death	appears	at	the	masquerade	dressed	as	its	victim,	it	perhaps	terrifies	the	masqueraders	not	just	because	the	disguise	is	gruesome	but	also	because	it	reminds	them	of	the	people	they	have	forsaken.	The	deaths	of	Prospero	and	his	friends	then	becomes	the	vengeance	of	the	lower	classes:	even	though	in	life	we	may	be
unequal	in	wealth,	we	are	all	equal	in	the	eyes	of	death.The	socioeconomic	analysis	of	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	but	one	way	to	interpret	various	images	and	symbols.	If	the	masquerade	sequence	is	readin	terms	of	its	dream-like	qualities,	other	conclusions	can	be	reached.	For	instance,	the	costumes	of	the	masqueraders	are	described	as
beautiful,	bizarre,	disgusting,	and	terrifying:	There	were	much	glare	and	glitter	and	piquancy	and	phantasm	[]	There	were	delirious	fancies	such	as	the	madman	fashions	(Poe	440).	The	disguises	of	the	masqueraders	and	the	dcor	of	the	party	are	meant	to	mask	the	reality	of	death	and	suffering.The	masqueraders	are	attempting	to	escape	death,	and
they	attempt	to	do	so	by	escaping	into	a	dream	world,	where	the	fancies	of	the	mind	run	wild,	and	the	Red	Death	is	not	among	them:	To	and	fro	in	the	seven	chambers	there	stalked,	in	fact,	a	multitude	of	dreams.	And	thesethe	dreamswrithed	in	and	about	taking	hue	from	the	rooms,	and	causing	the	wild	music	of	the	orchestra	to	seem	as	the	echo	of
their	steps	(Poe	440).The	masqueraders	delve	into	a	dream-like	trance	where	reality	has	little	bearing.Additionally,	there	is	a	brief	passage	in	the	story	that	breaks	into	present	tense:And,	anon,	there	strikes	the	ebony	clock	which	stands	in	the	hall	of	the	velvet.	And	then,	for	a	moment,	all	is	still,	and	all	is	silent	save	the	voice	of	the	clock.	The	dreams
are	stiff-frozen	as	they	stand.	But	the	echoes	of	the	chime	die	awaythey	have	endured	but	an	instantand	a	light,	half-subdued	laughter	floats	after	them	as	they	depart.	And	now	again	the	music	swells,	and	the	dreams	live,	and	writhe	to	and	fro	more	merrily	than	ever,	taking	hue	from	the	many	tinted	windows	through	which	stream	the	rays	from	the
tripods.	(Poe	440)The	break	into	present	tense	comes	as	the	dream-state	of	the	masqueraders	is	being	described.	The	guests	themselves	are	equated	with	the	dreams.	It	is	the	dreams	who	are	stopped	by	the	chimes	of	the	clock,	and	it	is	the	dreams	that	pass	from	room	to	room.	The	use	of	present	tense	instead	of	past	tense	attests	to	the	escapism	of
the	masquerade.Also,	the	layout	of	the	abbey	upholds	the	dream-like	atmosphere	of	the	masquerade.	In	addition	to	the	rooms	having	different	colors,	the	manner	in	which	of	the	rooms	are	arranged	is	bizarre:	The	apartments	were	so	irregularly	disposed	that	the	vision	embraced	but	little	more	than	one	at	a	time.	There	was	a	sharp	turn	at	every
twenty	or	thirty	yards,	and	at	each	turn	a	novel	effect	(Poe	438).	No	room	has	a	clear	view	into	another,	and	the	guests	find	themselves	wending	through	a	maze	of	chambers.	Coupled	with	the	lack	of	windows	looking	to	the	external	word	and	the	artificial	lighting,	the	abbey	and	the	masquerade	represent	the	enclosed	dream-world	of	Prospero	and	his
friends.Let	your	dreams	become	reality.However,	as	with	many	dreams,	glimmers	of	reality	soon	creep	in.	For	instance,	the	Velvet	Hall	continues	to	unnerve	the	masqueraders:	But	to	the	chamber	which	lies	most	westwardly	of	the	seven	there	are	none	of	the	maskers	who	venture;	for	the	night	is	waning	away;	and	there	flows	a	ruddier	light	through
