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Introduction  

Howard Phillips Lovecraft wrote horror stories about monsters and magic with a science 

fiction angle. He transcended the established approach to writing horror fiction and created 

his own style. He gave scientific explanations to old superstitions to make them suitable for 

modern readers. His stories revolve to a great extent around alien ―gods‖ called the Old Ones, 

and mysterious books of ―magic‖, and these motifs shed light on the place of humankind in 

the universe. This essay deals with Lovecraft’s use of the theme of human inability to handle 

hidden knowledge and the use of the Old Ones to reduce mankind to insignificance.  

 

In the first chapter, dealing with hidden knowledge, the stories The Call of Cthulhu and At the 

Mountains of Madness are analyzed to illuminate the psychological danger of gaining too 

much knowledge. Then the stories Herbert West- Reanimator and The Case of Charles Dexter 

Ward are analyzed to show how Lovecraft perceived that humanity is not competent to use 

the hidden knowledge without unwanted consequences. The stories are also compared to 

show how Lovecraft wanted to integrate scientific concepts and ancient beliefs.  

 

In the second chapter, dealing with Man’s place in the universe, the focus is on the Old Ones 

and how their superiority to humans is used as a reference point to show how small and 

insignificant humanity really is. First, their superiority is ascertained by establishing their role 

as creators of life on Earth, their incredible size and age, their technological advantage, their 

intellectual sophistication, which makes them able to travel between the third and fourth 

dimension and possessing great power. Also, their faults are revealed by drawing parallels 

between human imperfections and their own. Finally, the telescoping effect of the revelation 

of ―other gods‖ that humble the Old Ones, serves to reduce humanity to a mere speck on the 

canvas that is reality.  
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Autobiographical Note on the Author  

Howard Phillips Lovecraft was born in 1890, in Providence, Rhode Island. When he was three 

years old his father became insane and was institutionalized. His insanity is believed to have 

been caused by syphilis, and he died in 1898. Lovecraft lived with his mother and two aunts 

as well as his maternal grandfather. His mother was apparently affected by her husband’s 

death, something her behaviour towards her son reflects. ―Lovecraft's mother made him wear 

his hair long until he was six, and treated him like a girl. Her grief seems to have made her 

thoroughly neurotic; she was intensely possessive about the child, yet gave him very little 

affection and told people he was ugly.‖1  

 

Lovecraft started reading early, at the age of three. At five, he read 1001 Arabian Nights and 

invented the name Abdul Alhazred according to S.T. Joshi in a biography that first appeared 

in H.P. Lovecraft Centennial Guidebook. This was a name he would later give the author of 

his fictional book of magic called Necronomicon. He was introduced to the classical world 

through Bulfinch’s Age of Fable and children’s versions of the Iliad and Odyssey, and wrote a 

paraphrase of the Odyssey at age seven called The Poem of Ulysses which consisted of ―88 

lines of intentionally rhyming verse‖ (Joshi).  

 

He did a lot of reading and writing throughout his entire life. He started school at eight, and 

discovered Edgar Allan Poe which influenced his writing tremendously, but his mother took 

                                                 
1
 Colin Wilson. "H(oward) P(hillips) Lovecraft," Science Fiction Writers: Critical Studies of the Major Authors from the 

Early Nineteenth Century to the Present Day, Ed. Everett Franklin Bleiler. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 

1982.) Literature Resources from Gale, Online, Internet, 13 Feb, 2010.  
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him out of school after only one year. He studied independently and took an interest in 

science, first chemistry, then astronomy, and soon began producing hectographed scientific 

journals to give to his friends (Joshi). This led to him appearing in print for the first time in 

1906 when he wrote a letter to the Providence Sunday Journal, on an astronomical matter. He 

soon started writing columns for various newspapers (Joshi). In 1904 Lovecraft’s grandfather 

died, and his estate was mismanaged with resulting financial difficulties for the family, and 

they were forced to move from their Victorian mansion to a small apartment. As a result he 

contemplated suicide, but decided against it because of his love of learning (Joshi). Lovecraft 

went to high school but suffered a nervous breakdown before he could finish, and spent five 

years as a recluse while he suffered from several ailments including headaches, indigestion, 

depression, fatigue and loss of concentration (Wilson). During this time, when his mother 

encouraged him to stay at home and not see friends he wrote letters to newspapers and 

magazines, building up a circle of correspondents (Wilson). His extensive letter-writing 

became a life-long habit wherein one can get a glimpse of his remarkable self-education 

(Joshi). 

 

In 1915 he was drawn into amateur journalism and was persuaded by one of his amateur 

journalist friends to begin writing stories in earnest, and his career in fiction began to 

develop.
2
 He was noticed by Edward F Daas, the president of the United Amateur Press 

Association (UAPA), because of his fierce letters in the debate column in The Argosy, 

attacking a writer for the magazine (Joshi). Encouraged by his new friends, he started writing 

fiction again, which he had given up in 1908. In 1917 he wrote The Tomb and Dagon, and 

from then on produced a ―steady if sparse flow of fiction‖ (Joshi).  

