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The Call Of The
Cthulhu

Introduction: The Enduring
Shadow of a Cosmic Nightmare

Few works of fiction have cast as long and unsettling a
shadow as H.P. Lovecraft's 1928 masterpiece, The Call
of the Cthulhu. This short story not only introduced
one of the most iconic monsters in horror literature but
also crystallized a philosophy of terror based on human
insignificance. More than a simple tale of a sea
monster, the story presents a chilling scenario: that our
entire civilization is but a fleeting dream, and that
ancient, god-like beings slumber beneath the earth and
sea, waiting for the stars to align. The power of The
Call of the Cthulhu lies not in jump scares or gore,
but in its profound existential dread. It invites readers
to confront the terrifying possibility that humanity is
not the center of the universe, but a tiny, fragile
species living in a universe filled with incomprehensible
horrors. This article delves deep into the origins,
themes, structure, and enduring cultural impact of one
of the most influential horror stories ever written.

The story itself is structured as a series of discovered
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documents, a technique Lovecraft employed
masterfully to build verisimilitude. Through the
research of the protagonist, Francis Wayland Thurston,
we learn of a hidden world of cults, inexplicable events,
and a sleeping monstrosity named Cthulhu. By weaving
together newspaper clippings, police reports, and a
sailor’s terrified testimony, Lovecraft creates a dense,
layered narrative that feels disturbingly real. The core
concept—that a gigantic, tentacled entity lies in a
death-like slumber in the sunken city of R’lyeh, and
that it communicates telepathically with sensitive
minds across the globe—has become a cornerstone of
what is now known as the Cthulhu Mythos. For any
student of horror, fantasy, or speculative fiction,
understanding The Call of the Cthulhu is essential. It
is a lens through which we can view the evolution of
modern horror from gothic ghosts to unfathomable
cosmic forces.

The Master of Providence: H.P.
Lovecraft and the Birth of
Cosmic Horror

To fully appreciate The Call of the Cthulhu, one must
first understand its author, Howard Phillips Lovecraft.
Writing in the 1920s and 1930s, Lovecraft was a
reclusive and deeply pessimistic man who rejected
many of the scientific and social certainties of his era.
He was a voracious reader of science, astronomy, and
the weird fiction of Edgar Allan Poe and Lord Dunsany.
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cosmic horror. He believed that the oldest and
strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown, and he
extended that fear to the vast, indifferent cosmos. In
his view, the universe is not only empty of meaning but
also actively hostile to human sanity and survival.

Lovecraft developed this philosophy in a series of
essays and stories, but The Call of the Cthulhu
remains its most potent expression. Before this story,
Lovecraft had written other tales of alien beings (The
Colour Out of Space) and degenerate races (The
Shadow Over Innsmouth), but it was The Call of the
Cthulhu that provided the central figure: Cthulhu
itself. This creature—a monstrous hybrid of dragon,
octopus, and humanoid—became the high priest of the
Great Old Ones, a race of extraterrestrial gods who
once ruled Earth. The story suggests that these beings
are not dead, merely sleeping, and that they can
influence the world through psychic emanations,
particularly during certain astronomical configurations.

The Story’s Structure: An Archaeology of
Madness

The narrative of The Call of the Cthulhu unfolds like
an investigation. The protagonist, Thurston, inherits the
notes of his late uncle, Professor Angell, who had been
studying a strange bas-relief sculpture depicting
Cthulhu. From there, we are taken on a journey that
connects a secret cult in the swamps of Louisiana, a
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mysterious uprising in New Zealand, and a terrifying
encounter on a sailing ship in the South Pacific. This
layered approach allows Lovecraft to suggest that
Cthulhu’s influence is global, hidden just beneath the
surface of modern life.

e Part One: The Horror in Clay - Introduces the
bas-relief and the cult practices of the Esoteric
Order of Dagon.

e Part Two: The Tale of Inspector Legrasse - A
police officer recounts his raid on a witch-cult in
the Louisiana bayou, where worshippers chant
the famous phrase: “Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu
R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn” (In his house at R’lyeh,
dead Cthulhu waits dreaming).

e Part Three: The Madness from the Sea - A
sailor, Johansen, tells of his ship encountering the
risen island of R'lyeh and its terrible inhabitant.

Each layer adds credibility and dread. Lovecraft’'s use
of documentary realism—citing dates, locations, and
official reports—makes the absurd seem plausible. The
final section, where sailors witness Cthulhu rising from
the deep, is a masterclass in pacing. The creature is
not fought; it is simply observed, and the survivors are
driven mad not by wounds but by the sheer
impossibility of what they have seen. This is the heart
of cosmic horror: the enemy is not evil but indifferent,
too vast to be comprehended.
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Themes and Symbols in The Call”
of the Cthulhu

Beyond the surface plot of a monster and a cult, The
Call of the Cthulhu explores profound themes that
resonate today more than ever. One of the most
important is the theme of human insignificance.
Lovecraft repeatedly suggests that humanity is a
fragile species living in a universe that neither knows
nor cares about our existence. The cultists in the story
do not worship Cthulhu out of love, but out of a
desperate recognition of the truth: that humanity is not
the master of the world.

