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The Masque of the Red Death 
Edgar Allan Poe 
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PERSONAL CONNECTION 

Imagine 
 that your city or town has been struck by an epidemic 

of an incurabl e , fatal disease.  The disease spreads rapidly  but has 

not reached your particular block. How do you think you and 
your neighbors would react? What do you think would be the 
right thing to do? Jot down some ideas in your notebook and 

then share them with a grou p  of classmates. 

HISTORICAL CONNECTION 

During the 14th centur y
, an epidemic of bubonic plague—the 

Black Death—killed approximately 25 million people in Europe, 

more than a quarter of the total population. Victims of the 
plague experienced high fever, vomiting, pain, and black 

swellings  that oozed blood . 
 Those whose lungs were infected 

spit up blood. Death usually came within three to 
five

xagger a 

days. Th 
 he 

fictitious plague in this story, the Red Death, is an ete 

version 
 Of this horrible disease. Prince Prospero and his friends 

react  to the epidemic ravaging  their country by sealing 

thernselYes,off.in a "catle and' holdin g  a masque, a formal party 

atWhich`gUests,weat,;rnasks \ and elaborate costumes. 
_ 	
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HE "RED DEATH" HAD LONG 

DEVASTATED THE COUNTRY. No 
PESTILENCE HAD EVER BEEN SO 

FATAL OR SO HIDEOUS. BLOOD WAS ITS 

2 devastated (dev'e-stAird) laic 

waste to.  

3 pestilence (pos'to-Ions): a ver 
destiuctive infectious disease. 
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5 Avatar W ig-00: an appearance 
in physical form of an unseen fere 

7 dissolution: death. 

8 pest ban: a proclamation annex 
ing that a person is afflicted with 
the plague. 

1-29 How is life outside the ab 
different from life inside? 

16 castellated abbey (kas ite-li t 
We): a fortified building forMo 
used as or built to resemble, 
monastery. 

21 ingress (Yn ignle) or ewes 
(8'gr)3s t l: entry or exit. 

23 provisioned: provided wit' 
supplies. 

27 Improvisatori (Ym-pr6Ing 
ter'el: poets who recite verse 
they make up as they go al97 

34-72 If you are having try at 
visualizing the setting, try 40 

is 'a floor plan of the abbey', 
of seven rooms and labelt 
colors. The arrangement4 
rooms will be important la 

dauntless (clent'lis) adj. fearless 
sagacious (se-gashes) adj. wise 
courtier (ker i tel-or) n. a member of a royal court 
contagion (ken-ta ijen) n. the spreading of disease 
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s Avatar and its seal—the redness and horror of blood. There were 
sharp pains, and sudden dizziness, and then profuse bleeding at 
the pores, with dissolution. The scarlet stains upon the body, and 
especially upon the face of the victim, were the pest ban which 
shut him out from the aid and from the sympathy of his fellow 

to men. And the whole seizure, progress, and termination of the dis-
ease were the incidents of half an hour. 

But the Prince Prospero was happy and dauntless and 
sagacious. When his dominions were half depopulated, he sum-
moned to his presence a thousand hale and lighthearted friends 

is from among the knights and dames of his court, and with these 
retired to the deep seclusion of one of his castellated abbeys. This 
was an extensive and magnificent structure, the creation of the 
prince's own eccentric yet august taste. A strong and lofty wall 
girded it in. This wall had gates of iron. The courtiers, having 

20 entered, brought furnaces and massy hammers and welded the 
bolts. They resolved to leave means neither of ingress or egress to 
the sudden impulses of despair or of frenzy from within. The 
abbey was amply provisioned. With such precautions the courtiers 
might bid defiance to contagion. The external world could take 

25 care of itself. In the meantime it was folly to grieve, or to think. 
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. All these 
and security were within. Without was the "Red Death." 

so It was toward the close of the fifth or sixth month of his seclu-
sion, and while the pestilence raged most furiously abroad, that 
the Prince Prospero entertained his thousand friends at a masked 
ball of the most unusual magnificence. 

It was a voluptuous scene, that masquerade. But first let me tell 
35 of the rooms in which it was held. There were seven—an imper- 

ial suite. In many palaces, however, such suites form a long and 
straight vista, while the folding doors slide back nearly to the 
walls on either hand, so that the view of the whole extent is 
scarcely impeded. Here the case was very different; as might have 

4o been expected from the duke's love of the 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. To the right and 
left, in the middle of each wall, a tall and narrow Gothic window 

45 looked out upon a closed corridor which pursued the windings of 
the suite. These windows were of stained glass whose color 



65 brazier (bni tzher): metal pan 
for holding a fire. 