the	blood-colored	panes;	and	the	blackness	of	the	sable	drapery	appalls	(Poe	440).	This	quote	is	also	a	part	of	the	section	written	in	present	tense,	which	signifies	that	the	masqueraders	think	they	are	still	in	a	dream-state.	Though	the	other	chambers	are	filled	with	people,	laughter,	and	dancing,	the	Velvet	Hall	brings	elements	of	death	and	violence
into	an	otherwise	happy,	though	bizarre,	dream-world.	It	isnt	long	before	the	dream	crumbles	around	them,	and	reality	is	made	known	to	Prospero	and	his	friends.ConclusionsSo	what	difference	does	it	make	if	a	story	is	considered	an	allegory?	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	labeledan	allegory	because	the	symbolism	and	imagery	seems	to	point	the
reader	to	one	conclusion:	death	is	coming,	whether	you	want	it	to	or	not.	While	allegory	gives	us	an	interpretation	of	the	world,	we	can	agree	or	disagree	with	it,	and	of	course	we	are	free	to	draw	our	own	conclusions	from	the	story.	Some	stories	are	written	with	the	intention	of	being	allegorical,	and	other	are	not,	but	once	a	story	is	released	for
popular	consumption,	the	reader	will	make	his	or	her	own	interpretation	of	the	story.	Additionally,	there	is	no	way	to	be	sure	if	Poe	meantThe	Masque	of	the	Red	Deathto	be	read	as	allegory	or	as	having	an	overarching	moral.At	the	same	time,	some	stories	are	perhaps	designated	allegoriesbecause	theaudience	gainsa	more	complete	understanding	of
the	world	by	having	read	them.	Allegories	seem	to	explore	ideas	that	we	might	hold	as	common	truths.	Maybe	the	colors	red	and	black	usually	symbolism	blood	and	death	because	those	things	exist	in	our	world	and	affect	the	way	we	live.	Even	if	we	ignore	the	allegorical	interpretation	of	a	story,	we	can	reach	our	own	conclusions	that	might	affect	our



lives	or	at	least	the	way	we	think.	Literature	often	serves	the	purpose	to	teach	us	about	the	way	we	live,	and	allegory	and	symbolism	are	but	merely	a	tool	on	which	the	author	and	reader	can	rely	in	order	tocomprehendthe	world	a	little	better.Works	CitedAllegory.	Merriam-Webster.	Web.	8	Jul.	2014.	<	.Poe,	Edgar	Allan.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death.
Edgar	Allan	Poe:	Complete	Tales	and	Poem.	New	York:	Fall	River	Press,	2012.438-442.	Print.Poes	Life:	Who	is	Edgar	Allan	Poe?	Poe	Museum.Web.	15	Jul.	2014.	<	.What	do	you	think?	Leave	a	comment.Edgar	Allan	Poes	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	should	be	studied	at	many	levels:	(1)	the	literal	level	-	the	literal	level	is	a	study	of	the	events	that
actually	take	place	in	the	story;	(2)	an	allegorical	level	-	an	allegory	is	a	story	in	which	the	objects,	characters,	and	events	are	symbolic	of	something	grander	in	scale.	In	order	to	understand	the	story	allegorically,	one	needs	a	firm	understanding	of	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	symbolism.	You	can	find	the	full	text	of	the	short	story	here.Symbols	&
Analysis[caption	id=""	align=aligncenter	width=600]The	Red	Death	symbolizes	the	inevitability	of	death.	Although	there	is	no	specific	disease	with	the	exact	symptoms	described	in	the	story,	critics	believe	the	diseases	description	has	elements	of	tuberculosis,	a	disease	which	killed	many	of	those	close	to	Poe.	It	also	brings	forth	memories	of	the	Black
