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Introduction 

The oldest and strongest emotion in humankind is fear. 

 

We humans have scared each other with tales of ghosts and goblins since we were able to 

speak and we continue to do so even if we seldom sit around a fire and tell our tribe about �the 

thing in the woods�. We still want the adrenaline to pump through our veins when we are 

really frightened and that is why literature, movies, theatre and even videogames have the 

purpose of scaring us. There are many great names in gothic literature and this essay will deal 

with two of them; Edgar Allan Poe and the modern master of weird fiction Howard Philips 

(H.P.) Lovecraft. Both are artists within the school of American Gothic but wrote during 

different historical periods. Edgar Allan Poe terrified the world a century before his fellow 

countryman Lovecraft entered the stage with his nightmarish visions.  

 

Lovecraft has more in common with Edgar Allan Poe in terms of themes than many critics 

have recognized and although he is not a disciple of Poe�s treatment of psychological horror 

he has been inspired by Poe. Their general fiction is seemingly not much alike when first 

examined; with Edgar Allan Poe exploring dark minds and Lovecraft creating an ancient alien 

threat but many of their themes are shockingly alike. Critics say they could never find a 

sentence written by Lovecraft that Poe could have written; I say that there are � not in style 

but clearly in the manner of themes. This essay will be looking at some of those distinguished 

themes that both Poe and Lovecraft include in their nightmarish stories. The themes of 

insanity, death and the gothic setting are some of the most obvious and strongest aspects the 

both authors share in their works and by analyzing them it will be evident that Lovecraft is a 

true master of weird fiction and not just a shadow of the praised and enlightened Poe.  

 

Both authors remain different in style and structure but share a common trait in the themes 

they present, themes that are not just western and American but themes that are very close to 

our human nature. Lovecraft is, without doubt, the most important writer of supernatural 

horror fiction since Poe and even though he might not have created as much secondary 

material as Poe he probably is more widely read and more influential to horror writers today.   

 

This essay is divided into two chapters. The first chapter contains an introduction to the term 

gothic literature and the difference between the early and later American gothic. The second 
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chapter introduces all the shared themes that this essay will look at, that is the themes of 

madness, death and setting.  
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Chapter I 
 

An Introduction to Gothic Writing 
 

1.1 What is Gothic? 

 

When thinking of the word Gothic a lot of different meanings come to mind. This is because 

it is used in many different fields, being an historical term, an architectural term, an artistic 

term including both music and art and, of course, a literary term. Gothic as a term for 

literature is a label usually applied to a group of novels written between the 1760s and 1820s 

and the most common conception of Gothic writing is that it is dark and gloomy, filled with 

haunted castles including passionate villains or unspeakable terrors such as a vampire or a 

werewolf. If this were the only literary meaning of the word Gothic it would be easy to define 

and describe but that is not the case as the literary term has acquired a lot of different usages 

over these two centuries. 

 

Gothic literature made itself known through German and English writers in the later part of 

the 1700�s by some of the most successful and important authors at that time; Ann Radcliffe, 

Matthew Lewis and Horace Walpole. The disturbing mix of passion and viciousness with a 

hint of cynicism is what made, for instance, the works Udolpho by Ann Raddcliffe and The 

Monk by Matthew Lewis so mysteriously new and popular. The supernatural and the strong 

romantic feel were introduced later during the 1800s by authors such as Mary Shelley who 

wrote the classic Frankenstein and John Polidori with The Vampyre. The supernatural at this 

period was more closely tied with Gothic and the authors at this time were inspired and 

influenced a great deal by Shakespeare, medievalism, old Celtic legends and in Shelley�s case 

other legends or myths such as Prometheus and Faust.1   

 

1.2 Early American Gothic 

American Gothic, which is of great importance here considering that both Lovecraft and Poe 

were American, is said to deal with landscapes of the mind, psychological afflictions and 

obsessions. The reader is given access to the psychological state of a person through the use 

of first-person narrative. The worlds portrayed are ones infested with psychic and social decay 

and with violence, rape and breakdown as key motifs while the crucial tone is located in the 

                                                
1 David, Punter, The Literature of Terror Volume 1: The Gothic Tradition (1996; New York: Longman, 1996) 54  
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horror of obsession and prevalent insanity. American Gothic is often split into two parts, the 

early and later parts of American Gothic with Charles Brockden Brown, Nathaniel Hawthorne 

and, of course, Edgar Allan Poe as the main authors of the early period. 2 

 

1.3 The Gothic style of Edgar Allan Poe 

Edgar Allan Poe is often heralded as the first investigator of morbid psychological situations 

and as the writer who introduced the Gothic short story, which is, however, not completely 

true. Poe�s finest contribution was not in terms of themes but in terms of structure and tone, 

he was a symbolist of terror, a style in which he has never been surpassed. H.P. Lovecraft 

dedicates, in his essay on Supernatural Horror in Literature, a whole chapter to his fellow 

countryman Edgar Allan Poe. Here Lovecraft states: 3 

 
In the eighteen-thirties occurred a literary dawn directly affecting not only the history of the weird tale, but 

that of short fiction as a whole; and indirectly moulding the trends and fortunes  of a great European 

aesthetic school. It is our good fortune as Americans to be able to claim that dawn as our own, for it came in 

the person of our most illustrious and unfortunate fellow-countryman Edgar Allan Poe. (52) 

