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The Call of Cthulhu is one of the most significant works in the realm of horror literature, penned by the

influential writer H.P. Lovecraft. First published in 1928, this short story introduces readers to the

cosmic horror genre, characterized by its sense of overwhelming dread and the insignificance of

humanity in the face of incomprehensible forces. Lovecraft’s intricate world-building, coupled with his

unique narrative style, invites readers to question their understanding of reality and the universe. In

this article, we will delve into the themes, characters, and enduring legacy of The Call of Cthulhu,

examining its impact on literature and popular culture.

Overview of the Story

The Call of Cthulhu is structured as a story within a story, narrated by an unnamed protagonist who

seeks to piece together fragmented accounts surrounding the mysterious entity known as Cthulhu. The

narrative is divided into three parts:

1. The Horror from the Sea: This section introduces the protagonist's discovery of a strange bas-relief

sculpture and an ancient manuscript that leads him to uncover the existence of Cthulhu.

2. The Tale of Inspector Legrasse: Here, the protagonist recounts the experiences of a police inspector

who encounters a cult worshiping Cthulhu, revealing deeper connections to the ancient being.

3. The Madness from the Sea: The final part presents the account of a sailor who survives a horrific

encounter with Cthulhu, providing a firsthand glimpse into the creature’s terrifying nature.

Through these interconnected narratives, Lovecraft builds a chilling atmosphere that emphasizes the

insignificance of humanity and the dread of ancient, incomprehensible beings.



Thematic Elements

Lovecraft’s work is rich in thematic content, exploring several key ideas that resonate throughout The

Call of Cthulhu.

Cosmic Horror

At the core of Lovecraft’s philosophy is the concept of cosmic horror—the idea that the universe is

vast, indifferent, and filled with entities far beyond human comprehension. Cthulhu embodies this

theme as a powerful, ancient being whose existence challenges the very foundations of human

understanding. The fear of the unknown is palpable throughout the story, as characters grapple with

the realization that they are but insignificant specks in a much larger cosmos.

The Fragility of Sanity

Another recurring theme in Lovecraft’s work is the fragility of the human mind when confronted with

the unfathomable. The characters in The Call of Cthulhu often experience psychological distress upon

learning about Cthulhu and the cult that worships him. The story suggests that knowledge itself can be

a source of terror, leading individuals to madness as they confront truths they were never meant to

know.

The Nature of Cults and Belief

The presence of the Cthulhu cult serves as a critique of blind faith and the extremes to which

individuals will go in their pursuit of understanding and connection with the divine. Lovecraft illustrates

how fear can drive people to embrace irrational beliefs, further emphasizing the theme of humanity’s

vulnerability in the face of ancient, malevolent forces. The cultists in the story, driven by their devotion



to Cthulhu, are depicted as both tragic and horrifying, illustrating the seductive power of belief.

Character Analysis

While The Call of Cthulhu is notable for its focus on the overarching theme of cosmic horror, it also

features several compelling characters that serve to illustrate the story's themes.

The Narrator

The unnamed narrator serves as the lens through which readers explore the terrifying truths of the

story. His journey from skepticism to a profound sense of dread mirrors the experience of the reader,

inviting them to question their own understanding of reality. As he uncovers the various accounts

related to Cthulhu, the narrator embodies the struggle between knowledge and sanity.

Inspector Legrasse

Inspector John Raymond Legrasse is a pivotal character who connects the various narratives within

the story. A pragmatic investigator, he seeks to understand the cult’s motivations and the significance

of their rituals. Legrasse’s encounter with the cultists and their beliefs illustrates the conflict between

rationality and the irrational forces that govern human behavior. His character highlights the struggle to

maintain sanity in the face of overwhelming evidence of the unknown.

The Sailor

The sailor, whose account of his encounter with Cthulhu serves as the chilling climax of the story,

represents the raw, visceral fear that Lovecraft aims to evoke. His harrowing experience in the



presence of Cthulhu offers readers a glimpse into the creature's terrifying nature, cementing the sense

of dread that permeates the narrative. The sailor’s descent into madness underscores the story’s

theme of the fragility of the human mind.

