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    EDGAR ALLAN POE


    AMERICAN AUTHOR AND POET


    
      	Born in Boston, United States in 1809.


      	Died in Baltimore, United States in 1849.


      	Notable works:

      	The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), Poe’s only completed novel


      	The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841), short story


      	The Pit and the Pendulum (1842), short story


      	The Raven (1845), narrative poem





    


    Edgar Allan Poe was an American short story writer, poet, critic, novelist and editor. He is best known for his morbid tales of horror, many of which are now regarded as literary classics. Poe had a turbulent family background, moving often and losing both parents at a young age. He later married his landlady’s daughter, Virginia, when she was just 13, and her death nine years later profoundly affected his writing and his emotional state. Poe struggled financially throughout his life until his early death, possibly from TB exacerbated by the effects of alcohol. He popularised American Gothic horror with short stories such as The Pit and the Pendulum and is considered the forefather of the modern detective genre with Murders in the Rue Morgue. His style has influenced writers such as Baudelaire (French poet, 1821-1867) and Dostoevsky (Russian writer, 1821-1881).

  


  
    THE MASQUE OF THE RED DEATH


    THE DANCE OF DEATH


    
      	Genre: Gothic fantasy


      	Reference edition: Poe, E. A. (1845) The Masque of the Red Death, published in Broadway Journal, New York, NY, 19July 1845, pp. 339-345.


      	1st edition: May 1842, published in Graham's Magazine as The Mask of the Red Death. A Fantasy.


      	Themes: death, illusion, fear, time, folly

    


    The tale was initially written for Graham’s Magazine and was well received by Poe’s contemporaries for its use of language to create atmosphere. It is another example of Poe’s theory that writing should be brief, yet touch on as many accessible themes and ideas as possible within that structure.


    The story follows Prince Prospero and his courtiers as they revel in a fortified castle, whilst outside the people of the country are ravaged by a disease called the Red Death. At midnight, a mysterious masked figure appears dressed as the Red Death. The Prince chases him angrily but then dies. The guests realise the figure has no human form and one by one they too die.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE RED DEATH


    No location or period is given for this piece, though contextual clues suggest that it is set in the past, perhaps in medieval times. It opens with a description of a terrifying disease which is sweeping the land – the Red Death. The symptoms of the disease are pain, dizziness and then bleeding through the pores of the skin, especially on the face, which is what gives this disease its name. We are told that the progress of the disease is very rapid indeed – the period from first showing symptoms to death is just half an hour.


    PRINCE PROSPERO’S REFUGE


    Prince Prospero, a duke who is aware that half the population of his lands have already succumbed to the disease, retires with one thousand of his followers who are still healthy to one of his fortified abbeys, a building completely surrounded by a high wall with all the entrances protected by iron gates. Ample supplies have been stockpiled in the abbey and the iron gates are welded closed so than no-one may enter or leave. In this way, the Prince and his followers hope to escape from the ravages of the Red Death which is sweeping through the lands outside.


    AN ODD DESIGN


    The Prince’s apartments within the abbey are designed in a very odd way and in accordance with his love of the bizarre. His suite comprises seven separate apartments, each placed on an angled corridor so that it is not possible to see from one apartment into another. Each is furnished in a particular colour scheme and lit only by a stained glass window which is illuminated by a brazier placed in the corridor outside. The first, eastern, apartment is furnished in blue and lit by a blue stained glass window. The second apartment is purple, the third green, the fourth orange, the fifth white and the sixth violet. The seventh, western, apartment is furnished and carpeted all in black, though its windows are blood red, producing an effect so horrible that few spend time there. This apartment is made even more sinister by a huge ebony clock which has a chime that is both chilling and unsettling.


    THE MASQUE


    After five or six months of seclusion in the abbey, the Prince decides to entertain his followers with an opulent masked ball. He designs costumes which are extremely colourful but also risqué and rather disturbing. The revellers, dressed in their fantastic and disturbing costumes, move between the coloured apartments, dancing to the wild music of an orchestra, but each time the ebony clock strikes the hour, there is a pause in the music and the laughter. As the evening draws on, none of those attending the ball spend time in the seventh apartment with the giant clock – they all congregate instead in the other apartments.


    MIDNIGHT


    As the giant clock strikes midnight, the revellers become aware of a masked figure who nobody has previously noticed. This guest is dressed in a shroud and wears a mask which has been made to look like the face of a dead person. Even more disturbingly, the mask has been spotted with blood, mimicking the effects of the dread disease. Gradually the whole assembly grows silent and there are mutters of revulsion and disgust. Finally, Prince Prospero notices the new guest. He is angry that someone has dressed in a way that reminds the revellers of the disease outside the abbey, and demands that the intruder be detained and unmasked so that he may be executed in the morning.


