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The Masque of the Red Death:
symbolism and socio-political reflection
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ABSTRACT

“La Maschera della Morte Rossa” di Edgar Allan Poe é un
racconto del terrore pubblicato nel XIX secolo, precisa-
mente nel 1842. Si racconta la storia della Morte Rossa,
una pestilenza micidiale, che per lungo tempo devasta
un intero Paese. Il protagonista della storia é il principe
regnante Prospero che, nel pieno della pandemia, decide
di proteggere se stesso e un migliaio di cavalieri e dame
della sua corte in uno dei suoi castelli, dove organizza
un ballo in maschera. Ma, durante il divertimento della
festa, appare una figura misteriosa vestita esattamente
come la Morte Rossa, e questa apparizione cambia l'at-
mosfera ludica per tuttiipartecipanti. Questa storia na-
sconde, nella sua complessa simbologia, una riflessione
sociale che ancora oggi puo farci pensare.

Edgar Allan Poe’s The Masque of the Red Death is a
short story of terror published in the nineteenth
century, in 1842. It tells the story of the Red Death, a
fatal pestilence, which had devastated a country for
along time. The main character of the story is prin-
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ce Prospero, who rules the country and who, in the
middle of the pandemic, decided to protect himself
and a thousand knights and ladies of his court at one
of his castles, where he organizes a masquerade. But,
during the fun of the party, a mysterious figure appe-
ars dressed exactly like Red Death, and this fact com-
pletely changes the entertainment for all the partici-
pants. This story hides, in its complex symbolism, a
social reflection which can still make think us today.
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Prince Prospero of Edgar Allan Poe’s The
masque of the Red Death (1842), was a
leader who believed in the existence of the
virus and, for this reason, decided to protect
himself and a thousand knights and ladies
of his court in one of his castles. Between the
fifth and the sixth month of the lockdown,
while the pestilence raged furiously abroad,
he decided to organize a masquerade of
the most unusual magnificence, a kind of a
wild modern bacchanal. The prince’s castle
was surrounded by strong walls with iron
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gates and was, in its totality, a creation of the
prince’s eccentric and refined taste, provided
with all kinds of delights, like colours, pretty
women and wine. The beautiful internal
space of the castle seems, in this way, to
help the participants to forget the external
disorder; long curtains protected the halls
from the external light passing through the
long Gothic glass windows. There is no light
in any room of the castle, the only light we can
imagine emanates from the corridors outside
the rooms, where big candlesticks were lit.
Poe immediately creates, within this enclosed
space, a mysterious, Gothic atmosphere
where the weak and suffused light doesn't
allow us to recognize the outlines of things
and humans.

We can observe in this terror story dif-
ferent levels of interpretation: a literal level,
which refers to the real events of the story;
an allegorical level, where the objects, charac-
ters, and events always symbolize something
else; and, finally, a political level, which is a
great historical allegory of the death of feu-
dalism, in which prince Prospero represents
feudalism’s ruling class.

The allegorical level can be seen in the medi-
eval significance of number seven, seven in fact
are the rooms prepared for the masquerade;
and in the colours that appears: red, blue, pur-
ple, green, yellow, white, violet and black. With
regards to a terror story, obviously red and black
are the most important ones. In the title of the
story, red is used to qualify death and is used,
in the subsequent description of the principal
character, the Red Death, at the beginning of
the story. It also makes us think about the co-
lour of blood and so it can be related with pain,
disease and sickness:

blood was his mark,

the redness and the horror of blood were in every
space,

the bright and red spots upon the body,

here they could forget the sickness, the Red Death

to take only some examples from the text.
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Only the seventh room of prince Prospero’s
palace is black and obviously this last seventh
black room with its red Gothic windows is
very mysterious and decisive for the develop-
ment of the story.

