Profile
Howard Phillips Lovecraft (1890-1937) was an
American author of horror, fantasy and science
fiction, especially the subgenre known as “weird
fiction”. Lovecraft’s guiding literary principle was
what he termed "cosmic horror," the idea that life is
incomprehensible to human minds and that the
universe is fundamentally alien.
Although Lovecraft's readership was limited during
his lifetime, his reputation has grown over the
decades, and he is now regarded as one of the most
influential horror writers of the 20th century.
Stephen King called Lovecraft "the twentieth
century's greatest practitioner of the classic horror
tale.”
Lovecraft’s fiction was subject to a number of
influences, the most significant of which can be
traced to his formative years. When he was three,
his father became acutely psychotic and was taken
home to Butler Hospital in Providence, Rhode
Island, where he remained until his death in 1898.
Lovecraft maintained throughout his life that his
father had died in a condition of paralysis brought
on by "nervous exhaustion.”
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After his father's hospitalization, Lovecraft was raised in a home with his mother’s sisters and with his maternal grandfather who encouraged his reading and provided
him with classics such as The Arabian Nights, Bulfinch's Age of Fable, and children's versions of The Iliad and The Odyssey. His grandfather also stirred the boy's
interest in the weird by telling him his own original tales of Gothic horror. His grandfather died in 1904.
Beginning in his early life, Lovecraft is believed to have suffered from night terrors, a rare
parasomnia disorder; he believed himself to be assaulted at night by horrific "night gaunts."
"Night Gaunts" became the subject of a poem he wrote about devil-like creatures without
faces. Much of his later work is thought to have been directly inspired by these terrors.
Lovecraft was frequently ill as a child and because of his sickly condition, he barely
attended school until he was eight years old, and then was withdrawn after a year. He read
voraciously during this period and became especially enamored of chemistry and
astronomy. In 1908, prior to his high school graduation, Lovecraft, himself, claimed to
have suffered what he later described as a "nervous breakdown". Consequently, he never
received his high school diploma.
From 1908 until 1913, H.P. Lovecraft lived hermit-like, having almost no contact with
anyone but his mother. Lovecraft’s mother suffered from hysteria and depression for a
number of years. In 1919, she was committed to Butler Hospital just as her husband had
been.
A few weeks after his mother's death, Lovecraft met
Sonia Greene; the couple married in 1924 and
moved into her Brooklyn apartment. Initially,
Lovecraft was enamored with New York, but his
initial infatuation with New York soon soured in
large part due to his xenophobic attitudes.
Financial difficulties ensued when Lovecraft could
not find work to support them both. His wife
moved to Cleveland for employment and Lovecraft
lived by himself in Brooklyn. A few years later,
Lovecraft and his wife, still living separately, agreed
to an amicable divorce, which was never fully
completed. He returned to Providence to live with
his aunts during their remaining years.
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In 1936, Lovecraft was diagnosed with cancer of the small
intestine and he also suffered from malnutrition. He lived in
constant pain until his death on March 15, 1937 in
Providence. In accordance with his lifelong scientific
curiosity, he kept a diary of his illness until close to the
moment of his death.
Headstone at Swan Point Cemetery in Providence, RI

“Weird Fiction”
Lovecraft wrote fiction as a youth but, from 1908 until 1913, his output was primarily poetry. In 1917, he returned to
fiction with more polished stories, such as The Tomb, and his first professionally-published work, Dagon, which
appeared in The Vagrant in 1919. In 1923, Weird Tales, a pulp magazine, was founded in Chicago by J. C.
Henneberger. The magazine specialized in fantasy stories and material that no other magazine would accept and was
the first magazine to focus solely on horror, fantasy, and scientific fiction. While it became the pre-eminent magazine in
this field for over a decade, it was not initially successful. In 1924, after 13 issues, Henneberger offered the Chief Editor
job to Lovecraft, who declined, citing his reluctance to relocate to Chicago.
