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“The Cask of Amontillado” by Edgar Allan Poe 

Position Paper Breakdown 
 

Directions: The following essay was written in response to the prompt below. Using 
your “Essay Format” handout and your knowledge of essay writing as a guide, please 
READ the essay, and EVALUATE it according to the GED writing rubric. Then 
UNDERLINE and LABEL the following items throughout the paper: 
 
Introduction 
Thesis Statement 
Topic Sentence (x3) 

Transition Sentence (x3) 
Thesis Restated 
Final Thought

 
 
Do you believe Montresor is a reliable or unreliable narrator in Poe's, “The Cask of 
Amontillado?” Use evidence from the story to support your answer. 
 

In Edgar Allan Poe’s, “The Cask of Amontillado,” Poe tells the story through the 

eyes and voice of the character Montresor, a seemingly wealthy socialite in nineteenth 

century Italy. The story begins with Montresor describing how he had put up with a great 

deal of insults and injuries from a man called Fortunato, and that he had finally had 

enough and would be avenged. He plans to take his revenge by lulling his prey, i.e. 

Fortunato, into a false sense of security in order to kill him in secret. Montresor 

establishes very early in the story that he is going to be lying to Fortunato’s face, acting 

one way while really thinking another. This fact may be an indication that Montresor is 

an unreliable source for telling this story. If he could so boldly lie to someone he knows, 

then it is certainly possible that this entire story could be embellished or fabricated 

entirely. Montresor's willingness to lie to people he knows, the implications regarding 

Montresor's motivations to commit murder, and the tone he uses in retelling his tale 

suggest that Montresor is an unreliable source for recounting the truth about the 

circumstances surrounding Fortunato's demise. 



  Throughout the entire piece, the narrator, Montresor demonstrates that he is an 

unreliable source for the events he describes, even though he was an eye witness to those 

events, by lying with extreme ease to other characters in the story. First, as I have already 

stated, Montresor establishes at the beginning of the story that he will “smile to his face,” 

while Fortunato had no idea that Montresor was smiling only at the thought of his plans 

to kill Fortunato. This is the first indication that Montresor is capable of deliberate 

misguidance. The story then goes on to demonstrate Montresor’s relentless deceit. He 

continuously lies to Fortunato, telling him there is a cask of Amontillado which there is 

not, and pretending to be concerned for his health and well-being when he is really about 

to kill Fortunato. Montresor even lies to his servants, telling them he will be gone the 

entire night in order to ensure they will be gone so he can be alone with Fortunato to kill 

him. However, Montresor's lies are not limited to the characters in the story, but rather 

extend to the reader as well. 

 Another example of Montresor’s unreliability as the narrator of this particular tale 

is evident in the implication of the truth about his motivation for killing Fortunato in the 

first place. In the opening paragraph of the story, Montresor describes the “thousand 

injuries” of Fortunato and how the insults had finally gotten to him, and that he would 

exact revenge upon Fortunato. This makes sense in the context of Montresor’s family 

motto, “No one attacks me with impunity.” It may seem honorable even, that Montresor 

respond by killing Fortunato to keep with his family tradition. The tie to his family motto 

and his actions could also indicate that Montresor comes from a long line of overly 

aggressive people, and could therefore be unstable, and thus unreliable in his telling of 

this story. Then again, times change and people don’t really settle disputes by killing 



them in duals or walling them up in mass family graves anymore. But despite 

Montresor’s claims to honorability and his justifications for killing Fortunato in what 

seems to be a disproportionately cruel manner, it would seem that the true motivation for 

Montresor’s actions lies beyond simple insult. At one point in the story, upon urging 

Fortunato, albeit insincerely, to go back for his own good, Montresor mentions that 

Fortunato is “rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy as I once was. You are a 

man to be missed. For me it is no matter.” Montresor has no family, as he walks among 

their remains in the story, he is not happy, and his comment that the Montresors were 

once a great and numerous family suggests that his family’s good name and standing has 

dwindled. Montresor is jealous of Fortunato, which is likely the true motivation behind 

killing him and not the reason he openly states. Not only does Montresor reveal his true 

motivations for killing Fortunato as jealousy, effectively exposing himself as untruthful 

in his own account to the reader, but his testimony is also called into question by the tone 

he uses in telling the story to the reader. 

 One last point to be considered regarding Montresor’s reliability as the narrator of 

this story is the suggested pride and arrogance in the tone of the narration. Upon telling 

this story, he is an old man, his family is no longer the great Montresors as they 

apparently once were, and he is likely alone. He is likely reveling to himself in his old 

age of the great feat he accomplished in murdering Fortunato and hiding it for fifty years, 

proud of his accomplishment for it is perhaps the one exceptional thing he may have ever 

done in his life. Throughout the story he seems impressed with his own cleverness, giving 

himself esteemed credit for so cunningly luring Fortunato away from the carnival, getting 

the servants out of the house while securing his own alibi, and killing Fortunato after he 



practically begged him to go back and even showed him the murder weapon. In addition 

to all of that, no one has ever found the body, and Montresor seems to be proud of what 

he’s done, showing absolutely no sign of remorse. In this light, Montresor’s reliability as 

a narrator is skewed by his own feelings about his accomplishment. It could very well be 

that Montresor, whether he is remembering to himself or sharing it with someone else, is 

giving himself too much credit. Though I don’t doubt Fortunato has been dead fifty years 

and that Montresor was involved, perhaps Fortunato died on the way to the cask of wine 

from the damp, or maybe Montresor didn’t reveal nearly as much of Fortunato’s fate to 

the victim as he claims he did. Perhaps nothing ever happened at all and this story is 

Montresor imagining what he could have done or wanted to do to Fortunato. Whatever 

the truth of the story, Montresor is not a reliable source for telling it. 

Assuming that everything in the story did occur as Montresor claims it did, his 

flamboyant deceit towards Fortunato, the indication of his true motivation for killing 

Fortunato as opposed to what was stated, and Montresor’s own immodesty in telling the 

events cause the reader to doubt whether or not Montresor is a reliable source for what 

actually happened regarding the death of Fortunato. Even if everything happened as 

Montresor said it did, the fact that the reader could consider that he is unreliable, makes 

him unreliable. Montresor’s tone and behavior call into question everything Montresor 

claimed and so Montresor’s account of the events that lead to Fortunato’s death cannot be 

trusted. Poe's masterful composition of The Cask of Amontillado offers a useful warning 

to all readers: don't take a narrator's word for it. 