 

Lovecraft then continues to defend Poe from the most common criticism:  

 
Poe�s fame has been subject to curious undulations, and it is now fashion amongst the �advanced 

intelligentsia� to minimize his importance both as an artist and as an influence but it would be hard for any 

mature and reflective critic to deny the tremendous value of his work and persuasive potency of his mind as 

an opener of artistic vistas. (52) 

 

Therefore, although Poe perhaps did not invent the Gothic short story, he invented something 

within it, a kind of story which does not move by a simple narrative but by a sort of spiraling 

intensification and this technique is at its most obvious in the short story entitled The Fall of 

the House of Usher. Poe had in a sense a more scientific way of thinking and writing, 

concentrating on the human mind rather than the usages of Gothic fiction; he really 

understood the mechanics of fear and strangeness and could make a common vision into a 

nightmare. The importance of Edgar Allan Poe can be widely debated but for Lovecraft and a 

lot of other, mainly American, horror writers his influence is greatly cherished, and Lovecraft 

                                                
2 David, Punter, The Literature of Terror Volume 1: The Gothic Tradition. 165 
3 H.P, Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror in Literature (1945; New York: Dover, 1973) 52 
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states; �Whatever his limitations, Poe did that which no one else ever did or could have done, 

and to him we owe the modern horror-story in its final and perfected state.� (52-53) 

 

1.4 Later American Gothic 

The later American Gothic of the early 1890s is often associated with the common ghost-story 

or horror fiction. The mind and its flaws is still something that is used to inspire fear but so 

are also more physical terrors and grotesqueries. Important authors at this time were Ambrose 

Bierce, Robert W. Chambers and, the master of supernatural fiction, H.P. Lovecraft. These 

authors were without doubt very different but also very similar; the theme of death is one of 

these similarities. The author Bierce wrote sixty-eight short stories and only two of them were 

without the theme of death as a central idea. The others were obsessed not only with death but 

with the very idea of it and often in very violent and terrifying forms. Despair is another 

theme that is common. In the works of Chambers it is almost always evident when he plays 

on our fear of being alone, caught and trapped without any means of escape. This theme is 

actually more evident in Lovecraft�s works than the theme of death is.4  

 

1.5 The Gothic Style of H.P. Lovecraft 

The most easily acknowledged theme in Lovecraft�s works however is the fear of the past, 

ancient beings, sects conducting rituals and forbidden lore resurfacing. Lovecraft himself 

wrote; �All my stories, unconnected as they may be, are based on the fundamental lore or 

legend that this world was inhabited at one time by another race who, in practicing black 

magic, lost their foothold and were expelled, yet live on outside, ever ready to take possession 

of this earth and its inhabitants again� (39) 

Lovecraft often stated that the oldest and most powerful emotion in mankind is fear of the 

unknown and this statement is evident throughout all his works whether it is part of the 

�Cthulhu Mythos� (the idea of the �other�, of alien creatures trying to claw their way into our 

world once more) with the Necronomicons blasphemous pages being utilized or if it is one of 

Lovecraft�s older stories or poems. The fear of the unknown and the enemy among us 

combined with the human psyche and somewhat nameless, disgusting and grotesque creatures 

have made Lovecraft�s fiction truly original and although many critics think of his writing as 

more or less worthless, both in style and content, he still is a very important figure for horror 

writers today such as Stephen King. David Punter, professor of English studies at the 

                                                
4David, Punter, The Literature of Terror Volume 2: The Modern Gothic (1996; New York: New York, 1996) 27 
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University of Stirling, has a good passage about Lovecraft in his book The Literature of 

Terror where he summarizes the common Lovecraftian idea: 

 
The fundamental structure of terror in most of Lovecraft�s works is a simple one. In a New England setting 

he recounts fables of degeneration. In this respect, his work unites the fears of the historical past which 

preoccupied the writers in the early nineteenth century with anxiety about species-past, as in post-Darwinian 

British writers, and it is this important conjunction which is responsible for such strength as his writing has. 

His backcloth brings together a number of thinly disguised East Coast towns, chosen for their historical 

�depth and field�, with those other depths, of the sea and of outer space, breeding-grounds for the primitive 

but powerful exiled beings who await their chance to return and topple the flimsy dominion of humanity. 