 

                                                 
2
 Donald R Burleson,‖H(oward) P(hillips) Lovecraft,‖ Supernatural Fiction Writers: Fantasy and Horror, Ed 

Everett Franklin Bleiler: (New York: Charles Screibner’s Sons, 1985.) Literature Resources from Gale, Online, 

Internet, 13 Feb, 2010.  
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In 1921, the year his mother died, Lovecraft met Sonia Haft Greene at an amateur journalism 

convention in Boston (Joshi). In 1926 he married her and moved to New York City, which he 

hated (Wilson). The marriage did not last. Sonia had to move to Cleveland for a job, and 

Lovecraft had declined a job in Chicago (Joshi). After staying in an apartment in a seedy area 

of Brooklyn called Red Hook, his return to his beloved Providence was arranged, but his 

aunts would not let Sonia come there to start a business, because ―their nephew could not be 

tainted by the stigma of a tradeswoman wife‖ (Joshi). They were divorced in 1929. Lovecraft 

lived in Providence for the remainder of his life which ended in 1937 when he succumbed to 

intestinal cancer. 

 

Lovecraft wrote some fiction when he was young, but focused on science and poetry in the 

period from 1908-1917, before taking up fiction again. His ―poetic efforts‖ have, according to 

Burleson, ―served to give him a grounding in metrical competence and, more important, a 

poetic cast of mind that would come to have a great deal to do with the sonorous, alliterative, 

balanced quality of his later prose style.‖ Needless to say, his scientific studies affected his 

work. Being an amateur astronomer he wrote ―cosmic horror‖ stories, though they were often 

on the border between science fiction and supernatural horror. Lovecraft’s grandfather used to 

tell him gothic-themed stories when he was young, and he discovered Poe, which seems to 

have reinforced his love of horror. As a child Lovecraft was somewhat lonely and was 

frequently ill, physically and, apparently, to an extent psychologically (Joshi), and is said to 

have suffered from night terrors (Wilson). His dreams have influenced and inspired his 

writing, which is evident in some stories. Even his letter writing appears to have influenced 

his style -His stories are often written as if they were ―letters‖ to whoever may find them.  
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It was not only his unique style of writing that set him apart from other writers. His horror 

stories are not like anything that came before. For instance, he did not rely on the tried and 

true monsters like werewolves and vampires, nor did he write ghost stories. Even the 

traditional horror milieus were abandoned. The monsters Lovecraft created are grotesque and 

indescribable, which aim at our fear of the unknown. They serve as hints of what may lie 

beyond our perceptions and comprehension. The horror lies in the revelation that the world is 

not what we think it is, but much stranger and scarier than we could imagine. The stories are 

also structured differently. In a documentary on BBC Radio 3 these words are spoken:  

 

Most horror, traditionally, has been essentially a ghost train ride: You climb onto the ghost train, 

you head off into the darkness where the horror is waiting, and at the end of the story you bounce 

out back into the daylight, the monsters are defeated, things were hard but you’re ok. Lovecraft 

doesn’t offer that. You don’t get off the ghost train
3
.  

 

This effect is produced by the revelation, that not only do the horrors exist, but they are part 

of ―the structure of the universe‖ (BBC Radio 3). China Mieville believes that Lovecraft’s 

monsters reflect ―the same cultural process that we see in the explosion of the avant garde, the 

same social crisis that leads to dada‖ following the First World War, when ―everything was 

bleak and new [and people wanted to] rethink everything from the ground up and saying we 

do not understand the universe that we thought made some kind of rational order‖ (BBC 

Radio 3). At the pulp level of fiction, Mieville says, this comes in the form of these strange 

monsters that Lovecraft created. -He changed the image of the prototypical monster from 

something out of folklore into something hideous with tentacles.  

 

                                                 
3
 BBC Radio 3, Weird Tales: The Strange Life of H P Lovecraft, (Sunday 3 December 2006. ) 
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1. Hidden Knowledge  

 

Lovecraft was a very curious and scientific minded person, yet his stories revolve largely 

around the horrors of discovering the true nature of the universe. The opening passage in his 

perhaps most well known story The Call of Cthulhu, is a sharp warning to stay away from the 

pursuit of knowledge, and also decries man’s ability to handle the truth:  

 

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 day the piecing 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.
4
  

 

This passage represents the recurring idea behind much of Lovecraft’s fiction. The idea 

that our present understanding of the universe is very incomplete but suited for our 

human minds, while the universe holds secrets that, if learned, turn our conceptions of 

reality upside-down and inside out, and  those unfortunate enough to learn them are 

driven mad by the revelations. Considering that Lovecraft was a man whose curiosity 

was so consuming that it saved him from suicide, it is curious that he wrote stories 

which seem to echo the old saying; ―curiosity killed the cat‖, albeit that the characters 

are not always killed.  

 

The stories typically follow a recognizable pattern. In the case of the Call of Cthulhu, 

the narrator inherits a chest from his uncle which contains an entire investigation into 

                                                 
4
 H.P. Lovecraft, ―The Call of Cthulhu,‖ Weird Tales, 11. No.2, (February 1928).  
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some strange occurrences surrounding an image of a monster of peculiar appearance 

with octopus like features accompanied by strange writings in an unknown language. 