Another central theme is the fragility of sanity. Every
character who comes into direct contact with the truth
about Cthulhu either goes mad or dies. Professor Angell
dies under mysterious circumstances; the sailor
Johansen suffers nightmares and his notes are
disjointed. Lovecraft implies that the human mind is
not equipped to process the reality of the cosmos. This
is a radical departure from earlier horror, where
protagonists typically survive by their wits or faith. In
Lovecraft’s world, knowledge itself is dangerous.

The Cult and the Collective Unconscious

The cult of Cthulhu is not a small, organized group but
a global network of disparate people who are
psychically linked to the sleeping god. Lovecraft
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describes how the creature’s dreams “call out” to
sensitive individuals, inspiring art, madness, and
violent acts. This idea prefigures later concepts of the
collective unconscious and psychic networks. The story
suggests that beneath the veneer of civilization, there
is a primal, shared connection to ancient forces. The
swamp cult in Louisiana, the degenerate islanders in
the Pacific, and the artist who creates the bas-relief are
all responding to the same silent summons.

This theme has been explored in countless works since,
from Stephen King’s It (where a cosmic entity
influences a town) to the video game Bloodborne. The
idea that there are hidden patterns of influence beyond
human perception is both fascinating and deeply
unsettling. It taps into modern anxieties about
surveillance, manipulation, and forces that operate
outside our control.

Influence on Pop Culture and the
Mythos

It is impossible to overstate the impact of The Call of
the Cthulhu on popular culture. While Lovecraft was
relatively unknown during his lifetime, his work was
championed after his death by August Derleth and
others, who expanded the Cthulhu Mythos into a
shared fictional universe. Today, Cthulhu is one of the
most recognizable monsters in the world, appearing in
films, video games, tabletop role-playing games (like
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has even become a meme, a testament to its bizarre
and memorable design.

However, the story’s influence goes beyond mere
iconography. The narrative structure—a protagonist
investigating a global conspiracy through fragmented
documents—became a template for cosmic horror.
Found footage films and unreliable narration owe a
debt to The Call of the Cthulhu. Furthermore, the
concept of an “elder god” that is asleep but dreaming
has been adopted by many writers, from Neil Gaiman
to Guillermo del Toro. The phrase “Cthulhu mythos” is
now a shorthand for any story involving ancient,
incomprehensible beings from the stars.

Key Elements of the Cthulhu Mythos

1. The Great Old Ones - Ancient, powerful beings
from beyond the stars, including Cthulhu, Yog-
Sothoth, and Nyarlathotep.

2. R’lyeh - The sunken city where Cthulhu lies
dreaming, described with non-Euclidean
geometry.

3. The Necronomicon - A fictional grimoire written
by the “Mad Arab” Abdul Alhazred, containing
forbidden lore.

4. Human Cultists - Individuals or groups who
worship the Old Ones, often seeking power or
simply trying to cope with the truth.

5. Insanity - The inevitable psychological price of
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uncovering cosmic truths.

These elements have become so ingrained in genre
fiction that they are often used without direct
reference. For example, the idea of an ancient monster
asleep under the sea appears in everything from The
Beast from 20,000 Fathoms to Godzilla. Lovecraft’s
work is a foundational pillar of modern dark fantasy
and horror.

Why The Call of the Cthulhu
Endures

Nearly a century after its publication, The Call of the
Cthulhu continues to attract new readers and inspire
new adaptations. Why? The answer lies in its prescient
themes. In an age of climate change, pandemics, and
political instability, the idea that humanity is not in
control feels more relevant than ever. Lovecraft wrote
at a time when science was revealing a universe far
larger and more indifferent than previously imagined.
Today, we face similar existential threats that seem
beyond our ability to solve. The story’s central
message—that there are forces larger than ourselves,
and that ignoring them does not make them go
away—resonates deeply.

Moreover, the story’s ambiguity adds to its power. We
never fully see Cthulhu; we only get descriptions
filtered through terrified witnesses. This restraint



The Call Of The Cthulhu

I I o I e
description could. Lovecraft understood that the
imagination is far more powerful than any special
effect. The call of Cthulhu is not a physical sound but a
psychic one, a siren song that draws the curious toward
annihilation. This metaphysical horror is what sets The
Call of the Cthulhu apart from mere monster stories.

Modern Interpretations and Criticisms

It is important to note that Lovecraft’s personal views
were deeply problematic; he was a known racist and
xenophobe. His fears of miscegenation and
“degenerate” races are evident in stories like The
Shadow Over Innsmouth. However, The Call of the
Cthulhu is less explicitly racialized than some of his
other works, focusing instead on universal dread.
Modern readers and creators have reinterpreted the
mythos through more inclusive lenses. Writers like
Victor LaValle, Nnedi Okorafor, and Matt Ruff have
explored cosmic horror from non-white perspectives,
showing that the fear of insignificance is universal.

Furthermore, the story’s pessimism has been
challenged by authors who find hope in shared
struggle. Nonetheless, the core idea of The Call of the
Cthulhu—that we are not the masters of our
world—remains a powerful philosophical and literary
tool. It forces us to confront our own limitations and to
consider the possibility that there are truths we are not
meant to discover.
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