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Use of Symbolism in Poe’s Short Story “The Cask of Amontillado”

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado” is a short story about the tale of events that take place between two main characters, Montresor and Fortunato. The plot of the story is based on a desire for vengeance as evident from the opening paragraph where Montresor remarks that he would make Fortunato pay for mocking his family. Notably, most of the events and names of characters in the story are of symbolic significance. Thus, this essay will attempt to show how Poe uses symbolism to develop the main theme of revenge. 
Symbols refer to use of characters, objects, colors, or figures that an author uses to represent abstract concepts or ideas (Fadaee 19). That means that symbols stand for something other than the obvious. Some of the things that Poe symbolizes include the character names, color, the emblem, outfits, and the settings. 
To start with, Poe employs color symbolism to signify various aspects of the evil scheme that he was about to implement in his revenge. The Montresor indicates that he was wearing “a mask of black silk” (2). Notably, the black color is usually associated with evil or death. In this case, the black could be a representation of the evil that the narrator was about to perform. On the other hand, it could symbolize Fortunato’s death. However, the back color could also be about the dark secret surrounding the vengeful murder conducted by the narrator. 
In addition, the characters names symbolize various aspects of the revenge that the narrator had planned to perform. Fortunato is an italic word meaning fortunate or happy (Collins Italian-English Dictionary). Indeed the narrator confesses that fortunate was really fortunate citing that “you are rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was.” This statement could be a reflection of the narrator’s jealousy as the main motive of his revenge. The narrator compares Fortunato’s life with his own, citing that Fortunato was as happy as he once used to be. Maybe the narrator could not tolerate the fact that his friend was happier than he was.  Maybe this was the same thing that was inflicting him “a thousand injuries since their childhood” making him resolve to commit the deadly revenge.
In the same line, Montresor‘s repeated reference to the nitre; which he describes as “the white web-work” seems abnormal (1). Usually, a web, in this case, can be taken to be a snare that Montresor uses to catch his “prey”. Throughout the story, he uses Luchesi as the bait to lure Fortunato into the catacombs of the Montresors; where he intends to trap and kill his friend. As such, the web, which Montresor urges Fortunato to “observe” (2), symbolizes the trap that would eventually facilitate his revenge.  The fact that he was encouraging Fortunato to observe the web carefully, could symbolize Fortunato’s ignorance.  His lust for the Amontillado blinded him from perceiving that something was abnormal with the location of the drink. His mind had been ensnared by the thought of the Amontillado.
The Montresor’s family emblem is used symbolically to signify the positions of the narrator and his victim in the context of the revenge. Montresor describes the emblem as “A huge human foot d'or, in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant whose fangs are imbedded in the heel” (3). The huge human foot could be a representation of the Montresor’s family ability and many ways to destroy their enemies. A huge foot would hardly miss the head of the serpent, as compared to a small foot. Its impact would also be greater. On the other hand, the serpent’s fangs are embedded in the heel. A snake bite is poisonous and painful. This signifies that anyone who inflicted pain or caused trouble to the Montresor’s family was looking for his/her own doom because he would be crushed by the well positioned “huge foot”.
In the same line, the outfits of the characters symbolize various elements of the vengeance murder. On the one side, Montresor had won a black “mask of black silk” (2). The mask could signify the secretive nature of his revenge. In the same line, silk is a soft material. Notably, Montresor had already planned to take his revenge but without impunity (1). As such, silk in this context could be a representation of Montresor’s soft way in which he lured his friend to his doom. Montresor notes that he had not given his friend the reason to doubt him. In fact, he continued to smile at Fortunato, who could not perceive that behind the smile were the thoughts of his death (1).  As such, the silk mask could be a depiction of the soft way in which the narrator planned to woe his victim so that he could avenge without impunity. On the other hand, Montresor keeps referring to the bells on Fortunato’s conical cap. Usually, ringing bells signifies a warning or the arrival of a certain time. In this context, the ringing bells could have been a wakeup call to warn Fortunato of his impending doom. At the end of the story, the author noted that he called out for Fortunato but “only a jingling of his bells” gave him a response (5). In this case, Fortunato had just died. As such, the jingling bell could be used to symbolize the time of the eventual death of Fortunato death. Still, it could be a representation of the time when Montresor had finally accomplished his deadly revenge.
In conclusion, the secretive nature of Montresor’s vengeful action could not allow him to depict his true nature or that of the events surrounding his revenge. As such, the narrator has used a lot of symbolism to represents various elements that surrounded his deadly vengeance. Montresor's use of symbolism is depicted in the character’s names and outfit, the settings, color, as well as the family’s emblem. Indeed, through symbolism, the theme of vengeance is clearly brought out in the story.
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