The narrator is intrigued by this mystery and continues the investigation himself. By 

studying the various accounts of dreams and newspaper clippings and his uncle’s notes, 

looking at the dates involved, he becomes increasingly convinced that the monster is 

real, and that the outlandish beliefs of the cult that worships this monster and his likes, 

are also real. He is finally convinced when he reads the letter left behind by a 

Norwegian seaman who had encountered the monster on an uncharted island south of 

Australia. The letter corroborates the other evidence and the narrator is haunted by the 

knowledge that these monsters exist and what their existence implies, and also fears 

that he may be assassinated by the secret cult because he has learned too much, which 

he suspects was the fate of both his uncle and the seaman.  

 

This pattern is somewhat typical of Lovecraft’s work. The main character comes into 

contact with some mystery with awful suggestions, and cannot refrain from 

investigating it. The investigation reveals facts that suggest things even more terrible, 

but the narrator refuses to believe them, until he obtains some irrefutable piece of 

evidence. After this revelation he is doomed to spend the rest of his life in fear. This 

pattern highlights the mental inability to cope with the revelation of facts that contradict 

our most fundamental beliefs and force us to accept a reality that is completely 

unsuitable for human minds. This is why we would rather flee into ―the peace and 

safety of a new dark age‖, -the truth would destroy us. In the above quotation, he also 

says that science will one day reach a point where the light of knowledge becomes 

―deadly‖, which is a claim that humanity is simply too curious to refrain from scientific 

endeavour.  
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The enduring curiosity of humankind is viewed suspiciously in the novel At the 

Mountains of Madness which is the story of a scientific expedition to the Antarctic 

where they make incredible discoveries of increasingly disturbing importance.  The 

first discoveries they make are quite benign; a new kind of limestone, with odd 

patterns, vaguely suggestive of tracks left by some unknown prehistoric species, 

although the limestone had been formed at a time when life forms were simple; and a 

mountain range with peaks that surpass even Mt Everest, and have strange cubeoid 

structures on them. The discoveries become more extraordinary, when one team of 

scientists unearth grotesque creatures that have feet matching the patterns in the 

limestone but are so complex for their age that they should not exist. Furthermore, they 

are incredibly well preserved showing no signs of fossilization or decay. There is a 

storm during which there is no contact with the first team that discovered the creatures. 

Upon their arrival at the site the second team finds that the camp has been destroyed 

and apart from a missing man and a dog, everybody is found dead, although some of 

the creatures are missing, and a few are buried in a strange way. There are worrying 

signs that the creatures have woken up, and the team appears to have been butchered, 

but no one dares suggest it. Instead, they speculate that the missing team member had 

gone mad. At this point, curiosity had spelled the demise of the first team. Also, the 

―terrifying vistas of reality‖, opened up by the ominous signs at the campsite, made the 

surviving team plunge headfirst into wilful denial.  

 

Never failing in their thirst for knowledge, they make a flight over the mountain range, 

and discover a gigantic ―cyclopean‖
5
 city that must predate all humanity. Naturally, 

                                                 
5
 H.P. Lovecraft, ―At the Mountains of Madness,‖ Astounding Stories, 16, No. 6, (February 1936); 17, No. 1, 

(March 1936); 17, No. 2, (April 1936).  
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they land and inspect the city where they find artwork that seems to tell the story of the 

inhabitants and the unexpected history of life on earth. They learn that the creatures had 

come to earth from space one billion years ago, and it was these ―Elder Ones‖
6
 who 

created the first forms of life on Earth to be their slaves. They used some form of 

bioengineering, but other life evolved on its own. The scientists also learned that other 

kinds of aliens had come from the stars and there had been great wars over the Earth. 

Different changes in climate, and continental drift had changed circumstances, and 

ultimately forced the Elder Ones to retreat into an underground sea because they had 

forgotten how to travel through space. The scientists try to find this sea, and find more 

indications that the aliens had awakened, and also more art that told how the slave 

species called Shoggoths had evolved to be able to mimic their masters to a certain 

degree. There is also mention of an even higher mountain, on top of which the home of 

something that even the Elder Ones worshipped is located.  