Death	which	depopulated	much	of	Europe	during	the	Middle	Ages.	The	Castle	represents	mans	efforts	to	prevent	death.	Regardless	of	wealth,	social	position,	or	popularity,	death	arrives	as	an	uninvited	guest.	Prince	Prospero	symbolizes	the	end	of	feudalism.	Prosperos	inviting	only	wealthy	knights	and	ladies	to	his	castle	at	the	expense	of	peasants
and	commoners	represents	the	socioeconomic	divide	between	landowners	and	peasants	that	existed	during	the	feudalistic	period.	It	is	not	coincidental	that	the	Black	Death,	which	reduced	the	number	of	workers,	led	to	a	demand	for	labor	and	played	an	important	role	in	ending	feudalism	in	Europe.	The	Ebony	Clock	is	a	constant	reminder	of	death
and	symbolizes	the	inevitability	of	it.	The	revelers	could	neither	stop	its	pendulum	from	swinging	nor	could	they	prevent	its	ominous	tones	from	dampening	their	enthusiasm.	The	Seven	Rooms	represent	the	stages	of	life.	More	on	this	later.	The	Masqueraders	symbolize	all	humans	and	gives	credence	to	the	interpretation	that	the	seven	rooms
represent	the	seven	ages	of	man	(covered	further	in	the	next	section).Color	SymbolismColors	play	an	important	role	in	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	symbolism.	Red	-	The	most	obvious	color	symbolism	in	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	is	in	its	title.	Red	symbolizes	death	and	blood.	The	gruesome	description	of	the	Red	Death	gives	the	color	a	ghastly
connotation,	especially	in	light	of	the	red	window	panes	contained	in	the	death	room	at	the	far	western	end	of	the	imperial	suite.	Black/Ebony	-	The	seventh	room	was	closely	shrouded	in	black	velvet	tapestries	that	hung	all	over	the	ceiling	and	down	the	walls,	falling	in	heavy	folds	upon	a	carpet	of	the	same	material	and	hue	(146).	This	seventh	room
contains	no	light	of	any	kind	and	represents	the	darkness	of	death.	In	this	room	stands	the	ebony	clock.	Upon	hearing	its	chimes	the	guests	were	reminded	of	death:	the	giddiest	grew	pale,	and	the	more	aged	and	sedate	passed	their	hands	over	their	brows	as	if	in	confused	reverie	or	meditation	(147).	Blue/Purple/Green/Orange/White/Violet	-	These
are	the	colors	of	the	first	six	rooms	in	the	imperial	suite.	I	will	address	them	together	insomuch	that	they	represent	a	prism	and	therefore	reflect	a	progression,	lending	credence	to	the	interpretation	that	the	story	is	an	allegory	for	life.	This	interpretation,	however,	is	complicated	by	the	fact	that	the	color	of	Prosperos	room	does	not	occur	in	the	same
sequence	as	they	do	in	a	prism,	possibly	reflective	of	Prosperos	twisted	sense	of	fairness	or	an	attempt	by	the	author	to	associate	particular	colors	with	a	specific	period	in	life.Why	Seven	Rooms	in	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death?One	interpretation	is	that	the	seven	rooms	represent	Shakespeares	Seven	Ages	of	Man	from	As	You	Like	It:	(bolding	is	from
me).	All	the	worlds	a	stage,	/	And	all	the	men	and	women	merely	players:	/	They	have	their	exits	and	their	entrances;	/	And	one	man	in	his	time	plays	many	parts,	/	His	acts	being	seven	ages.	At	first	the	infant,	/	Mewling	and	puking	in	the	nurses	arms.	/	And	then	the	whining	school-boy,	with	his	satchel	/	And	shining	morning	face,	creeping	like	snail	/