71 countenances (koun'te-nen-
sez): faces. 

74 ebony (gb'e-n6): a hard, very 
dark wood. 

77 brazen: brass. 

79-94 How do you explain the 
effect of the ebony clock's chimes 
on the assembled guests? 

82 evolutions: intricate patterns of 
movement. 
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led in accordance with the prevailing hue of the decorations of 

chamber  into which it opened. That at the eastern extremity 
a hung, for example, in blue—and vividly blue were its win- 
s. The second chamber was purple in its ornaments and 

apestries, and here the panes were purple. The third was green 

roughout, and so were the casements. The fourth was furnished 

(flighted with orange—the fifth with white—the sixth with vio- 
. The seventh apartment was closely shrouded in black velvet 

apestries that hung all over the ceiling and down the walls, 
falling in heavy folds upon a carpet of the same material and hue. 
But in this chamber only, the color of the windows failed to cor-

respond with the decorations. The panes here were scarlet—a 
cep blood color. Now in no one of the seven apartments were 

there any lamp or candelabrum amid the profusion of golden 
ornaments that lay scattered to and fro or depended from the 
foot There was no light of any kind emanating from lamp or can-
dle within the suite of chambers. But in the corridors that 
followed the suite, there stood, opposite to each window, a heavy 
tripod, bearing a brazier of fire that projected its rays through the 
inted glass and so glaringly illumined the room. And thus were 

produced a multitude of gaudy and fantastic appearances. But in 
the western or black chamber the effect of the firelight that 
streamed upon the dark hangings through the blood-tinted panes, 

as ghastly in the extreme, and 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. 

It was in this apartment, also, that there stood against the west-
ern wall a gigantic clock of ebony. Its pendulum swung to and fro 
with a dull, heavy, monotonous clang; and when the minute hand 
made the circuit of the face, and the hour was to be stricken, 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, at each lapse of an hour, the musicians of 

go the orchestra were constrained to pause, momentarily, in their 
performance, to hearken to the sound; and thus the waltzers per-
force ceased their evolutions; and there was a brief disconcert of 
the whole gay company; and, while the chimes of the clock yet 
rang, it was observed that the giddiest turned pale, and the more 

85 aged and sedate passed their hands over their brows as if in con-
fused reverie or meditation. But when the echoes had fully ceased, 
a light laughter at once pervaded the assembly; the musicians 
looked at each other and smiled as if at their own nervousness 
and folly, and made whispering vows, each to the other, that the 
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90 next chiming of the clock should produce in them no similar emo-
tion; and then, after the lapse of sixty minutes (which embrace 
three thousand and six hundred seconds of the Time that flies), 
there came yet another chiming of the clock, and then were the 
same disconcert and tremulousness and meditation as before. 

95 But in spite of these things, it was a gay and magnificent revel. 
The tastes of the duke were peculiar. He had a fine eye for colors 
and effects. He disregarded the decora of mere fashion. His plans 

were bold and fiery, and his conceptions glowed with barbaric 
luster. There are some who would have thought him mad. His fol- 

100 lowers felt that he was not. It was necessary to hear and see and 
touch him to be sure that he was not. 

He had directed, in great part, the movable embellishments of 
the seven chambers, upon occasion of this great fete; and it was 
his own guiding taste which had given character to the masquer- 

105 aders. Be sure they were grotesque. There were much glare and 
glitter and piquancy and phantasm—much of what has been seen 

since in Hernani. There were arabesque figures with unsuited 
limbs and appointments. There were delirious fancies such as the 
madman fashions. There was much of the beautiful, much of the 

uo wanton, much of the bizarre, something of the terrible, and not a 
little of that which might have excited disgust. To and fro in the 
seven chambers there stalked, in fact, a multitude of dreams. And 
these—the dreams—writhed in and about, taking hue from the 
rooms, and causing the wild music of the orchestra to seem as the 

115 echo of their steps. lAnd, anon, there strikes the ebony clock 
which stands in the hall of 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 away— 
they have endured but an instant—and a light, half-subdued 

120 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 of the tripods. But to the chamber 
which lies most westwardly of the seven, there are now none of 

125 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; and to him whose foot 
falls upon the sable carpet, there comes from the near clock of 
ebony a muffled peal more solemnly emphatic than any which 

130 reaches their ears who indulge in the more remote gaieties of the 
other apartments. 