 

The hitherto awakened aliens from the camp were found dead and dismembered at the 

entrance to the underground sea, and here the scientists realize that the Shoggoths had 

defeated the Elder Ones in a war, because their ability to change their form had made 

them too powerful. After this discovery they are chased by what they think is an Elder 

One, but which is revealed to be an even more terrible creature, apparently the 

Shoggoth that had killed the awakened ones. Through its capacity to mimic the sounds 

of the Elder Ones, the revelation that it was a Shoggoth was yet another horrible 

discovery. The sounds are like a ―piping over a wide range‖
7
 which the scientists have 

heard since they first arrived on the continent. As they escape, the narrator’s colleague 

makes one final discovery which he refuses to relate to anybody. From the aeroplane he 

                                                 
6
 H.P. Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, (1936.) 

7
 H.P. Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, (1936.) 
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sees something which is never expressed clearly in the text. However, he apparently 

mutters at times and reveals connections to things in the Necronomicon, which they 

have both read. The extraterrestrial things are confirmed to be tied to mythology which 

is suggested several times in the novel. The entire experience has left the men with the 

conviction that no further expeditions should be made to the Antarctic. However, the 

narrator has learned of one being planned, and that is the reason why he is telling the 

story. He wants to make sure that nothing is awakened there, and previously had not 

wanted to arouse interest in the place by revealing what they found. It is clear that the 

two scientists are unable to cope with the secrets of which they have learned, and their 

reaction is to try to hinder further discovery. The narrator is living in fear, and his 

colleague seems to have become insane. The search for knowledge is thus too 

dangerous; both physically, as it was for the first team; and mentally, as it was for those 

who survived.  

 

There is also another aspect of hidden knowledge that humanity is not equipped to 

handle, which is its application. In the stories of H.P. Lovecraft, humanity is not fit to 

wield the power it brings. In the story of Herbert West – Reanimator, the narrator 

works as the assistant of a brilliant scientist who has discovered a method for bringing 

life back to the dead. The method is not perfected, and they do not get the approval 

from the head of the university to continue their research, but human trials are needed. 

Thus, they have to work in secret, and steal bodies as they can procure them. The 

experiments only manage to produce violent, mindless creatures that inevitably escape 

and terrorize the locals. West is obsessed with finding ever fresher specimens that have 

suffered as little decay as possible and eventually employs murder to achieve this 

objective. The subject shows signs of intelligence, but only for a brief moment during 
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which it re-enacts the last memories before its death. Years later, the pair work as 

doctors in the First World War, where fresh bodies were of an unending supply. West, 

who is growing increasingly obsessed with his work and thoroughly morbid, 

experiments with reptile tissue, which he can use to reanimate incomplete specimens. 

Using this knowledge, he brings an old colleague, with whom he has shared the secret 

of reanimation, back to life, with head separated from body. The creature disappears 

and plots his revenge on West. In the end all the creatures he had made over the years 

find him with the help of the former colleague, and appear at his new residence, 

entering the house through a wall in the basement, which is actually part of an ancient 

temple that West insisted be left untouched during the construction of the house. They 

carry him off into the opening in the wall, which seems to be a portal to an abyss. The 

fact that the wall seems untouched when the police arrive, suggests that some magic 

had played a part. It is one of the two things that are left unexplained in materialistic 

terms, the other being the ―ethereal‖
8
 connection between West’s old colleague’s head 

and body.  

 

This story does not highlight the inability to cope with the secrets of the universe, but 

with our incompetence when it comes to interfering with unknown forces. West 

succeeds in bringing the dead back to life, but only terrible things come of it. In the end 

he has to pay for his indulgence, something hinted at throughout the story as both he 

and the narrator grow paranoid at the thought of some of the creatures still being alive 

somewhere. The inevitable attack is foreshadowed by the nocturnal visit of one of their 

escaped subjects which is gunned down by West; an experience that makes him callous. 

The biggest horror for the narrator is not the creatures but Herbert West himself 

                                                 
8
 H.P. Lovecraft, ―Herbert West- Reanimator,‖ Home Brew, 1, No. 1, (February 1922); 1, No. 2, (March 1922); 

1, No. 3, (April 1922); 1, No.4, (May 1922); 1, No.5¸ (June 1922); 1, No. 6, (July 1922).  
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because of how far he is willing to go to succeed and how mad he seems to become. 

Although one would probably categorize this tale as a ―mad scientist‖ story, the subject 

of bringing the dead back to life brings it close to the notion of necromancy, which is 

the subject of The Case of Charles Dexter Ward. In this story, a wizard named Joseph 

Curwen uses black magic to prolong his own life, and to communicate with the dead. 

He is killed, but has left behind enough information that his great-great-grandson 

Charles Dexter Ward manages to bring him back to life. The method, which is revealed 

in a grimoire called Borellus, involves extracting and preparing the ―salts‖ of the 

deceased.  

 

      The essential Saltes of Animals may be so prepared and preserved, that an 

ingenious Man may have the whole Ark of Noah in his own Studie, and raise the fine 

Shape of an Animal out of its Ashes at his Pleasure; and by the lyke Method from the 

essential Saltes of humane Dust, a Philosopher may, without any criminal 

Necromancy, call up the Shape of any dead Ancestour from the Dust whereinto his 

Bodie has been incinerated.
9
  

 

The ―salts‖ in this passage, can easily be interpreted by a modern reader as a medieval 

understanding of DNA, and the statement that this procedure can be done ―without any 

criminal Necromancy‖ makes one expect this story to be about cloning. In 1927, when 

the story was written, genetics was in its infancy so Lovecraft’s intention was to 

introduce a science fiction aspect to the traditional understanding of Necromancy. This 

intention is made clear when Charles explains his interest in the occult to the family 

physician.  