Horror often comes at the point where sea-beings become amphibious and begin to crawl out of their 

domain. (39) 
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Chapter II 
 

The Shared Themes of Edgar Allan Poe and H.P. Lovecraft 
 
2.1 The Theme of Madness 
 

Both Lovecraft and Poe, different as they may be, have a way of dealing with the mental state 

of their characters and creating an eerie and sick environment for their short stories to take 

place in. The description of certain locales and scenery as well as the minds of their characters 

has a touch of filth and twisted physics that makes the reader aware of the sickness that is 

present. Lovecraft�s madness is based on the knowledge of nameless horrors that are lurking 

in the depths of the sea or in the veil of time and space itself while Poe�s aspect of madness is 

completely the other way around with madness itself being the amplifier of fright. David 

Punter states: �Where Poe refers to the �life within�, Lovecraft is utterly devoid from 

psychological interests; his terrors are entirely those of the unintelligible outside, of the 

individual cramped by alien encroachment.� 5     

 

In Lovecraft�s works insanity comes to someone who struggles to uncover lore and legends 

that are best left alone or, if unlucky enough, to someone who stumbles upon a spawning pool 

or lair of one of Lovecraft�s mythological creatures known as the old ones and outer beings. 

These creatures are often ancient and revered Gods, still being called upon and prayed to by 

small cults in different locations of the earth, they are older than the stars themselves and all 

too much for a simple human mind to comprehend. Cthulhu, which is perhaps the most 

important creature in Lovecraft�s mythos, is one of these old-ones and he is said to sleep the 

sleep of death in the sunken city of R�lyeh until the stars are in correct order for him to make 

his return. It is this fear or rather the knowledge about ancient alien creatures such as Cthulhu 

that is the basis for Lovecraft�s aspect of insanity. He argues that too much wisdom, too much 

science will eventually lead us humans to the truth and the truth will drive us mad, delirious 

and utterly insane. From the first passage of the short story The Call of Cthulhu: 6 

 
The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents.  

We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we 

should voyage far. The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some 
                                                
5 David, Punter, The Literature of Terror Volume 2: The Modern Gothic. 38 
6 H.P, Lovecraft, The Call of Cthulhu and Other Weird Stories (1926; New York: Penguin, 1999) 139  
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day the piercing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our 

frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light into 

the peace and safety of a new dark age. (139) 

 

Insanity can also, in Lovecraft�s works, be a state in which the person has been induced by a 

creature of formidable power. This can be seen in the short story The Colour out of Space 

when a meteorite falls into the soil of a farm in Arkham, Lovecraft�s fictional New England 

County, and soon after strange things take place on that farm. The crops on the farm grow 

rapidly, taste terrible and are surrounded by a strange glow. No one on the farm suspects that 

behind this colorful chaos is nothing other than a parasite from space that has infected their 

well and is spreading through the soil of the farm. This same creature is the one that drives the 

farmers wife and younger son insane, so insane that he has to lock them up in the attic where 

he and his other son can hear them shrieking in unknown tongues, clawing the wall and 

throwing themselves against the attic door: 7 
 

It happened in June, about the anniversary of the meteor�s fall, and the poor woman screamed about things 

in the air which she could not describe. In her raving there was not a single specific noun, but only verbs and 

pronouns. Things moves, changed, fluttered and ears tingled to impulses which were not wholly sounds. 

Something was taken way � she was being drained of something � something was fastening itself on her that 

ought not to be � someone must make it keep off � nothing was ever still in the night � the walls and 

windows shifted. Nahum did not send her to the county asylum, but let her wander about the house as long 

as she was harmless to herself and the others. Even when her expression changed, he did nothing. But when 

the boys grew afraid of her, and Thaddeus nearly fainted in the way she made faces to him, he decided to 

keep her locked up in the attic. By July she had ceased to speak and crawled around on all fours, and before 

that month was over she become somewhat luminous in the dark. (250) 

 

It continues: 
 

His wife now had spells of terrific screaming, and he and the boys were in constant state of nervous tension. 

Thaddeus went mad in September after a visit to the well. He had gone with a pail and had come back 

empty-handed, shrieking and waving his arms, and sometimes lapsing into an inane titer or a whisper about 

�the moving colours down there�. Two in one family was pretty bad, but Nahun was brave about it. He let 

the boy run about for a week until he began stumbling and hurting himself, and then he shut him in an attic 

room across the hall from his mother�s. They way they screamed and clawed at each other from behind their 

locked doors was very terrible, especially to little Merwin, who fancied they talked in some terrible 

language that was not of this earth. (252)        

                                                
7 H.P, Lovecraft, Omnibus 3: The Haunter of the Dark  (1926; London: HarperCollins, 1994)  236  
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Poe, on the other hand, dealt primarily with the psyche when it inspires fright, in contrast to 

Lovecraft and his creatures. While Lovecraft focuses on the direct action, on the hideous 

sights and events, Poe puts emphasis on his characters and their state of mind. It is hard, in 

Poe�s case, to know when someone is truly insane or if the happenings are even taking place 

at all; at the end of each short story we do not know if anything we have read is real or the 

fabrication of the narrators deranged mind and it should be mentioned that the word opium 

and a description of its uses is present in almost every single one of Poe�s short stories.  

