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The Call of Cthulhu is one of the most significant works by the American writer H.P. Lovecraft, first
published in 1928. This novella is not only a cornerstone of Lovecraft's own mythos but also a defining
piece in the genre of cosmic horror. It introduces readers to the terrifying world of ancient, god-like
beings that exist beyond human comprehension and reveals the fragility of human sanity when faced
with such incomprehensible realities. This article delves into the themes, characters, and lasting
impact of "The Call of Cthulhu," exploring how it has shaped not just horror literature but popular
culture as a whole.

Background and Publication

H.P. Lovecraft was born in 1890 and spent most of his life in Providence, Rhode Island. His works often
reflect his deep interest in the occult, philosophy, and science, coming together to form a unique
narrative style steeped in eerie atmospheres. "The Call of Cthulhu" was originally published in the
pulp magazine Weird Tales in 1928, and it was later included in the collection titled The Outsider and
Others in 1939.

The novella was inspired by various influences, including the works of Edgar Allan Poe, Arthur
Machen, and Algernon Blackwood. Lovecraft's fascination with ancient myths and the unknown led
him to create a narrative that feels both timeless and unsettling.

Plot Overview

"The Call of Cthulhu" is structured as a story within a story, narrated by an unnamed protagonist who
seeks to uncover the truth behind a series of disturbing events. The narrative is divided into three
distinct parts:

Part One: The Horror in Clay

The story begins with the discovery of a strange clay bas-relief sculpted by the late artist Henry
Anthony Wilcox. This bas-relief depicts a monstrous entity, which is later identified as Cthulhu. The
protagonist learns about Wilcox's dreams of a dark, ancient city ruled by this god-like figure, which
leads him to investigate further.

Part Two: The Tale of Inspector Legrasse

The second part recounts the experiences of Inspector John Raymond Legrasse, who, while
investigating a cult in the swamps of Louisiana, comes across a similar idol representing Cthulhu.
Legrasse's findings reveal a widespread cult that worships Cthulhu and engages in gruesome rituals.
His investigation exposes the terrifying reach of this entity, underscoring the pervasive fear that



Cthulhu instills in those who encounter it.

Part Three: The Madness from the Sea

The final section focuses on the account of a Norwegian sailor named Henry Anthony Wilcox, who
recounts his harrowing journey after encountering Cthulhu in its submerged city, R'lyeh. Wilcox's tale
adds a personal touch to the horror, illustrating the madness and despair that accompany glimpses of
the cosmic horror embodied by Cthulhu.

Throughout these sections, Lovecraft masterfully intertwines myth, horror, and the fragility of human
sanity, creating an atmosphere of dread that permeates the novella.

Themes and Motifs

"The Call of Cthulhu" is rich with themes and motifs that contribute to its lasting impact on literature
and culture.

The Ineffability of Horror

One of the central themes of the novella is the ineffable nature of true horror. Lovecraft suggests that
the most terrifying truths about the universe are beyond human understanding. Cthulhu represents a
reality that is fundamentally alien to humanity, and the mere knowledge of its existence can drive
individuals to madness.

The Fragility of Sanity

The story also highlights the fragility of human sanity. Characters such as Wilcox and Legrasse
encounter experiences that challenge their understanding of reality. Lovecraft implies that the human
mind is not equipped to confront the vastness of the cosmos or the horrors it contains. This theme
resonates with readers who appreciate psychological horror, as it suggests that fear stems from
within as much as from external threats.

Cosmic Indifference

Another important theme is the concept of cosmic indifference. "The Call of Cthulhu" suggests that
humanity is insignificant in the grand scheme of the universe. The existence of ancient, powerful
beings like Cthulhu implies that human concerns and struggles are trivial when compared to the
vastness of time and space. This existential dread is a hallmark of Lovecraft's work and serves to
unsettle readers.



The Intersection of Science and the Occult

Lovecraft often juxtaposes scientific inquiry with the occult, suggesting that knowledge can lead to
both enlightenment and madness. In "The Call of Cthulhu," characters who seek to uncover the truth
about Cthulhu often find themselves entangled in ancient myths and dark rituals. This interplay raises
questions about the limits of human knowledge and the dangers of pursuing forbidden truths.

Character Analysis

The novella features several key characters, each serving to underscore the themes of horror and
madness.

The Narrator

The unnamed narrator serves as the lens through which the story unfolds. His obsession with
uncovering the truth about Cthulhu leads him down a path of dread and despair. His rational
approach contrasts sharply with the chaotic nature of the horrors he encounters, highlighting the
conflict between human intellect and the incomprehensible.