 

                                                 
9
 H.P. Lovecraft, ―The Case of Charles Dexter Ward,‖ Weird Tales, 35, No. 9, (May 1941); 35, No. 10, (July 

1941).  
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He stated that the papers of his ancestor had contained some remarkable secrets of 

early scientific knowledge, for the most part in cipher, of an apparent scope 

comparable only to the discoveries of Friar Bacon and perhaps surpassing even those. 

They were, however, meaningless except when correlated with a body of learning now 

wholly obsolete; so that their immediate presentation to a world equipped only with 

modern science would rob them of all impressiveness and dramatic significance. To 

take their vivid place in the history of human thought they must first be correlated by 

one familiar with the background out of which they evolved, and to this task of 

correlation Ward was now devoting himself.
10

  

 

In order to understand the scientific validity of the old texts, one must understand the 

―body of learning‖ people possessed at the time. What sounds like superstition, may in 

fact be a different way of explaining some natural phenomenon recognized by modern 

science. Charles suggests that his ancestor’s scientific knowledge not only matched his 

contemporaries, but surpassed it. With this notion in mind the Necromancer can take on 

the role of mad scientist and vice versa. Curwen uses the arcane knowledge to raise the 

dead and gains knowledge otherwise unavailable. He also raises someone called Yog-

Sothoth, who appears to be one of the Old Ones
11

 that permeate Lovecraft’s work. The 

practise might be considered summoning a demon, but given the explanations in other 

stories, the Old Ones are actually aliens, and can thus be reconciled with a science 

fiction interpretation.  

 

Regardless, Curwen means to use his communication with powerful beings to gain 

power and his plans may, according to Charles, have catastrophic effects on the entire 

                                                 
10

H.P. Lovecraft, The Case of Charles Dexter Ward, (1927.)  

11
 ‖The Old Ones‖ is a term that encompasses most of the different kinds of aliens in Lovecraft’s stories. It is not 

to be confused with the term ―the Elder Ones‖ which only refers to the aliens found in the Antarctic, although 

they should be considered a subgroup of the Old Ones.  
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universe. A fellow magician of Curwen’s advised him to be careful who he raises, 

because it is not certain that the graves are marked correctly, and they may have the 

wrong salts which could belong to someone too powerful for them to control or defend 

against. This warning raises the notion of human incompetence in esoteric matters. 

However, the final demise of this Necromancer is not by his own hand for venturing 

too far, but by the hands of the family doctor, who having investigated Charles’s 

apparent transformation, (which was in actuality a rouse perpetrated by Curwen by 

taking Charles’s place by virtue of their uncanny similarity to each other,) learned 

enough Necromancy to summon Yog-Sothoth who finally ends the impostor’s 

existence. Lovecraft’s position on Necromancy appears to be that it is evil, and in the 

stories of Herbert West and Charles Dexter Ward, the evildoers are destroyed. 

However, the revelation remains that the universe is not what you thought it to be. 

Lovecraft manages to translate traditional horror concepts from supernatural to 

scientific. The stories become believable by adhering to a scientific approach, and 

traditional horror stories can be viewed in a different light. In a time when people no 

longer believe in traditional witches, they are reinvented as people who have stumbled 

upon hidden knowledge, and gods are explained to be extraterrestrial conquerors.  

 

 

2. Man’s Place in the Universe 

 

When Lovecraft’s characters come into contact with the secrets of the world they learn that 

humans are not the most advanced creatures in the universe. The idea put forth in At the 

Mountains of Madness that creatures came to earth and created the first life forms, to which 

all species on Earth are descendants, puts humanity in a role we might not want to accept. The 
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Elder Ones created life in order to engineer slaves- Shoggoths- and all other species are the 

uncontrolled leftovers. Humanity, thus, is not fit to be slaves. The Elder Ones do not care 

about us. To the former masters of the Earth, our species is an accident. Furthermore, we are 

distantly related to the now rampant Shoggoths who seem to be more menacing than the Elder 

Ones. The fact that the Shoggoths evolved and conquered the Elder Ones serves on the one 

hand to redeem humanity; since the Shoggoths managed to do it, maybe we can do it too 

seeing as we are their relatives. On the other hand, the failure of the Elder Ones to control 

their creation, mirrors humanity’s inability to control unknown forces, as expressed in other 

stories. The Elder Ones, who possessed the ability of interstellar travel, to create and engineer 

life aeons before humanity existed, who could build fantastic cities no humans could ever 

create, were not advanced enough to control the development of their slaves. They meddled 

with forces they could not control. If they could not handle them, what chance do we have?  