Lovecraft himself, in his essay Supernatural Horror in Literature, admired Poe for his 

understanding of the human psyche and gives praise to him, and the way he defies the 

common Gothic aspects for scientific ideas: 8 
 

Before Poe the bulk of weird writers had worked largely in the dark; without an understanding of the 

psychological basis of the horror appeal, and hampered by more or less of conformity to certain empty 

literary conventions such as the happy ending, virtue rewarded, and in general hollow moral didacticism, 

acceptance of popular standards and values, and striving to the author to obtrude his own emotions into the 

story and take sides with partisans of the majority�s artificial ideas. Poe, on the other hand, perceived the 

essential impersonality of the real artist; and he knew that the function of creative fiction is merely to 

express and interpret events and sensations as they are, regardless of how they tend or what they prove - 

good or evil, attractive or repulsive, stimulating or depressing, with the author always acting as a vivid and 

detached chronicler rather than as a teacher, sympathizer, or vendor of opinion. (53)    

 

The feeling of madness is one of Poe�s greatest trademarks and is evident throughout most of 

his work but it is perhaps most evident in the short story The Fall of The House of Usher. The 

short story starts out with the narrator who is on his way to visit a friend, Roderick Usher, 

with both mental and physical illnesses who lives with his sister in their family home that has 

been around for centuries. The feeling of melancholy is heavy and before he meets his 

deranged friend the landscape and the mansion are visualized in a decayed and depressed 

environment with the house standing with bleak walls and eye-like windows: 9 
 

I looked upon the scene before me � upon the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the domain 

� upon bleak walls � upon the vacant eye-like windows � upon a few rank sedges � and upon a few white 

trunks of decayed trees � with an utter depression of soul which I can compare to no earthly sensation more 

properly than to the afterdream of the reveller upon opium � the bitter lapse into everyday life � the hideous 

dropping of the veil.  (90) 

 

                                                
8 H.P, Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror in Literature. 53 
9 Edgar, Allan Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings (1839; London: Penguin, 2003) 90    
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Just by reading the first passage the narrator gives us the impression that something is not 

quite right at the house of Usher and it gradually becomes worse, of course, as the lifeless 

interior as well as the two dying siblings are exposed. The atmosphere itself is sick and 

maddening and there are hints of incestuous acts and obscure diseases. The later part of the 

story with Roderick�s sister returning from the grave to claim her brothers life and the 

mansion crumbling into the lake while the narrator is making his escape is a powerful yet 

doubtful climax. The events in the short story can be �explained� in a lot of different ways, as 

in most of Poe�s psychological stories, and David Punter presents various explanations based 

on the following passage from the end of the story:  
 

Oh! wither shall I fly? Will she not be here anon? Is she not hurrying to upbraid me for my haste? Have I 

not heard her footstep on the stair? Do I not distinguish that heavy and horrible beating of her heart? 

Madman! � here he sprang furiously to his feet, and shrieked out his syllables, as if in the effort he were 

giving up his soul � Madman! I tell you that she now stands without the door! (House of Usher, 108) 

 

The word �Madman� is, according to David Punter, the key to the whole story as he writes: 

�In a sense the whole action of the tale has been towards the production of this one word, with 

its multiple interpretations.� 10 He proposes a lot of different interpretations regarding who in 

this story actually is insane as he continues: �Roderick, at least, has seen the madness in his 

companion [the narrator] or Roderick has finally seen his own insanity in full colours; or, the 

narrator is giving vicarious vent to his psychological triumph over the dying Roderick ....� 

(179)   

      

Even though Lovecraft and Poe have different means of visualizing a sick mind they agree on 

a single but nonetheless important point;  the degeneration and corruption of the mind due to 

fear of oneself or ones actions. Lovecraft�s characters suffer not only the corruption of the 

mind but they also, more often, suffer a change in appearance � both a psychological and 

physiological change, which is also the case in Poe�s Usher. The critic Edmund Wilson 

commented on Lovecraft�s work that he had �never yet found in Lovecraft a single sentence 

that Poe could have written, though there are some � not at all the same thing � that have 

evidently been influenced by Poe.�11 A harsh, but somewhat true, statement because 

Lovecraft never did concentrate, like Poe did, on the psychological experience but 

concentrates instead how to make his creatures as disturbing and frightening as possible. As a 
                                                
10 David, Punter, The Literature of Terror Volume 1: The Gothic Tradition. 179 
11 David, Punter, The Literature of Terror Volume 2: The Modern Gothic. 38 
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fellow countryman and a great admirer of Poe he, of course, is somewhat influenced, just like 

Wilson suggests, by him and one aspect that both authors share is the one mentioned above � 

the degeneration of mind and body due to personal and inner complexions. In the short stories 

The Fall of the House of Usher and Ligeia by Poe and in Polaris by Lovecraft, the characters 

seem to gradually become insane because of what they have done or not done. Roderick in 