Unwillingly	to	school.	And	then	the	lover,	/	Sighing	like	furnace,	with	a	woeful	ballad	/	Made	to	his	mistress	eyebrow.	Then	a	soldier,	/	Full	of	strange	oaths	and	bearded	like	the	pard,	/	Jealous	in	honour,	sudden	and	quick	in	quarrel,	/	Seeking	the	bubble	reputation	/	Even	in	the	cannons	mouth.	And	then	the	justice,	/	In	fair	round	belly	with	good	capon
lined,	/	With	eyes	severe	and	beard	of	formal	cut,	/	Full	of	wise	saws	and	modern	instances;	/	And	so	he	plays	his	part.	The	sixth	age	shifts	/	Into	the	lean	and	slipperd	pantaloon,	/	With	spectacles	on	nose	and	pouch	on	side,	/	His	youthful	hose,	well	saved,	a	world	too	wide	/	For	his	shrunk	shank;	and	his	big	manly	voice,	/	Turning	again	toward	childish
treble,	pipes	/	And	whistles	in	his	sound.	Last	scene	of	all,	/	That	ends	this	strange	eventful	history,	/	Is	second	childishness	and	mere	oblivion,	/	Sans	teeth,	sans	eyes,	sans	taste,	sans	everything.	(II,	vii,	139-66).	Many	consider	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	an	allegory.	The	seven	rooms,	therefore,	represent	the	life	of	all	humans.	It	differs	in	respect	to
Shakespeares	monologue	insomuch	that	death	(symbolized	by	the	sounding	of	the	ebony	clock)	oft	intervenes	in	the	six	rooms	preceding	death.	The	physical	arrangement	of	the	seven	rooms	also	lends	itself	to	this	allegorical	interpretation:(1)	the	first	room	lies	furthest	East,	or	where	the	sun	rises;(2)	the	last	room	lies	furthest	West,	or	where	the	sun
sets;(3)	the	rooms	are	arranged	in	such	a	manner	that	vision	embraced	but	little	more	than	one	at	a	time	in	the	same	way	life	only	provides	short	glimpse	into	the	future.Another	InterpretationOthers	interpret	the	7	rooms	in	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	as	a	symbol	of	Prosperos	indulgence	in	the	seven	deadly	sins:Pride/Vanity	-	Pride	is	the	excessive
belief	in	ones	own	abilities,	similar	to	vanity,	which	is	setting	ones	heart	on	things	of	little	value.	Prosperos	belief	that	he	is	more	powerful	than	death	is	a	vivid	demonstration	of	pride.Envy	-	It	is	unclear	who	the	Prince	might	envy,	but	he	sure	is	trying	hard	to	impress	someone.Gluttony	-	Gluttony	is	the	act	of	consuming	more	than	one	is	required.
Instead	of	using	his	means	to	protect	more	people,	something	he	is	obligated	to	do	as	prince,	he	lavishes	his	guests	with	ample	provisions	and	the	appliances	of	pleasure.Lust	-	Lust	is	an	excessive	craving	for	the	pleasures	of	the	body,	usually	associated	with	sex.	The	era	in	which	Poe	wrote	prohibited	the	explicit	or	implicit	description	of	sex,	but	what
do	you	think	was	going	on	at	an	anything	goes	party?Anger	-	The	Prince	becomes	angry	with	the	uninvited	guest	and	attacks	it.Greed	-	Although	it	is	apparent	Prince	Prospero	shares	his	wealth	with	a	thousand	guests,	he	helps	those	who	need	it	least	and	withholds	his	substance	from	those	in	need.Sloth	-	Sloth	is	the	absence	of	work.	The	prince
seems	like	a	hard	worker;	his	work,	however,	is	on	the	physical	realm	not	the	spiritual	realm.What	do	you	think	they	mean?	If	you	have	an	alternate	interpretation,	let	me	know	in	the	comments.ReferencesPoe,	Edgar	Allan.	The	Masque	of	the	Red	Death.	The	Fall	of	the	House	of	Usher	and	Other	Tales.	New	York:	Penguin,	1998.	145-51.This	post	is
part	of	the	series:	Masque	of	the	Red	Death	Study	GuideAvoid	becoming	a	bloody	mess	on	your	next	short	story	test.	Use	this	study	guide	and	keep	the	Red	F	away!	

The	masque	of	the	red	death	summary.	The	masque	of	the	red	death	theme.	The	masque	of	the	red	death.	The	masque	of	the	red	death	analysis.