    DEATH


    However, the Prince’s followers are overcome with horror and fear and none will touch the person dressed as the Red Death. The figure moves from the first blue apartment and on to the purple, then through the green, the orange, the white and the violet. Finally, the figure, walking in a slow and stately way, enters the final, black apartment and stops, standing beneath the ebony clock. Prince Prospero follows angrily, a dagger in his hand. However, as he enters the final apartment, the Prince drops the dagger and falls to the ground, dead. Enraged by the death of their Prince, the others follow and tear the costume and mask from the intruder. There is nothing underneath. The figure is the personification of the disease and, one by one, everyone in the abbey dies, infected by the Red Death.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    PRINCE PROSPERO


    Prince Prospero is the only human character in this story about whom we are given information, but what we are told about him is contradictory. The Prince, we are told early in this story, “was happy and dauntless and sagacious” (p.339). However, later we discover that he has a “love of the bizarre” (p.340) and that his tastes are “peculiar” (p.341). The costumes he designs for the ball are said to be “bold and fiery, and his conceptions glowed with barbaric luster” (p.341). Then we are told that some people think that the Prince is mad and, strangely, that “It was necessary to hear and see and touch him to be sure that he was not” (ibid.). These contradictions are not reconciled, leaving the reader to decide whether the Prince is really wise or simply a hedonist with odd tastes.


    Prospero notably makes no attempt to help his people, who are being killed by the Red Death. Instead, he and a number of the “knights and dames” (p.339) from his court hide themselves away in a fortified abbey, hoping in doing so to avoid contact with the plague. Within the abbey, Prospero and his followers live in luxury, surrounded by “all the appliances of pleasure” (ibid.). He seems to have no concerns or cares for those left outside, and it is noted that it was “folly to grieve, or to think” (ibid.) and that the “external world could take care of itself” (ibid.).


    Prospero uses his wealth and power to selfishly shut himself and his followers away from the death that is outside the welded iron gates. In this way he is a typical Gothic hero, rejecting society and being rejected by it, though in his case these rejections are voluntary. The name given to this character is also significant. Prospero is the protagonist of The Tempest, the last play written by William Shakespeare (English dramatist, 1564-1616). In The Tempest, Prospero (who is also rightfully a duke) has been overthrown by his brother following his neglect of his kingdom. On the small island to which he has been banished, he is an autocratic and sometimes petty ruler, controlling the island’s other inhabitants and even nature itself by the use of magic. Prince Prospero in The Masque of the Red Death is also confined to a small area, having lost the control of his kingdom to the Red Death, and seeks to use his wealth and power to try to control his immediate environment.


    The character of Prospero is used to symbolise human folly in believing that death can be avoided, and specifically that it is possible to use wealth and power to ward off death.


    THE RED DEATH


    The strange figure that appears during the masked ball draws attention to itself by its slow and solemn movements amidst the frenzied convolutions of the dancers. It is costumed and masked as a corpse, and draws attention even further by the fact that it has spots of blood upon its face, implying that it has itself succumbed to the Red Death. Prince Prospero is infuriated by the intrusion into his sanctuary of the very thing that he has hidden himself away to avoid. As the strange figure walks slowly from the eastern, blue chamber to the western, black chamber, no-one dares approach it or to try to stop it. When it arrives in the final chamber, it stands beneath the gigantic ebony clock and simply waits.


    The descriptions of this figure emphasise its dignity and solemnity, in direct contrast to the exuberance and abandon of the ball’s other attendees. Its progress from the easternmost chamber to the final, westernmost chamber is steady but inexorable and no-one dares to try and stop it. This figure symbolises not just the Red Death, but also death itself and its inevitability despite everything that humans do to try and avoid it. This figure may also provide another reference to The Tempest, in which one of the characters issues a curse which specifically mentions a “red plague”.


    The character of the Red Death pronounces final judgement on all those who hide from it in Prospero’s abbey. Poe describes its arrival as “like a thief in the night” (p.345), a direct and deliberate quote from the Bible (Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians,5.4), in which it is said that Jesus will come at the end of time to judge sinners “like a thief in the night.” In this way, the character of the Red Death in this story is used to symbolise not just the folly of attempting to hide from the inevitable death and judgement of mortal things, but the apocalyptic end of everything.
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