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“The Cask of Amontillado” Interpretation

 “The Cask of Amontillado” pulls the reader into a world of physical and moral darkness. It is interesting to analyze Fortunato and Montresor as they symbolically and physically traverse downward into the dark, dingy catacombs where Fortunato meets his demise. What leads them down there is a perversion of pride. We know that pride is part of the human condition, and generally speaking, pride can be good because it motivates us to do our best work. However, when it takes over as a dominant force within us it can lead us to belittle and even dehumanize other people.  In short, if unchecked, pride leads us to our darkest behaviors. This essay will analyze four most prominent literary elements present in the story:  characterization, symbolism, tone and setting. Each of these elements are in such harmony that the reader can feel as well as visualize the events as they unfold.
As we consider characterization, Montresor appears to display uncontrolled pride. While we lack details of Montresor’s history, his use of exaggeration seems an overreaction to a typical insult, Montresor states, “The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had born as I best could” (Poe). This was interesting because Montresor mentions that Fortunato has injured him many times, whether physical or emotional, but a rational view would find it implausible that one person could injury another a thousand times and the two remain in social or professional contact with one another. Montresor continues, “but when he ventured upon insult I vowed revenge.” When Fortunato insults Montresor, he snaps and vows to enact revenge. This is fascinating due to the fact that Fortunato has already hurt him a “thousand” times, and this humiliation becomes the last straw. There is no evidence that Montresor considers the consequences of taking the law into his own hands. His plans for, and ultimate consummation of premediated murder are other signs of perverse pride. 
Montresor is not the only character that exhibits pride. Montresor references that Fortunato “prided himself on his connoisseurship of wine” (Poe).  Montresor used Fortunato’s love for wine against him, leading him to his demise. Fortunato was so full of pride that he desired everyone to recognize him as an expert. The quote that displays Fortunato’s pride is “and as for Luchesi, he cannot distinguish Sherry for Amontillado” (Poe).  Fortunato uses his pride to belittle the people around him. Fortunato appears not to think before he speaks, and so prideful believes that no other could exceed his knowledge of wine. While not the perverse, murderous form of pride exhibited by Montresor, Fortunato’s pride does lead him somewhere unfortunate – down a “blind alley” to his death. 
As we analyze symbols, we see that Montresor has something that is a symbol of his pride that is possibly so ingrained in his mind that its effects are truly invisible to him. It is his family’s motto, “Nemo me impune laccessit” (Poe) which translates as “no one provokes me with impunity.” The symbols on the crest itself intensify Montresor’s vulnerability to the ill effects of pride. The crest pictures a heel smashing a serpent’s head, as the serpent bites the heel. Montresor plays the symbolic role of the person’s heel in the family crest, and Fortunato plays the role of the serpent. The serpent sinking its fangs into the heel symbolizes the insult Fortunato inflicts on Montresor. As for the heel crushing the serpent, this symbolizes Montresor’s vengeance by murder. 
Fortunato or “the fortunate” is another symbol. Similar to Montresor growing up and knowing his family motto, it could be considered that Fortunato had also been told the meaning of his name. This likely added to a sense of pride that led Fortunato to be carefree, never fully considering that others might not be as happy as he is. From the story we see that Fortunato insults everyone around him and remains oblivious to his ill effect on people, even as Montresor leads him down into the catacombs
The nitre is another symbol that shows the pride of Montresor. While Fortunato is hacking away Montresor is deeply concealed about his revenge. It could all be ruined because of Fortunato’s health. He uses Fortunato’s foolish pride to his advantage, indicating that they should avoid the nitre because Fortunato is too valuable as a person to risk harm, “You are a man to be missed. For me it is no matter. We will go back: you will be ill, and I cannot be responsible. Besides there is Luchresi” (Poe). By dropping Luchresi’s name, Montresor deepens the manipulation, playing on the competitive aspect of Fortunato’s pride. With Luchresi as the lure, Montresor calculates that Fortunato will continue the journey, despite the danger.
In analyzing tone, the narrator setting a tone of the prideful fool versus the pride-wounded murder. We see Fortunato almost “dancing to his demise,” never sensing the coils of Montresor wrapping ever so tightly around his throat. As for Montresor, the narrator gives us an inside look into of the mind of a sociopath, “I [Montresor] continued as was my wont, to smile in his [Fortunato] face, and he did not perceive that my smile now was at thought of his immolation” (Poe). As we consider Montresor’s words, we hear a sickening tone in Montresor’s voice as he pridefully considers his masterful concealment of his true intent. We can almost visualize Montresor contemplating the details of his murderous plot as he smiles delightfully at Fortunato. Montresor’s pride has reached full maturity, it is only lacking the finishing act. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The setting is Italy, a free country. It is carnival time, representing increased freedom and happiness. Montresor however is a study in contrasts, surrounded by freedom and happiness, yet trapped by his obsession with avenging his wounded pride. All these dark ideas floating around his head when suddenly he sees what he victim, “My dear Fortunato, you are luckily met” (Poe).  Montresor says with a hint of mischievousness. Montresor is elated that he sees his victim. With his prideful mindset and his dark thoughts, he slowly plans to take Fortunato’s freedom away. Unfortunately, Fortunato is the oblivious victim. 
For while the carnival appears delightful and yet filled with darkness, the catacombs are nothing but darkness, except for Fortunato’s prideful blindness that leads him to believe a treasure awaits him below the streets filled with festivities. The catacombs are the most important setting in the story. Filled with pride, Montresor tells Fortunato upon this ground is the “catacombs of the Montresor’s” (Poe). Montresor, like most individuals, wants to impress others by showing them that they have lived up to their family’s standards. Montresor presents Fortunato his family’s catacombs for two reason. The first, was so he could demonstrate to Fortunato how much his family meant to him. The second, perhaps the more interesting, was to show off Fortunato to his dead ancestors, like a proud hunter showing off his trophy. Montresor wants to prove to deceased family that he has lived up to their family motto.    
In conclusion, pride can take over and cause one to belittle and dehumanize others, possibly leading to very dark behaviors. Both men let the prideful behaviors take over and this is what got them in trouble. Montresor by committing murder and Fortunato by being unaware that his belittling behavior could have disastrous results. Pride is evidently the downfall in this story. We must learn that emotions should not guide us through situations. When in an intense moment it is better so step back and separate oneself, revaluate, and then reengage. 
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