 

What makes us humans seem even less important, is the fact that the Elder Ones worshipped 

at the foot of a mountain called Unknown Kadath. The mountain is not well described in At 

the Mountains of Madness. There are some indications of unusual geometry, and peculiar 

visual effects, but not much is learned other than the fact that there seems to be something 

incredibly important there that breaks the psyche of the man who sees it. In the story The 

Other Gods it is explained that Kadath is the mountain where all the gods of the Earth dwell 

ever since humans became too adept at mountaineering and disturbed them on all other 

mountains. However, the gods would visit their old homes sometimes, and a man called 

Barzai has enough hidden knowledge to be able ―to tell of their comings and goings‖
12

. He 

decides to climb a mountain called Hatheg-Kla in order to see their faces. He and his disciple 

Atal climb the mountain, but only Barzai reaches the mist shrouded top. Atal hears him 

                                                 
12

 H.P. Lovercraft, ―The Other Gods,‖ The Fantasy Fan, 1, No. 3, (November 1933).  
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shouting many things, some of which tell of him being swept up somewhere, where he sees 

the gods of Earth, and also ―’[t]he other gods! The other gods! The gods of the outer hells that 

guard the feeble gods of earth!’‖
13

 The realization that the gods worship other gods and are 

―feeble‖ in comparison makes humanity seem quite miniscule. The ―big picture‖ becomes 

unfathomably large, and in light of the fantastic time scale involved, all of the history of 

mankind is comparable to a tiny detail added at the end.  

 

If one looks only at the timescale, humanity has only existed for a brief moment. In The Call 

of Cthulhu the monster has waited in his underwater city for ―vigintillions‖ of years for the 

chance to emerge. ―After vigintillions of years great Cthulhu was loose again, and ravening 

for delight.‖
14

 Lovecraft obviously wanted to use a big number, but taken literally, a 

vigintillion is a one followed by 63 zeros (or traditionally 120)
15

, so thus long he could not 

have waited, realistically. In Lovecraft’s time, the age of the universe and the earth may have 

been a mystery, though missing the mark by that much may have been ridiculous even then. 

There is of course the possibility that he let his narrator make the mistake in order to convey 

his mental condition. Also, the specie to which Cthulhu belongs is stated to have arrived on 

Earth some time after the arrival of the Antarctic ―Elder Ones‖ one billion years ago
16

. 

Nevertheless, even if we use the ―correct‖ numbers as science dictates them today, humans 

have only come about in the very last moment of the history of the Universe so far, and we 

will probably disappear long before the end. By making the Old Ones so incredibly old, 

Lovecraft emphasizes that we are very young as a species, and the ancient human civilizations 

have come and gone in what the Old Ones would consider a blink of an eye. We do not need 

to believe in the Old Ones to appreciate that fact.  

                                                 
13

 H.P. Lovecraft, The Other Gods, (1933.)  
14
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When characters get close to the Old Ones it seems as though they are almost, if not wholly, 

in a different dimension. The description of the city of R’lyeh in The Call of Cthulhu 

illustrates this:  

 

I mention his talk about angles because it suggests something Wilcox had told me of his awful 

dreams. He had said that the geometry of the dream-place he saw was abnormal, non-Euclidean, 

and loathsomely redolent of spheres and dimensions apart from ours. Now an unlettered seaman 

felt the same thing whilst gazing at the terrible reality.
17

  

 

The characters have difficulty determining the sizes and angles of objects because they appear 

to change in strange ways – ―a second glance shewed concavity after the first shewed 

convexity.‖
18

 Lovecraft did not mean to say that the objects changed, but more probably that 

they were four-dimensional- or worse. The general atmosphere of the cyclopean city gives the 

impression that a different set of natural laws are in place. The explorers are confused by a 

gigantic door and cannot determine whether it is slanted or lies flat, as the case seems to be 

with everything; ―One could not be sure that the sea and the ground were horizontal, hence 

the relative position of everything else seemed phantasmally variable.‖
19

 They are thus unsure 

whether one of them is ―climbing‖ along the edge of the door or not- and when it opens, as he 

returns to them- ‖Donovan slid or somehow propelled himself down or along the jamb and 

rejoined his fellows…‖
20

 Again, they are unsure of the angle. The way in which the door 

opened confused them further; ―In this phantasy of prismatic distortion it moved anomalously 

in a diagonal way, so that all the rules of matter and perspective seemed upset.‖
21

 These 
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examples support the notion that the objects display four-dimensional qualities. To a three-

dimensional being four-dimensional objects would look and behave very strangely due to our 

limited perceptions. It can be compared with the experience a hypothetical two-dimensional 

being would have if it encountered a three-dimensional object. If a three-dimensional object 

enters a two-dimensional plane, it would only be visible in ―slices‖, and the two-dimensional 

creature would only see a line. When the three-dimensional object moves through the plane, 

the line appears to morph and change. The two-dimensional creature mistakes the three-

dimensional object for a two-dimensional one with ―impossible‖ characteristics. Likewise, if a 

four-dimensional object would move ―through‖ our three-dimensional space, we would 

mistake it for a three-dimensional object with ―impossible‖ characteristics. We would not see 

it in its true form.
22

  Lovecraft may have had this in mind in addition to the non-Euclidian 

aspects of the geometry. The superiority of Cthulhu and his likes is established by them 

possessing the ability to construct these hyper dimensional structures and possibly being from 

a ―higher‖ dimension.  