By the 1930s Weird Tales had established itself and was regularly publishing science fiction. Lovecraft was one of the
few early 20th-century writers to describe his work as "weird fiction”. This sub-genre is distinguished from horror and
fantasy in that it blends the literary conventions of supernatural, mythical, and scientific fiction. Lovecraft wrote: “The
true weird tale has something more than secret murder, bloody bones, or a sheeted form clanking chains according to
rule. A certain atmosphere of breathless and unexplainable dread of outer, unknown forces must be present; and there
must be a hint, expressed with a seriousness and portentousness becoming its subject, of that most terrible conception of
the human brain--a malign and particular suspension or defeat of those fixed laws of Nature which are our only
safeguard against the assaults of chaos and the daemons of unplumbed space.”
Lovecraft’s “weird fiction” frequently propounds the concept that, with reference to unknown worldly and other-worldly
horrors, “ignorance is bliss”. Many of his characters have, or are possessed by, or involved in the search for, forbidden
knowledge. Lovecraft wrote, "The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to
correlate all its contents." In most cases, the acquisition of forbidden knowledge fills them with an over-powering
attraction to what they have learned or an ever-present fear of what they have learned and inevitably leads to their
psychic, physical or psychological destruction, e.g., The Call of Cthulu, From Beyond and Herbert West-ReAnimator. In
other stories, this forbidden knowledge has inspired a “weird genius” in the character that manifests itself in artistic
expression, e.g., "The Music of Erich Zann" and "Pickman's Model."
Another recurring theme in Lovecraft's stories is the idea that descendants in a bloodline can never escape the stain of
crimes committed by their forebears, at least if the crimes are atrocious enough. Descendants may be very far removed
(in place, in time and in culpability), from the terrible deed committed by ancestors but no matter; the sins of the father
are visited upon the son. (The Rats in the Walls, The Lurking Fear, The Shadow Over Innsmouth).

Lovecraft’s Racism
While no definite conclusions can reliably be drawn from the name he gave his beloved cat, “Nigger Man” (also
the name of the narrator’s cat in The Rats In the Walls), Lovecraft’s racial views come across through many
disparaging remarks against various races and cultures in his stories. Lovecraft did not seem to hold all White
people in high regard, but he held English people and people of English descent above all others. His racial
perspective is undeniable, but it does not detract from his ability to create compelling philosophical worlds
which have inspired many artists and readers.
In his writings and personal life, Lovecraft argued for a strong color line for the purpose of preserving race and
culture. These arguments occurred through direct statements against different races in his work and personal
correspondence, or allegorically in his work using non-human races.
In a January 18, 1919 letter, Lovecraft justified racial prejudice this way: “1) Certainly the negro is vastly the
biological inferior of the Caucasian. (2) Therefore, if racial amalgamation were to occur, the net level of
American civilisation would perceptibly fall, as in such mongrel nations as Mexico–& several South American
near-republics…. Therefore the much-abused “colour line” is a self-protective measure of the white American
people to keep the blood of their descendants pure, & the institutions & greatness of their country unimpaired.
The colour line must be maintained in spite of the ranting & preaching of fanatical & ill-informed
philanthropists.”
Some have suggested that Lovecraft reconsidered and perhaps recanted his racist views late in his life. However, in a letter written May 29, 1933, and only four years
before his death, Lovecraft expressed his continuing belief in his own racial superiority. “…it’s hardly accurate to compare the Jewish with the negro problem. The
trouble with the Jew is not his blood—which can mix with ours without disastrous results—but his persistent & antagonistic culture-tradition. On the other hand, the
negro represents a vastly inferior biological variant which must under no circumstances taint our Aryan stock. The absolute colour-line as applied to negroes is both
necessary & sensible, whereas a similar deadline against Jews (though attempted by Hitler) is ridiculous.”
While Lovecraft's racial attitude has been seen as directly influenced by the time and a reflection of the New England society in which he grew up, his racism appeared
stronger than the popular viewpoints held at that time. "Whenever we found ourselves in the racially mixed crowds which characterize New York, Howard would
become livid with rage," his wife Sarah Greene wrote. "He seemed almost to lose his mind.” His failure to secure work in the midst of a large immigrant population
conflicted with his opinion of himself as a privileged Anglo-Saxon; that fact may have been what galvanized his racism , frequently surfacing in his writings, to the
point of fear. These feelings are believed to have inspired The Horror at Red Hook but are evident through characters and comments by narrators in many of his stories.