Usher is a perfect example and even though we do not get to know about his past there is an 

intended wicked connection between him and his sister. His sister, who represents his guilt, 

that might be sexual due to several incestuous hints in the text, and his state of a decaying 

frame is the degeneration of him both mentally and physically. His sister returning from the 

dead, either in his mind or for real, is a metaphor of his sins coming back to haunt him as he 

dies of fright when his sister is standing bloodied and moaning in the doorway:  
 

It was the work of the rushing gust � but then without those doors there DID stand the lofty and enshrouded 

figure of lady Madeleine of Usher. There was blood upon her white robes, and the evidence of some bitter 

struggle upon every portion of her emaciated frame. For a moment she remained trembling and reeling to 

and fro upon the threshold, then, with a low moaning cry, fell heavily inward upon the person of her brother, 

and in her violent and now final death-agonies, bore him to the floor a corpse, and a victim of the terrors he 

had anticipated. (House of Usher 108)             

 

In the short story Ligeia the narrator is undoubtedly the one with the unstable mind. In the 

beginning of the story he is deeply in love with, or rather fascinated, by his wife. He describes 

her as somewhat alienated with big liquid eyes in with which he is utterly transfixed: �They 

were, I must believe, far larger than the ordinary of our own race.� 12 When she dies of 

disease, the most common way to die in Poe�s stories, they swear an oath together in which 

she defies death. The narrator finds a new wife shortly thereafter who also dies of some kind 

of disease and her body is reanimated by the spirit of his first wife. He hears the corpse 

murmuring, sighing until in the very end it stands and comes towards him and he sees those 

liquid eyes again. The narrator in this story has lost two wives and is, of course, a user of 

opium so the talking and walking corpse of his second wife with the spirit of his first might be 

nothing else than the fantasies of his ravaged mind. Triggered by his longing for his first dead 

wife and since it is not clear if he killed his second wife, since he did not like her very much, 

his guilt might also be what triggers his insanity if he was actually sane to begin with.      

Lovecraft�s short story �Polaris� is a weird tale of a man who, when he wakes up, finds 

himself utterly alone in �a house of stone and brick by a swamp and a cemetery with his only 
                                                
12 Edgar, Allan Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings. 64 
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companion the pole star�. When he dreams, he dreams about his �real life�, and he can see that 

his village is being burned and the people killed and raped by the invaders. 13 
 

I was to give the signal of fire which would warn the waiting soldiers and save the town from immediate 

disaster....  My head, heavy and reeling, dropped to my breast, and when next  looked up it was in a dream, 

with the pole Star grinning at me through a window from over the swaying trees of this dream swamp. And I 

am still dreaming. (33) 

 

He remembers that his duty was to the light the signal fire to warn his people of the enemies 

approach but he cannot because he is stuck alone in some other place. When he dreams he 

perceives his �reality� and he sees what happens and when he wakes up he finds himself alone 

again. Isolation and the guilt about his peoples� deaths drive him insane, if he was in fact sane 

to begin with. A theory as good as any other might be that he lies in mental institution, wakes 

up isolated with a bright lamp acting as this pole star and when he dreams his reality, it is 

nothing more than a dream:  
 

And as I writhe in my guilty agony, frantic to save the city whose peril every moment grows, and vainly 

striving to shake off this unnatural dream of a house of stone and brick south of a sinister swamp and a 

cemetery on a low hillock, the Pole Star, evil and monstrous, leers down from the black vault, winking 

hideously like an insane watching eye which strives to convey some message, yet recalls nothing save that it 

once had a message to convey. (35) 

 

This is exactly something Poe could have written, perhaps not in its language and style, but in 

its theme. Both authors have their own distinguished styles but it is evident that Lovecraft is 

influenced by his fellow countryman Poe as, even if the language, style and overall theme 

might be different, there are similarities in the way they perceive madness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
13 H.P, Lovecraft, Omnibus 2: Dagon And other Macabre Tales  (1918; London: HarperCollins, 1994)  31 
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2.2 The Theme of Death  
 

Death is generally looked upon with fear, except by religious individuals, as no one can really 

tell what will happen when death comes. But it is not just the �action� of dying that has 

inspired fear in humankind since ancient times but also the mysteries surrounding it, whether 

they be moaning spirits or hungry flesh eating zombies. To be caught in a fire, to sit in a 

sinking car, to be swallowed by the earth or to be tortured and humiliated unto death are all 

good examples of deaths we can do without. Artists can examine this fear and Lovecraft, for 

example, can incorporate all these fears and still have something imaginative such as an 

unknown sea creature pulling the individual down in to the depths (Dagon, Call of Cthulhu) 

or mysterious vapors that dissolves the skin of its victim (Colors out of Space).      

�All who love life fear the reaper� is not only a very true and modern statement but also 

evident in the way both Lovecraft and Poe use death as a mean of terror. Death, and the idea 

of it, might not be the leading theme in a short story but it amplifies the horror that we are 

lulled into by the author.  

