EXCERPTED FROM
“THE MASQUE OF THE RED DEATH”
BY EDGAR ALLAN POE

The "Red Death" had long devastated the country. No pestilence had ever been so fatal, or
so hideous. Blood was its Avatar and its seal— the redness and the 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 . . .
shut him out from the aid and from the sympathy of his fellow-men. And the whole seizure,
progress and termination of the disease, were the incidents of half an hour.

But the Prince Prospero was happy and dauntless. ... When his dominions were half
depopulated, he summoned to his presence a thousand hale and light-hearted friends 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 girdled it in. This wall
had gates of iron. ... 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."

It was toward the close of the fifth or sixth month of his seclusion, 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. . . . [The Prince’s] plans were bold and fiery,
and his conceptions glowed with barbaric lustre. There are some who would have thought
him mad. His followers felt that he was not. It was necessary to hear and see and touch him
to be sure that he was not. . . .

And the revel went whirlingly on, until at length there commenced the sounding of midnight
upon the clock. ... Before the last echoes of the last chime had utterly sunk into silence,
there were many individuals in the crowd who had . . . become aware of the presence of a
masked figure which had arrested the attention of no single individual before. And the
rumor of this new presence having spread itself whisperingly 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 disgust.

. . . The figure was tall and gaunt, and shrouded from head to foot in the [clothing] of the
grave. The mask which concealed the visage was made so nearly to resemble the
countenance of a stiffened corpse . . .. His vesture was dabbled in blood— and his broad
brow, with all the features of the face, was besprinkled with the scarlet horror.

"Who dares?" [the Prince] demanded hoarsely of the courtiers who stood near him— "who
dares insult us with this blasphemous mockery? Seize him and unmask him— that we may
know whom we have to hang at sunrise, from the battlements!"

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 apartment, turned suddenly and confronted his pursuer. There was a sharp cry— and
the dagger dropped gleaming upon the sable carpet, upon which, instantly afterwards, 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
mummer, whose tall figure stood erect and motionless within the shadow of the ebony
clock, gasped in unutterable horror at finding the [burial clothes] and corpse-like 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 revellers in the blood-bedewed halls of their revel, and

died each in the despairing posture of his fall. And Darkness and Decay and the Red Death
held . . . dominion over all.
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