His racism is the most controversial aspect of Lovecraft’s works and “does not endear Lovecraft to the modern reader”. But the man could write!!!

Lovecraft’s “Religion”
Another inspiration came from a totally different source; the scientific progress at the time in such diverse areas as biology, astronomy, geology, and physics, all
contributed to make Lovecraft see the human race as even more insignificant, powerless, and doomed in a materialistic and mechanical universe. Lovecraft's materialist
views led his fiction to espouse his philosophical views; his fiction therefore consists of a stance or world-view which may be termed “cosmicism”.
Lovecraft himself adopted atheism early in his life. In a 1932 letter he wrote: "All I say is that I think it is damned unlikely that anything like a central cosmic will, a
spirit world, or an eternal survival of personality exist. They are the most preposterous and unjustified of all the guesses which can be made about the universe, and I am
not enough of a hair-splitter to pretend that I don't regard them as arrant and negligible moonshine.” And, “In theory I am an agnostic, but pending the appearance of
radical evidence, I must be classed, practically and provisionally, as an atheist."

Lovecraft’s Legacy
H.P. Lovecraft is probably most recognized and best remembered for his short story, The Call of
Cthulhu, published in the pulp magazine Weird Tales in 1928. The story established Cthulhu as a
malevolent entity hibernating within an underwater city in the South Pacific called R'lyeh.
Described as resembling "...an octopus, a dragon, and a human caricature.... A pulpy, tentacled
head surmounted a grotesque scaly body with rudimentary wings", Cthulhu is apparently the
source of constant anxiety for mankind at a subconscious level. In Lovecraft’s stories, Cthulhu
and other Lovecraftian monsters called Deep Ones are the subjects of worship by a number of
religions (located in New Zealand, Greenland, Louisiana, and the Chinese mountains). The short
story tells us that, although he is currently trapped, Cthulhu will eventually return. His worshipers
chant "Ph'nglui mglw'nafh Cthulhu R'lyeh wgah'nagl fhtagn" ("In his house at R'lyeh, dead
Cthulhu waits dreaming").
While there have been no feature films based on The Call of Cthulhu, (but see the independent
film, The Call of Cthulhu), a number of feature films based, in varying degrees, on Lovecraft’s
other works are available. Most of these are hardly recognizable as Lovecraft stories, some in
name only. And the majority are poorly executed even by the forgiving standards of horror fans.
The home video market and independent, fan-made H.P. Lovecraft’s films on YouTube have
given horror fans easy access to cinematic interpretations of the author’s work and information
about his life. The advent of cable television shows (e.g., South Park) and the internet (e.g., The
H.P. Lovecraft Archive) have exposed a whole new generation of fans to H.P. Lovecraft’s work.
Cthulhu illustration by H.P. Lovecraft →
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H.P. Lovecraft Tribute Bust
Black Heart’s H.P. Lovecraft Tribute bust was sculpted in 2012 by Mat Brouillard of Blaine, Minnesota. We selected elements or images inspired by the author’s
stories and images from some of the films inspired by his stories.
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For more information about H.P. Lovecraft,
go to The H.P. Lovecraft Archive which
provides information on Lovecraft’s life,
family, correspondence, interests, and a
photo gallery; explores his wide variety of
works, including his fiction and letters, and
includes many electronic texts; outlines his
fictional elements including Lovecraftian
locations in New England, a bestiary, and a
list of grimoires; has information on
biographies, literary criticism,
bibliographies, periodicals, and online
articles; details the movies, games, music,
and art based on Lovecraft’s works; and
provides information on other Lovecraft-related sites and newsgroups.
For quality independent films based on Lovecraft’s work, and more true
to the author’s stories, search your favorite H.P. Lovecraft stories on
YouTube. And, for more information about the author ‘s work and its
influence on 21st century media writers and film-makers, check out
Lovecraft: Fear of the Unknown with commentary by “many of today’s
luminaries of dark fantasy including John Carpenter, Guillermo Del Toro,
Neil Gaiman, Stuart Gordon, Caitlin Kiernan and Peter Straub.”
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