 

As death is so mysteriously frightening in its own right some of Lovecraft�s short stories are 

filled with death and different aspects of it. The Tomb for instance is one of his works that is 

ruled by the theme of death. The story itself is about a young boy who is a dreamer and a 

visionary, often with melancholic and twisted dreams, who learns about a tomb that serves as 

a resting place for someone that the people in the village do not want to talk about. The boy 

however makes his way inside and finds coffins and sarcophagi filled with the remains of 

long dead people and starts to linger there both day and night. He loves the atmosphere in the 

moist, damp, decayed tomb and uses a vacant coffin as a resting place when he spends his 

time there: �I shall never forget the afternoon when I first stumbled upon the half-hidden 

house of death. I had sworn to the hundred gods of the grove that at any cost I would some 

day force an entrance to the black, chilly depths that seemed calling out to me�. 14 
 

Also: �I felt singularly at home in the musty, charnel-house air. An odd impulse caused me to 

climb upon the broad slab, extinguish my candle, and lie down within the vacant coffin.� (24)   

 

 

                                                
14 H.P, Lovecraft, Omnibus 2: Dagon And other Macabre Tales. 18 
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He is surrounded, transfixed and obsessive by death and finds the company of corpses and 

long withered bones more appealing that that of their living counterpart.   His father, who 

does not know where his son spends all his time, asks a servant to follow him and find out 

what he is doing. The servant finds the boy sleeping outside the gates to the tomb and brings 

him home to his father with the boy kicking and screaming to be buried in the tomb where he 

belongs. The boy, now utterly hysterical, can only be calmed with the knowledge that he will 

in time be buried there and then he smiles and waits:  
 

I found myself screaming and struggling madly in the arms of two men, one of whom was the spy who had 

followed to the tomb. Rain was pouring down in torrents, and upon the southern horizon were flashes of 

lightning that had so lately passed over our heads. My father, his face lined with sorrow, stood by as I 

shouted my demands to be laid within the tomb .... (28) 

 

Lovecraft expands his subject with this story (The Tomb), where there are no elder gods or 

alien creatures to be found, and he comes closer to the style of Poe with a more psychological 

approach. The theme of death is deep and very frightening without anyone actually dying or 

any supernatural occurrences with the remains within the charnel-tomb. The usual 

Lovecraftian way of showing death is, of course, in its most gruesome form with the great old 

one Cthulu rising from the sea slaughtering and eating the crew on the ship that accidentally 

disturbed his sleep of ages or being eaten alive by the rotted and decayed ghouls residing at a 

rundown cemetery.  

 

Poe, on the other hand, could very well do without these vile forms of death and concentrated 

on other forms of demise like that of disease, fright and suicide � all linked, more or less, to 

the inner cause - unlike Lovecraft who concentrates on the exterior cause:  

�Poe�s stories and poems are consistent in their obsessed imagery. His preoccupations with 

the dying mother-sister, the red phantom of tuberculosis, the tomb, suffocation, premature 

burial, womb-like tunnels of darkness and lights, recur again and again in his writings.�15  

 

There are, of course, exceptions such as the short story Murders in the Rue Morgue where the 

murders are gruesome and the results are described in a most disturbing fashion: 16[...] where 

lay the corpse of the old lady, with her throat so entirely cut that, upon an attempt to raise her, 

the head fell off. (150) 

                                                
15 Mankowitz, Wolf, The Extraordinary Mr.Poe (1979; London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1978) 208 
16 Edgar, Allan Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings. 141 
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In the case of the short story The Masque of the Red Death the meaning of death is more 

symbolic and very psychological. The whole tale speaks of death as something that spares no 

one in terms of rich and poor, male and female and so forth. The �Red Death� is a pestilence 

that harvests the life of hundreds in a most horrific fashion and the emphasis is on profuse 

bleeding and the fear of blood (Poe seems to have had a hysterical fear of diseases):  
 

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 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, were the pest ban which shut him out from the aid and from the 

sympathy of his fellow men. 17 
 

The young prince in the city gathers the elite of society for a grand time, while death is 

stalking outside the abbey-palace inside of which the prince wishes to protect himself and his 

followers. The story is very poetical and symbolic and the central theme is without doubt that 

of death and that there is no escape from it as it will inevitably come for us all, Jeffrey Meyers 

in his book on Poe writes: �The Red Death has come like a thief in the night and the story 

itself suggests the transience of life and the futility of trying to escape from death�.18  

It also comes for the prince and his followers in the story when a person infected enters the 

ballroom, in what the prince believes is a red mask but in truth is the victims true face stained 

red by the horrible disease, and as the prince hunts this figure with an unsheathed dagger in 

his hands, death approaches:  
 

There was a sharp cry � and the dagger dropped gleaming upon the sable carpet, upon which, instantly 

afterwards, fell prostrate in death the Prince Prosperto .... 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 illimitable dominion over all.19   

 

Death is looked upon with fear and as horror writers both Lovecraft and Poe knew this. The 

difference between them, as stated above, is that Poe uses the means of death mainly in a 

psychological fashion while Lovecraft concentrates on the death only as a mean for making 

his creatures more frightening. There are exceptions of course (Lovecraft�s The Tomb, Poe�s 

                                                
17 Edgar, Allan Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings. 205 
18 Meyers, Jeffrey, Edgar Allan Poe: Life & Legacy (1992; London: John Murray, 1992) 134 
19 Edgar, Allan Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings. 210 
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The Masque of the Red Death etc.) but generally this is what distinguishes the two different 

styles. 