 

The use of geometry and mathematics is the explanation for the seemingly supernatural power 

possessed by the Old Ones and magicians in The Dreams in the Witch House. In the story, a 

student of mathematics and folklore at Miskatonic University in Arkham, rents a room in a 

house fabled to have been occupied by a witch. The connection between science and magic is 

established early on.  

 

      Possibly Gilman ought not to have studied so hard. Non-Euclidean calculus and 

quantum physics are enough to stretch any brain; and when one mixes them with folklore, 

and tries to trace a strange background of multi-dimensional reality behind the ghoulish 
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hints of the Gothic tales and the wild whispers of the chimney-corner, one can hardly 

expect to be wholly free from mental tension.
23

  

 

The angles of the roof and walls are strange and he starts having strange dreams which he 

attributes to having thought too much about ―the vague regions which his formulae told him 

must lie beyond the three dimensions we know‖
24

 and the possibility that the witch who 

formerly occupied the house had ―found the gate to those regions‖.
25

 This is similar to Charles 

Dexter Ward’s belief that his ancestor had knowledge of great significance to modern science, 

but Gilman guessed that she was ―guided by some influence past all conjecture‖.
26

 Given 

what we have learned about Lovecraft, we as readers can certainly (having reached this point 

in the essay) make a conjecture about what this influence might be. It is also clear that the 

strange angles of the room have something to do with it. These ideas are fascinating, but 

Robert Weinberg soberly points out that ―[t]he existence of higher dimensions should be of 

little concern to this world as any contact with such dimensions is impossible. Lovecraft's 

angles and curves that vanish into some other space is absolute nonsense‖.
27

  

 

The dreams ―consisted largely in plunges through limitless abysses‖
28

 where everything is 

distorted and weird. There he sees ―indescribably angled masses of alien-hued substance‖
29

 

some of which seems inorganic and he compares them to ―masses of prisms, labyrinths, 

clusters of cubes and planes, and cyclopean buildings‖.
30

 This sounds like how one could 

describe the true form of four-dimensional objects. Objects of the different dimensions are 
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―delimited‖ by objects of the dimension below; a line exists between two points, a square 

exists between four lines, a cube exists between six squares- So a four-dimensional object is 

bordered by three-dimensional objects, and that might look something like ―clusters of 

cubes‖, and the fact that the objects are ―indescribably angled‖ could indicate that they are 

oriented along a fourth dimension which is perpendicular to the three we are familiar with – 

something that can be difficult to imagine. The organic matter he sees strikes him as ―groups 

of bubbles, octopi, centipedes, living Hindoo idols, and intricate Arabesques roused into a 

kind of ophidian animation.‖
31

 The octopi must refer to the race of aliens to which Cthulhu 

belongs; the ―groups of bubbles‖ refer to the Shoggoths as this seems to have been their basic 

form- ―They were normally shapeless entities composed of a viscous jelly which looked like 

an agglutination of bubbles.‖
32

 Later in the story Gilman is transported to a gigantic city 

during one of his dreams, where he meets creatures fitting the description of the Elder Ones 

found in the Antarctic, right down to the piping ―over a wide tonal range‖.
33

  

 

The presence of the Old Ones is established and he will come into contact with the Witch and 

her small rat-like familiar called Brown Jenkin. They had both been talked about in Salem 

where she lived before coming to Arkham, and there as well. She tries to entice Gilman to 

sign the Black Man’s book in blood, as the people of the real Salem thought was done in the 

time of the witch trials. However, the Black Man is not the Devil in Lovecraft’s pantheon, but 

seems to be a minion of a creature like him, although differently named.  

 

He must meet the Black Man, and go with them all to the throne of Azathoth at 

the centre of ultimate Chaos. That was what she said. He must sign in his own 

blood the book of Azathoth and take a new secret name now that his 
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independent delvings had gone so far. What kept him from going with her and 

Brown Jenkin and the other to the throne of Chaos where the thin flutes pipe 

mindlessly was the fact that he had seen the name ―Azathoth‖ in the 

Necronomicon, and knew it stood for a primal evil too horrible for description.
34

  

 

―Chaos‖ and ―primal evil‖ are suggestive of the concept of the Devil but it is not that simple. 

Azathoth is also said to ―rule all time and space‖
35

 which would normally be seen as the 

privilege of a supreme being. One could surmise that Azathoth is God, and a malignant one at 

that, but it would not be true to Lovecraft’s general approach to spirituality to allow for the 

existence of gods.  