But these other apartments were densely crowded, and in them 

94 disconcert: confusion. 

97 decora: fine things. 

102-123 Notice the comparison of 

the masqueraders to dreams, 

phantasms, and a madman's 
fancies. How do such ceceparisonst 
help you imagine the 	le? 

107 Hernani (6r'nEhne): a play by 
Victor Hugo, first staged in 1830, 
notable for its use of color and 
spectacle; arabesque Wa-b6sql 
characterized by complicated 
decorations. 

124-131 W h; in 
of the reveller  

seventh roor 
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grotesque lgra-thski adj. having a bizarre, fantastic appearance 
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eat feverishly the heart of life. And the revel went whirlingly on, 
until at length there commenced the sounding of midnight upon 
the clock. And then the music ceased, as I have told; and the evo-
lutions of the waltzes were quieted; and there 
was an uneasy cessation of all things as 
before. But now there were twelve strokes 
to be sounded by the bell of the clock; 
and thus it happened, perhaps, that 
more of thought crept, with more of 
time, into the meditations of the 
thoughtful among those 
who reveled. And thus, 
too, it happened, per-
haps, that before the 
last echoes of the last 
chime had utterly 
sunk into silence, 

so there were many indi-
viduals in the crowd 
who had found leisure to 
become aware of the 
presence of a masked fig-
ure which had arrested the 
attention of no single indi-
vidual before. And the 
rumor of this new presence 
having spread itself whisper- 

60 ingly around, there arose at 
length from the whole company 
a buzz, or murmur, expressive of 
disapprobation and surprise—then, 
finally of terror, of horror, and of 

165 disgust. 
In an assembly of phantasms such as I 

have painted, it may well be supposed that no 
ordinary appearance could have excited such 
sensation. In truth the masquerade license 

170  of the night was nearly unlimited; but the 
figure in question had out-Heroded 
Herod, and gone beyond the bounds of even the prince's indefi- 
nite decorum. There are chords in the hearts of the most reckless 
which cannot be touched without emotion. Even with the utterly 

175 lost, to whom life and death are equally jests, there are matters of 

144-165 

Detail of Adoration of the Magi: 
Lorenzo it Magnifico as Youngest of 
Magi (14591, Benozzo Gozzoli. Palazzo 
Medici Riccardi, Florence, Italy, Erich 
I.essing/Art Resource, New York. 

171-172 out-Heroded Herod: been 
more extreme than the biblical 
king Herod, who ordered the 
deaths of all male babies up to 
two years old in an effort to kill 
the infant Jesus. This expression is 
used in Shakespeare's Hamlet 



179 habiliments (he-bYl'e-men 
clothing. 

180 visage (viz11): face. 

207-217 Why do you this 
masked figure is allowedf. 
the length of the roornsA: 
uninterrupted? 

which no jest can be made. The whole company, indeed, seemed 
now deeply to feel that in the costume and bearing of the stranger 
neither wit nor propriety existed. The figure was tall and gaunt, 
and shrouded from head to foot in the habiliments of the grave. 

180 The mask which concealed the visage was made so nearly to 
resemble the countenance of a stiffened corpse that the closest 
scrutiny must have difficulty in detecting the cheat. And yet all 
this might have been endured, if not approved, by the mad rev-
ellers around. But the mummer had gone so far as to assume the 

185 type of the Red Death. His vesture was dabbed in blood—and his 
broad brow, with all the features of the face, was besprinkled 
with the scarlet horror. 

When the eyes of Prince Prospero fell upon this spectral image 
(which with a slow and solemn movement, as if more fully to sus- 

190 tam its role, stalked to and fro among the waltzers), he was seen to 
be convulsed, in the first moment with a strong shudder either of 
terror or distaste; but, in the next, his brow reddened with rage. 

"Who dares?" he demanded hoarsely of the courtiers who 
stood near him—"who dares insult us with this blasphemous 

I95 mockery? Seize him and unmask him—that we may know whom 
we have to hang at sunrise, from the battlements!" 