 

 

2.3 The Dwellings and Landscapes  
 

Both Lovecraft and Poe wrote another sort of Gothic than that of others in their time. Poe did 

not wish for a happy ending or a romantic atmosphere and, as Lovecraft states in an essay, he 

did not want to be a teacher telling the reader what is right and what is wrong � what is light 

and what is dark � but wanted the reader to explore the chronicle he provides on his own. 20 

Lovecraft did not want to have happy endings or romantic atmospheres either and he certainly 

did not want to have any sign of light at all within his stories � he depicted a certain doom by 

the awakening of the old ones (ancient alien Gods and creatures that still stalk the earth) . 

What both authors do cherish is the gothic scenery and the typical mood of sullen landscapes, 

remote mansions and twisted natural details.   

 

Rituals being conducted in remote decayed mansions on lonely hills with a rusty iron fence on 

moonlit nights by cultists of some of the great powers and ancient beings is about as gothic as 

the mood can be in Lovecraft�s stories. There are also fallen gothic churches where evil 

lingers and of course the sunken blasphemous city of R�lyeh with its mighty spires and great 

statues depicting the deity Cthulhu which slumbers deep within its vaults. Lovecraft views 

�the other� as a threat, human cults and hidden societies giving praise the ancient 

monstrosities known as �the others� or �outer beings� is a metaphor for some sort of virus that 

infects and corrupts humans. As the French critic Maurice Lévy wrote in his essay on 

Lovecraft: 21 
 

The bizarre does not fall from the space to terrify or confound, but to corrupt. It is a type of gangrene that 

gnaws, wears away, and finally rots the familiar world through and through. The strain obviously spreads to 

architecture, a choice constituent of the degraded landscapes. The old colonial homes dear to Lovecraft�s 

heart, with their irregular gables, their bizarre framework, their transformed windows � all the residences of 

another age that incite meditation and dream � become through dream sinister places where nameless 

abominations rule. (38)   

 

                                                
20 H.P, Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror in Literature. 53 
21 Maurice, Lévy, Lovecraft: A Study in the Fantastic (1969; Detroit: Wayne State University, 1988) 35 
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There is bound to be corruption and decay wherever the old ones, their servants or other 

beings take root, something that is evident in Lovecraft�s stories. However, there are settings 

of importance in Lovecraft�s fiction even though they might, due to his creatures, take place 

anywhere as in Beyond The Mountain of Madness for example which is staged in the 

Antarctic and other stories such as Polaris which is set in a parallel dream world.  

 

One of these important settings is without doubt New England and the fictional cities 

Dunwich and Innsmouth and, of course, the fictional university Miskatonic University that 

can be found in the fictional city of Arkham just south of Boston.  Arkham and Boston are 

supposedly the only beacons of light in the fiction of Lovecraft, the only place where the 

corruption of the old ones cannot reach or is pushed back by the learned and intelligent 

professors of Miskatonic University that even hold a copy of the Necronomicon � the book of 

the dead � said to contain resurrection rites for the old ones and greater beings. The rest of 

New England is corrupted, rotten and utterly tainted by old ones as well as �unintelligent 

behavior�. The landscape, the cities, the dwellings of New England lose their pleasant, 

picturesque, diurnal aspect, to become lunatic sites, nocturnal images, degraded images of a 

demented dream. (41)  

 

Lovecraft was very fascinated with learning and shunned bodywork and the only thing he 

disliked more than people without education was, like many of his time, �the lesser races� 

(hence the fear of the other). It is due to this that the University stands like a shining spear in 

the darkness that surrounds it and also why all his leading characters are learned (and single) 

men in their late twenties or early thirties with a melancholic expression on their face.  

 

Probably the most important setting in Lovecraft�s works is the sea � and it is not kind.  