Its black colour, together with red, black
with red windows, 1s scary and it means the
darkness of death:

buttheseventhroomhad hangings on thewalls made
of arich soft cloth which was black, black as night,
and the floor, too, was covered with the same heavy
black cloth

In the room we can find an interesting and
important object, a great black clock: itis scary
and magic, because it seems to speak with a
loud and clear voice and when it does, all the
dancers of the masquerade stop dancing, as if
it reminds them of death itself.

In this room the colour of the windows was
not the same as the walls in the other rooms.

itwas red - a deep blood colour,

but into the seventh room the dancers do not go, for
the red light coming through the windows,

and the blackness of the wall hangings, make them
afraid and who enters hears more deeply the strik-
ing of the great black clock,

butthelightthat fell on the black hangings through
the blood-coloured glass was the most fearful of
them all,

it produced such a wild look on the faces of those
who entered that there were few of the dancers who
dared to step within those dark walls,

in this room stands the ebony clock,

in this room stood a great clock of black wood

In the palace there were another six rooms,
whose windows are of coloured glass and each
of these rooms had a special color: the first one
was blue, the second one was purple, the third
one was green, the fourth one was yellow, the
fifth one was white and the seventh was violet.
So, these six colours, blue, purple, green, yel-
low, white and violet, can be read as a reflec-
tion of the other periods of life. They represent
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the life of all humans, their experiences, their
dreams, the beauty of the various seasons. Ed-
gar Allan Poe tells us that:

the other rooms are crowded, and in them beats hot-
ly the heart of life,

and while the dancers moved back from the center of
the room, the stranger moved quietly, without being
stopped, with a slow and measured step, through the
blue room, through the green to the yellow, through
this to the white and then to the violet room

Always, we have a relation with the cos-
mos, from which we come and where we have
to return, as we have an internal black clock
of the darkness, we can feel this and we know
this. Deathisunescapable: no matter what the
prince and his guests do, they cannot escape,
nobody can escape, not the rich, nor the poor.
And the great clock warns of the approach of
Death. Control, too, is an illusion: the prince
Prospero falsely believes he can keep Death
out of his castle, but he fails, Death arrives
for every human body as the presence of the
Red Death invades the castle. A strange new
presence in the masquerade creates a mur-
mur, expressive of disgust. The whole compa-
ny seemed to feel that in the costume of the
stranger no human person existed.

Soon, in the black room with red windows
there was a cry and the knife dropped shin-
ing upon the black floor, on which, a minute
later, Prospero himself fell, dead. And one by
one all the participants at the party died. Ev-
eryone who thinks himself stronger than the
destiny of life, makes a great mistake. The
power of Darkness is unlimited.

The great historical allegory of this terror
story is the one of the death of feudalism, in
which prince Prospero represents feudalism’s
ruling class. In Medieval times in Europe,
wealthy people could retard or be safer from
the plagues because of the differences in living
conditions. The poor lived in crowded areas
with little hygiene, while wealthy people had
the possibility to clean up and inhale essential
oil and herbs, which provided some protection
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due to the antibiotic properties of the plants.

So, prince Prospero tried to protect his
wealthy friends, those who least need pro-
tection, in his magnificent castle, leaving the
common people to fend for themselves or die.

At present, we are facing a terrible pan-
demic, most of the productive activities have
stopped, the citizens are in trouble, but the so-
cial reality has become deeply complex and the
social state that has existed until now, is crum-
bling. However, the enigmatic Edgar Allan Poe
speaks to us across the centuries and advises
that political leaders should act responsibly
and consider how to protect all their citizens
and not only the wealthy.

Edgar Allan Poe (Boston, 1806 - Baltimore, 1849)

Author, poet, and literary critic, is best known
for his works of the macabre, including such
infamous titles as The Raven (1845), The Pit and
The Pendulum (1842), The Murders in the Rue
Morgue (1841), Lenore (1843), and The Fall of
the House of Usher (1839). Part of the American
Romantic Movement, Poe was one of the first
writers to make his living exclusively through
his writing, working for literary journals and
becoming known as a literary critic. His works
have been widely adapted in film. Edgar Allan
Poe died of a mysterious illness in 1849 at the
age of 40.
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