 

The explanation for creatures with such powers is in this story that their knowledge of 

mathematics and geometry make it possible for them to occupy places in the mystifying abyss 

where the laws of the universe are different, thus gaining the ability to transcend physical 

laws and control the physical world. Gilman theorizes: 

 

… [M]an might—given mathematical knowledge admittedly beyond all likelihood of 

human acquirement—step deliberately from the earth to any other celestial body … in 

two stages; first, a passage out of the three-dimensional sphere we know, and second, a 

passage back to the three-dimensional sphere at another point.
36

 

 

 Between the two stages you would be in the fourth dimension:  

 

It was also possible that the inhabitants of a given dimensional realm could survive 

entry to many unknown and incomprehensible realms of additional or indefinitely 
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multiplied dimensions—be they within or outside the given space-time 

continuum—and that the converse would be likewise true.
37

  

 

How this would be done, exactly, is not discussed, but Gilman’s teacher Professor Upham 

liked ―his demonstration of the kinship of higher mathematics to certain phases of magical 

lore transmitted down the ages from an ineffable antiquity—human or pre-human—whose 

knowledge of the cosmos and its laws was greater than ours.‖
38

  

 

What is more, Gilman deduces that the witch has used this knowledge to go to a place where 

there is no time, and thus has survived for centuries without aging. This reveals the possibility 

for those creatures that know more than man, to occupy places of power without being gods. 

Still, their power is impressive, and their gaining it proves them to be far superior to humans. 

Again, the Old Ones make man seem small in comparison, and in this story also, the ones 

who traverse too far into the higher powers are doomed. Gilman strangles the witch with the 

chain of a cross. The sight of the cross startled the witch as she was strangling Gilman, and he 

saw his chance to reverse the roles. This killing is avenged by Brown Jenkin who eats 

Gilman’s heart out of his chest. Gilman may have bested the human, but the bizarre creature 

who was her helper could easily kill him. This serves to dispel any delusions of grandeur 

humans may be afflicted with by gaining a degree of inter-dimensional competence, and 

establishes this realm as ―for the Old Ones‖, so to speak.  

 

The Old Ones are used as a measuring stick of sorts to dwarf humanity with their excessive 

age, ability and physical size. The giant door out of which Cthulhu corpulently squeezes 
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measures an acre making him one massive monster.
39

 While the immensity of the Old Ones is 

meant to make us feel small, they themselves are somewhat incompetent. They are not a 

unified group of aliens but separate warring groups from different places in the universe who 

are not above skirmishing over a little planet like Earth. That being said, Lovecraft co-wrote a 

very short story with R. H. Barlow called Collapsing Cosmoses in which an alien alliance 

called ―Inter-Cosmic‖ are alerted to a ―fleet from outside the space-time continuum we 

know‖
40

. They confer with the Inter-Cosmic Chamber of Commerce and prepare for war. In 

this story the aliens act quite human, although their physiologies have their idiosyncrasies and 

their technology is greatly superior. What this shows is that the aliens are not as godlike as 

one might have expected. On their level, they are similar to us, but even so, their level is 

beyond ours by leaps and bounds. The Old Ones’ fallibility is a reflection of our own, and by 

making them flawed Lovecraft once again removes our sense of significance in the universe 

by removing the notion that if we would become as great as the Old Ones we would actually 

matter. The Old Ones, however, are also insignificant and ordinary, which makes humanity 

seem so small that it is almost invisible, in the incomprehensible and immensely vast 

universe.  
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Conclusion  

 

 

Howard Phillips Lovecraft was a man of great curiosity and learning. He started reading and 

writing at an early age, and was throughout his life a man of the written word. His interest in 

horror fiction combined with his scientific curiosity led to him writing stories on the border 

between science fiction and supernatural horror. He expresses the danger to the mind of 

hidden knowledge in The Call of Cthulhu by having his main character correlate certain 

pieces of information that prove to him the existence of extraterrestrial monsters bent on 

world domination and their recent reawakening, which leaves him mentally shattered. In At 

the Mountains of Madness the characters come face to face with another alien threat and learn 

that all life on Earth is the creation of extraterrestrials. The mere sight of the mountain 

Unknown Kadath and what dwells on its top drives one of the bewildered men insane. The 

message is clear; the true nature of the universe is too frightening for the human mind. 

Lovecraft also showed how humanity is incapable of handling the power that can be gained 

by learning the secrets of the universe. In Herbert West – Reanimator, modern science comes 

to a point where it is possible to reanimate corpses, but the method is flawed and only vile 

creatures are created. The creatures seem to resent being awakened and take revenge on West. 

In The Case of Charles Dexter Ward it is not modern science but ancient knowledge that 

brings the ability to awaken the dead. The method is to use the essence of the creature one 

wishes to awaken, which is reminiscent of modern day cloning. Lovecraft brings together 

folklore and science fiction by means of a reinterpretation of ancient superstition. The lesson, 

however, remains, that what may be called necromancy should not be attempted and those 

who do suffer severe consequences. The integration of folklore and science fiction is the basis 

for the story The Dreams in the Witch House, where mathematics and geometry are used to 

achieve magic. The knowledge thereof makes a person able to enter into a higher dimension 
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where fantastic things are made possible. This ability is used by the monsters that have once 

ruled the Earth. Humans are not adept at this but the monsters seem to be. In Lovecraft’s 

work, these Old Ones are superior to humans and are used to put us in perspective. We are an 

unimportant species in the big picture and have just recently emerged into the universe. 

Ultimately, the realization that the Old Ones are themselves feeble in comparison to the Other 

Gods, and are on their level similarly trivial as the aliens in Collapsing Cosmoses, makes 

humanity seem almost infinitesimally small.  
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