In the words of Maurice Lévy:   
 

A frightful element in the Lovecraftian landscape is the sea. Although the tourists may like to dream next to it 

in the charming ports of New England, it is never a friendly, familiar element for our writer. It also has it 

depths, more unsoundable, more primordial than even those of the earth, concealing nauseous horrors. It is 

inhabited by monsters who menace the peace of mankind and pull men in after them into their original 

element. Nothing is more abominable than a Deep One � unless it be, perhaps, the deity they adore, Dagon, the 

gigantic, scaly, and viscous entity, the mere sight of which makes lost navigators lose their reason.... (40) 

But when it happens to be the dead city of R�lyeh, built millions of years before the beginning of history , then 

madness must await the human race. (41) 
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Poe�s fiction is even closer to the old-school gothic landscapes which is understandable as he 

was active a century before Lovecraft. The visions and architecture in his splendid short story 

The Fall of the House of Usher is a great example of his ingenious skills as a writer. There are 

depressed, melancholic and often very frightening surroundings which through Poe�s skillful 

description could be mistaken as being a dream, and there is often a hint of surrealism in the 

surroundings � not to mention the mansion and surrounding land in Usher: 
 

I know not how it was � but, with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded 

my spirit. I say insufferable: for the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-pleasurable, because poetic, 

sentiment with which the mind usually receives even the sternest natural images of the desolate or terrible. I 

look upon the scene before me � upon the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the domain � 

upon the bleak walls � upon a few rank sedges � and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees � with an 

utter depression of soul, which I can compare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the after-dream 

of the reveller upon opium � the bitter lapse into every-day life � the hideous dropping off of the veil. 22     
 

As mentioned previously Poe is more of a tradionalist than Lovecraft and he also offers a lot 

of vivid descriptions of landscapes and locales in a dream state so the reader can interpret the 

story in a lot of different ways. Lovecraft on the other hand concentrates on the mood, the 

action and the fear and utter disgust his creatures and their surroundings inspire.  

 

Then again, these authors are very different in both style and context and Lovecraft never 

aspired to surpass his fellow countryman Poe. As time goes by, fewer successful American 

Horror writers are inspired by Poe�s school of horror but more influenced by Lovecraft�s � if 

this is just a question about what is modern today and what is not is hard to say. Stephen 

King, for instance, is inspired by Lovecraft, just as Lovecraft was inspired by Poe. Lovecraft 

will never be acknowledged as an important author in the genre by critics because he can not 

surpass Poe who artistically is considered to be the American master of horror and even 

though they share a lot of themes and ideas they are very different. However according to 

Maurice Levy, Lovecraft�s mythos is even more popular than Tolkien�s world of middle 

earth. (Maurice Lévy, 63)  

         

 

 

 
                                                
22 Edgar, Allan Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings. 90    
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Conclusion 
 

Even though Lovecraft never surpasses Poe when exploring psychological horror he is 

nevertheless remarkably skilled. The psychological disturbances and the longing for death in 

Lovecraft�s The Tomb are something Poe could have written, and although it would perhaps 

not have been one of Poe�s greatest short stories it would nonetheless share common traits 

with his other creations. The themes of mental disorder and psychological ailments are 

something that, usually, come as a reminder of a meeting with one of the many creatures in 

Lovecraft�s fiction. When encountered by the old ones or alien creatures sanity would 

probably slip and Lovecraft�s characters become insane as they are no superheroes but only 

men that lose their mind over things they cannot comprehend. Insanity in the hands of Poe is 

fear itself, and the questionable occurrences and the symbolism can even make the reader 

question his or her own sanity. This is not the case with Lovecraft as his grotesque beings are 

the ones that will spread fear during the long nights in solitude.  

 

Death is primarily for Lovecraft an amplifier of fear and seldom its original cause. Of course 

there are stories that consist of nothing but the theme of death such as in The Tomb or The 

Masque of the Red Death for instance. Otherwise �death� amplifies fear as when Cthulu 

appears from the depths of the black sea, monstrously gigantic and throws his tentacles 

around the ship, dragging it and its crew to a watery grave � or worse. Rituals and offerings of 

human sacrifices are also splendid examples where death simply prepares us for what is to 

come. Poe on the other hand is much more psychologically obsessed with the idea of death, 

probably because death is a subject that can be discussed endlessly. Even though it is not 

always the primary theme of all his short stories it nevertheless exists in many of them.  

 

Lovecraft and Poe both use a lot of traditional gothic settings like run down damp mansions 

with rusted iron gates, the melancholic state of both nature and characters and of course the 

dark and brooding sky. Although they both use the descriptions as most horror writers do, 

they concentrate on totally different aspects. Poe concentrates on the dream state and opium 

affected surrealistic descriptions that question the narrators as well as other person�s sanity. 

Lovecraft on the other hand has several different mainstay settings � infested grounds, the sea, 

and New England.  There is no place free of the reach and corruption of the old ones and their 

servants and peaceful villages or cities turn into infested nightmares of filth and decay. The 
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setting is never truly important as long as the same feeling of decay is present, as it always is; 

there is of course always something far more twisted and wicked brooding in the 

environment.  

 

It is also rather evident that Lovecraft did not aspire to be a new Poe, he respected and adored 

Poe both as a visionary and as a writer but considering his own distinguished style he never 

had a plan to surpass Poe. Instead he delivered something new and unique that, at the time, 

was not viewed as the pinnacle of weird literature or the dawn of a new age. It was after his 

death that Lovecraft�s genius actually became acknowledged, and he became recognized as a 

fantastic visionary with a style of his very own.  
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