It was in the eastern or blue chamber in which stood the Prince 
Prospero as he uttered these words. They rang throughout the 
seven rooms loudly and clearly—for the prince was a bold and 

200 robust man, and the music had become hushed at the waving of 
his hand. 

It was in the blue room where stood the prince, with a group 
of pale courtiers by his side. At first, as he spoke, there was a 
slight rushing movement of this group in the direction of the 

205 intruder, who at the moment was also near at hand, and now, 
with deliberate and stately step, made closer approach to the 
speaker. But from a certain nameless awe with which the mad 
assumptions of the mummer had inspired the whole party, there 
were found none who put forth a hand to seize him; so that, 

210 unimpeded, he passed within a yard of the prince's person; and, 
while the vast assembly, as if with one impulse, shrank from the 
centers of the rooms to the walls, he made his way uninterrupt- 
edly, but with the same solemn and measured step which had 
distinguished him from the first, through the blue chamber to the 

215 purple—through the purple to the green—through the green to 
the orange—through this again to the white—and even thence to 
the violet, ere a decided movement had been made to arrest him. 
It was then, however, that the Prince Prospero, maddening with 
rage and the shame of his own momentary cowardice, rushed 

220 hurriedly through the six chambers while none followed him on 

362 UNIT THREE PART 2: THE DARK SIDE OF INDIVIDUALISM 

184 mummer: a person dressed to 
a masquerade. 

188-196 Why does Prince Prosp 
get so mad? 
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impetuosity (im-pech I cTo-CM I T-te) n. unthinking action 
untenanted (tin-ten t on-tid) adj. not occupied 
tangible (thn'ja-boll adj. able to be touched or felt 
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account of a deadly terror that had seized upon all. He bore aloft 
a drawn dagger, and had approached, in rapid impetuosity, to 
within three or four feet of the retreating figure, when the latter, 

having attained the extremity of the velvet apart-
ment, turned suddenly and confronted his 
pursuer. There was a sharp cry—and the 

- !dagger dropped gleaming upon the sable 
carpet, upon which, instantly after-

ards, fell prostrate in death the 
Prince Prospero. Then, summoning 
the wild courage of despair, a 
throng of the revellers at once 
threw themselves into the black 
apartment, and seizing the mum-
mer, whose tall figure stood erect 
and motionless within the shad-
ow of the ebony clock, gasped in 
unutterable horror at finding the 
grave-cerements and corpselike 
mask, which they handled with so 
violent a rudeness, untenanted by 
any tangible form. 

And now was acknowledged 
the presence of the Red Death. He 
had come like a thief in the night. 
And one by one dropped the rev-
ellers in the blood-bedewed halls of 
their revel, and died each in the despairing 
posture of his fall. And the life of the ebony 

250 clock went out with that of the last of the 
gay. And the flames of the tripods expired. 
And Darkness and Decay and the Red Death 
held illimitable dominion over all. + 

Skull (19th or 20th century), artist 
unknown. Carved and painted wood, 
8 /5" x 53<" x 6%", National Museum 
of American Art, gift of Herbert 
Waidc Hemphill, Jr., and museum 
purchase made Fissible by Ralph 
Cross Johnson, Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington D.C./Art 
Resource, New York. 

239 cerements (sere-ments): cloth 
wrappings for the dead. 

230-242 Poe's language is hard to 
understand here. Essentially, he 
says that when a group of revellers 
rip off the figure's costume, there 
is nothing underneath. 

253 illimitable dominion 
de-rnYn'yen): 

unlimited power. 



INSIGHT 

Danse Macabre 
STEPHEN K NG 

I want to say something about imagination 
purely as a tool in the art and science of scaring 
people. The idea isn't original with me; I heard 
it expressed by William F Nolan at the 1979 
World Fantasy Convention. Nothing is so 
frightening as what's behind the closed door, 
Nolan said You approach the door in the old, 
deserted house, and you hear something 
scratching at it. The audience holds its breath 
along with the protagonist as she or he (more 
often she) approaches that door. The protago-
nist throws it open, and there is a ten-foot-tall 
bug. The audience screams, but this particular 
scream has an oddly relieved sound to it. "A 
bug ten feet tall is pretty horrible," the audi-
ence thinks, "but I can deal with a ten-foot-tall 
bug. I was afraid it might be a hundred feet 
tall.".. . 

