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Abstract 
Allan Poe’s The Masque of the Red Death has always been considered as a typical Gothic 
horror novels. To better construct such a horrifying atmosphere, Poe deliberately 
created several images with implied profound meanings, secretly developing the theme 
of death. This paper will analyze those images in detail to see how they contribute to the 
Gothic horror element of the story and excavate the deeper meanings behind them. 
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1. Introduction 

The Masque of the Red Death is one of Allan Poe's representative Gothic horror novels, which 
was set in a country where the red death pandemic broke out on a large scale. Undoubtedly, 
Allan Poe drew lessons from similar historical examples, like the black death in Europe in the 
middle ages and cholera in Philadelphia in the 1890s. However, in the novel, the plague broke 
out in an unusual form, not the black death, but the red death. Although this is a kind of disease 
invented by Poe, red blood, originally representing the source of life, becomes the mask of death 
in the novel, which is quite thought-provoking, and is also one of the examples of the Gothic 
horror implied in the story. The story mainly revolves around a carnival of death, which was 
held by Prince Prospero in a completely enclosed castle. 

2. Analysis of the Gothic Tone 

2.1. General Tone 
The whole tone of the novel is gloomy, terrifying, mysterious and weird, full of traces of Gothic 
style. Poe constructs a dreamlike stage effect by depicting the image of Red Death and the Gothic 
scene with complicated color decoration. This kind of Gothic art style formed in the middle ages, 
including terror, darkness, supernatural, death and other elements, is widely used in modern 
art, literature, architecture and other fields. Poe is known as a master of Gothic literature, the 
style of which pays attention to the combination of light and color. [1] In the Gothic scene of the 
Masque of Red Death, light and shadow are combined, and the decoration of the room is 
extremely luxurious, revealing the collapse of the earth. The language is also strange and full of 
hints, which makes readers directly experience the sense of terror. By analyzing several unique 
Gothic images in the novel, this paper will reflect the horror of the story and unveils its 
profound symbolic meaning related to death. 

2.2. The Seven Chambers 
Firstly, the seven chambers of the castle symbolizes the cycle of life and death. In the novel, the 
stage of the party is made up of seven apartments, which is the scene where Poe most 
emphasize on rendering and the main place where the story takes place. The description of the 
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room layout in the work is very weird and horrible. In the story, Prince Prospero's unique 
arrangement of the ball is the exact reflection of Poe's elaborate design. The arrangement of 
chambers is from east to west, behind which it implies profound symbolic significance. As we 
all know, everyday the sun rises in the East and sets in the West. The rising of the sun 
symbolizes the beginning of life, and the setting of the sun symbolizes the end of life, that is, 
death. Therefore, in this fable, the arrangement of the seven rooms represents the reincarnation 
of people’s life. This reincarnation can not only be seen as a cycle of 24 hours a day, but as the 
reincarnation of human life from birth to death. At the end of the story, the prince followed the 
Red Death and went through six rooms to the last black apartment, which symbolized that his 
journey of life was fleeting from life to death. Besides, the colors of the “tall and narrow Gothic 
windows” in the palace, “which pursued the windings of the suite”, also has s special hidden 
meaning. Namely, the seven colors are blue, purple, green, orange, white, violet and black, 
representing the different life periods from one’s childhood to youth and from middle age to 
old. By the way, according to the Bible, it took God seven days to create the world, and he rested 
on the seventh day. In that way, the number of the rooms is also a circle. Based on these 
perspectives, the chambers depicted in the story is the vivid and specific embodiment of one’s 
life cycle. 

2.3. The Seventh Apartment 
Secondly, the distinct symbolic meaning of the seventh apartment, in which the Prince was 
finally killed is the most detailed and extraordinary one described by Poe among all the seven 
rooms. “The seventh apartment 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. But in this chamber only, the color of the windows failed to correspond with the 
decorations. The panes here were scarlet - a deep blood color.” The strong contrast of the colors 
has a strong impact on readers’ vision and a strong psychological pressure on their mind. We 
will inevitably have the same inexplicable fear of this gloomy dark room as the guests in the 
novel, which is exactly what Poe wants to achieve. Not only is the description of this black room 
frightening, but Poe also makes great efforts in the usage of words, giving readers great 
imagination. Like the verb "shroud" in the description of the room covered with black velvet 
tapestries. This word can be completely replaced by other synonymous verbs. [2] However, 
because "shroud" also has the meaning of "a piece of cloth that a dead person's body is wrapped 
in before it is buried [3]" as a noun, it is irreplaceable here. It strongly implies that this chamber 
is inextricably linked with death. Similarly, "the pens here are scarlet - a deep blood color." this 
kind of detailed description as well obviously implies the Red Death. 

2.4. The Gigantic Ebony Clock 
Thirdly, the meaning of gigantic ebony clock which “stood against the western wall”. In Poe's 
words, this clock is strange, heavy and dull, but only the loud and deep sound of the bell can 
break the supremacy of the prince. “When the chimes of the clock yet rang, it was observed that 
the giddiest grew pale, and the more aged and sedate passed their hands over their brows as if 
in confused reverie or meditation.” After the bell, people seem to wake up, continue to sing and 
laugh, and then fall again into the panic when the next bell rings. But this kind of panic is actually 
sober. In fact, everyone lost themselves in the grand ball. They all fantasize that the dancing 
party is the eternal theme of their life, and singing and dancing can escape the shadow of death 
and the pursuit of the Red Death. While every time the bell rings, it reminds them that time is 
still moving forward, and they can't be immortal. In the end, just as the clock indicates, no one 
can escape their final fate and they all die in despair. Clock is the symbol of earthly time, and 
the movement of the pendulum is the symbol of the passing of the human life. 
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3. Summary 

Poe once said that the horror in his works is "the horror of the soul". In this story, he carefully 
used carved words and various rhetorical devices to depict the details of the eerie images on 
the stage of the story, exaggerating the terrifying and frightening circumstances, and further 
reinforcing the horror atmosphere. At the same time, Poe reveals people's psychology in the 
story in such a designed gloomy environment with the weird layout of the chambers and the 
especial decoration of the castle, just like the huge clock, indicates people's fixed destiny, [4]. 
Journal of Lanzhou Institute of technology. February 2018.]and highlights the theme of death. 
Through this Gothic atmosphere, Poe skillfully and secretly emphasizes on the dual meaning of 
death: death is the ultimate of life and also the carnival of life. [5]. 

Acknowledgments 

Natural Science Foundation. 

References 

[1] Du Wenyue. Perceiving the Absurdity in the Depths of Carnival -- Taking Ellen Poe's Mask of the 
Red Devil as an Example [A]. Journal of Hezhou University. March 2020. 

[2] Zhuo Ran. The Root of Nightmares -- an Interpretation of the Death Image in the Novel the Mask of 
the Red Devil [S]. Journal of Suzhou Institute of education. August 2008. 

[3] [UK] Hornby. Oxford Advanced English Chinese Dictionary (Ninth Edition). Commercial Press. April 
2018. 

[4] Kong Yuan. Rhetorical Devices and Effects of Ellen Poe's Mask of the Red Devil [A]. Journal of 
Lanzhou Institute of technology. February 2018. 

[5] Xu Wei. Life Carnival in the Mask of the Red Death devil [A]. Journal of Jiangsu Second Normal 
University. December 2019. 