Henry Anthony Wilcox

Wilcox, the artist, embodies the theme of artistic inspiration drawn from madness. His dreams of
Cthulhu reflect the fine line between creativity and insanity. The clay bas-relief he creates serves as a
tangible manifestation of his inner turmoil, underscoring Lovecraft's belief that creativity can arise
from the darkest corners of the human psyche.

Inspector Legrasse

Inspector Legrasse represents the rational authority figure attempting to confront the unknown. His
investigation into the cult reflects humanity's struggle against the forces of chaos. However, his
encounters with the cult and the evidence of Cthulhu's existence reveal the limits of human
understanding and the futility of resisting cosmic horrors.

Henry Anthony Wilcox (Sailor)

The sailor’s account provides a visceral glimpse into the terror of encountering Cthulhu. His descent
into madness serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of seeking knowledge that lies beyond
the veil of human comprehension.



Legacy and Influence

"The Call of Cthulhu" has had a profound impact on the horror genre and popular culture. It has
inspired countless adaptations, including films, video games, and tabletop role-playing games. The
character of Cthulhu has become an icon of horror, symbolizing the fear of the unknown and the
fragility of human existence.

Influence on Literature

Lovecraft's work has influenced a generation of writers, including Stephen King, Clive Barker, and Neil
Gaiman. His unique blend of supernatural horror and existential dread has paved the way for modern
horror literature, expanding the boundaries of the genre.

Cthulhu Mythos

The Cthulhu Mythos, a shared fictional universe created by Lovecraft and later expanded by other
writers, has become a cornerstone of speculative fiction. This mythos explores themes of cosmic
horror, ancient deities, and the insignificance of humanity, resonating with readers across
generations.

Popular Culture

Cthulhu has permeated popular culture, appearing in various forms of media, including:

- Films: Numerous horror films have drawn inspiration from Lovecraft's works, often featuring themes
of cosmic horror and ancient beings.
- Video Games: Titles like "Bloodborne" and "Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth" utilize
Lovecraftian themes, immersing players in eerie worlds filled with madness and existential dread.
- Tabletop Games: "Call of Cthulhu," a tabletop role-playing game, allows players to explore
Lovecraft’s universe, encountering terrifying creatures and uncovering forbidden knowledge.

Conclusion

"The Call of Cthulhu" stands as a monumental achievement in horror literature, encapsulating the
essence of Lovecraft's exploration of cosmic terror and the limits of human understanding. Its themes
of madness, cosmic indifference, and the fragility of sanity continue to resonate with readers and
creators alike. Lovecraft's ability to evoke a sense of dread and existential fear has secured his place
in literary history, ensuring that the legacy of Cthulhu will endure for generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Call of Cthulhu' by H.P.
Lovecraft?
The main theme of 'The Call of Cthulhu' is the insignificance of humanity in the face of cosmic horrors
and the unknown. It explores the idea that there are ancient, powerful entities beyond human
comprehension that can disrupt our reality.

How does Lovecraft use atmosphere to enhance the horror in
'The Call of Cthulhu'?
Lovecraft employs a dense, oppressive atmosphere filled with dread and foreboding. He uses detailed
descriptions of settings, such as the decaying city of R'lyeh and the eerie sounds of the deep sea, to
create an unsettling environment that amplifies the sense of terror.

What is the significance of the Cthulhu cult in the story?
The Cthulhu cult represents humanity's fascination with the unknown and the lengths to which people
might go to seek forbidden knowledge. It highlights the theme of madness, as those who worship
Cthulhu often descend into insanity due to their contact with the eldritch being.

How does 'The Call of Cthulhu' reflect Lovecraft's views on
science and knowledge?
Lovecraft's story reflects a skeptical view of science and knowledge, suggesting that there are truths
in the universe that are too terrifying for humans to comprehend. The pursuit of knowledge can lead
to madness, as characters in the story uncover disturbing realities about the cosmos.

What narrative techniques does Lovecraft use in 'The Call of
Cthulhu'?
Lovecraft employs a multi-layered narrative structure, using various accounts and perspectives to
piece together the story. This technique adds depth and complexity, making the horror more palpable
as the protagonist uncovers chilling truths through different sources.

Why is 'The Call of Cthulhu' considered a cornerstone of the
horror genre?
It is considered a cornerstone of the horror genre because it introduces the concept of cosmic horror,
where the fear comes not from traditional monsters but from the vast, indifferent universe and the
idea that humanity is powerless against ancient, malevolent forces.
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