Bill Nolan was speaking as a screen-
writer when he offered the example 
of the big bug behind the dooc 
but the point applies to all 

media. What's behind the door or lurking at: 
top of the stairs is never as frightening as the 
door or the staircase itself. And because of 
comes the paradox: the artistic work of ho 
almost always a disappointment. It is the el' 
no-win situation. You can scare people wit 
unknown for a long, long time (the classic 
ple, as Bill Nolan also pointed out, is the J 
Tourneur film with Dana Andrews, Curse 
Demon), but sooner or later, as in poker,: 
have to turn your down cards up. You ha 
open the door and show the audience wha 
behind it. And if what happens to be behi 
a bug, not ten but a hundred feet tall, the 
ence heaves a sigh of relief (or utters a se' 
relief) and thinks, "A bug a hundred feet 
pretty horrible, but I can deal with that. 
afraid it might be a thou-
sand feet tall." ... 

The danse 
macabre is 

a waltz 

364 UNIT THREE PART 21 THE DARK SIDE OF INDIVIDUALISM 
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of all horror stories, "because your husband has 
forbidden it." But this, of course, only makes 
her all the more curious.... and at last, her 
curiosity is satisfied. 

"You may go anywhere you wish in the 
castle," Count Dracula tells Jonathan Harker, 
"except where the doors are locked, where of 
course you will not wish to go." But Harker 
goes soon enough. 

And so do we all. Perhaps we go to the for-
bidden door or window willingly because we 
understand that a time comes when we must 
go whether we want to or not ... and not just 
to look, but to be pushed through. Forever. 

This is a truth we cannot afford to 
vay from. Like the rides in the amusement 
Mich mimic violent death, the tale of hor-

chance to examine what's going on 
doors which we usually keep double- 

, 
Yet the human imagination is not 
with locked doors. Somewhere there is 

tr dancing partner, the imagination whis-
=1n the night—a partner in a rotting ball 

, a partner with empty eyesockets, green 
growing on her elbow-length gloves, mag- 

. 
squirming in the thin remains of her hair. 

hold such a creature in our arms? Who, you 
ask me, would be so mad? 

Well .. . ? 
"You will not want 

to open this door," 
Bluebeard tells his 

wife in that 
most horrible 

DANSE MACABRE 365 



FROM PERSONAL RESPONSE TO CRITICAL 

1. In your notebook, describe an image from the story that 
lingered in your mind. 

2. What feeling do you think Poe wanted 
readers to have at the end of the story? 
Explain why you think so. 

3. What message, or messages, do you 
see in this story? 
Consider 

• what literally happens to the revellers 
• what the disease, the Red Death, might 

symbolize 
• any ironies or unexpected contrasts you 

REFLECT 

RETHINK 

ANALYSIS 

I)bine 

ANOTHER PATHWAY 

Cooperative Learning 

Demonstrate your understanding of this sto 
dividing your class into two groups and havirr 

group present this story as a pantomime to th 
group. See if you can communicate all t, 

important details and the Gothic atmosphet 
the story without using costumes oriy  

props. 

4. What is your opinion of Prince Prospero's efforts to 
avoid the epidemic? Consider what you wrote earlier about 
how you and your neighbors might respond to an epidemic. 

RELATE 5. In the Insight selection on page 364, Stephen King discusses the psychology 
of horror. Think about how you felt as you read "The Masque of the Red 
Death." Did your feelings bear out King's ideas about what is most 
frightening in horror movies and stories and why audiences and readers are 
attracted to horror? 

6. Compare the 
way characters 
in the story 
react to the 
Red Death with 
the way people 
today react to 
the epidemic 
of AIDS. 

Apparition du Cavalier de la mart 
[The Horseman Death] from Tres 
riches heures du duc de Berry (about 
1415), Limbourg brothers. Musee 
Conde Chantilly, France. Giraudon/Art 
Resource, New York. 
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QUICKWRITES 

1. Imagine you are one of the °go 
outside the abbey. Draft a spite 
that you might deliver at a me 
service for Prince Prospero. 

2. Tell the story of the destruct° 
Prospero and his guests in a 01 
another type of narrative pop 

3. On the basis of this story, w It 
critique of Poe as a horror  
you wish, discuss the story 
nection with the Insight sele 
Stephen King on page 364, 

(23 PORTFOLIO Save your W 

may want to use it later as a,.  

board to a piece for your po 
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