Literary Style and Techniques

Lovecraft’s writing style is distinctive and contributes significantly to the atmosphere of The Call of

Cthulhu. Several literary techniques enhance the story’s impact:

Descriptive Imagery

Lovecraft employs vivid and elaborate descriptions to create a sense of unease and dread. His use of

sensory details allows readers to visualize the grotesque and otherworldly aspects of Cthulhu and the

cult’s rituals. The imagery evokes a palpable sense of horror, immersing readers in the story’s chilling

atmosphere.

Unreliable Narration

The use of an unreliable narrator adds complexity to the story. The protagonist’s gradual descent into

fear mirrors the uncertainty of the narrative itself, as readers are left to question the veracity of the

accounts presented. This technique enhances the theme of madness, as the boundaries between

reality and imagination blur.

Fragmented Structure

The story’s fragmented structure, consisting of multiple narratives, serves to emphasize the disjointed



nature of the information surrounding Cthulhu. This structure mirrors the chaos and confusion

experienced by the characters as they confront the incomprehensible. The transitions between different

perspectives create a sense of unease, reinforcing the story’s themes of cosmic horror and the

unknown.

Impact and Legacy

The Call of Cthulhu has left an indelible mark on literature and popular culture, influencing countless

authors and creators in the horror genre. The story’s blend of existential dread and supernatural

elements has inspired a wide range of adaptations, including films, video games, and tabletop role-

playing games.

Influence on Literature

Lovecraft’s work has paved the way for numerous authors who explore themes of cosmic horror and

the unknown. Writers such as Stephen King, Clive Barker, and Neil Gaiman have drawn inspiration

from Lovecraft’s unique style and thematic elements. The term “Cthulhu Mythos” has come to

encompass a vast universe of interconnected stories and characters, shaping the landscape of modern

horror literature.

Adaptations and Popular Culture

The enduring popularity of The Call of Cthulhu has led to numerous adaptations across various media:

- Film: Several films have attempted to capture the essence of Lovecraft’s work, including adaptations

such as "The Call of Cthulhu" (2005) and "Dagon" (2001).



- Video Games: Titles like "Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth" and "Bloodborne" incorporate

Lovecraftian themes and aesthetics, inviting players to confront the cosmic horror that Lovecraft

envisioned.

- Tabletop Games: The tabletop role-playing game "Call of Cthulhu" has gained a cult following,

allowing players to engage with Lovecraft’s universe and experience the tension and dread of

confronting ancient beings.

Conclusion

The Call of Cthulhu stands as a cornerstone of horror literature, encapsulating the themes of cosmic

horror, the fragility of sanity, and the complexities of belief. Lovecraft’s masterful storytelling and

innovative narrative techniques invite readers to confront the unknown, leaving them with a lingering

sense of dread long after they have finished reading. As the story continues to resonate with

audiences today, it serves as a testament to Lovecraft’s enduring legacy and the timeless nature of his

exploration of humanity’s place in an indifferent universe.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Call of Cthulhu'?

The central theme of 'The Call of Cthulhu' revolves around the insignificance of humanity in the face of

cosmic entities and the fragility of sanity when confronted with the unknown.

Who is Cthulhu and what does he represent?

Cthulhu is an ancient cosmic entity described as a gigantic creature with an octopus-like head, a mass

of tentacles, and a scaly body. He represents the fear of the unknown and the idea that there are

forces in the universe far beyond human understanding.



How does Lovecraft use narration in 'The Call of Cthulhu'?

Lovecraft employs a multi-narrative structure, presenting the story through the accounts of different

characters, which adds to the sense of mystery and builds a layered understanding of the horror that

unfolds.

What role does the Necronomicon play in the story?

The Necronomicon is a fictional grimoire that contains forbidden knowledge about ancient beings,

including Cthulhu. It serves as a crucial plot device, symbolizing the danger of seeking knowledge that

humanity is not meant to understand.

Why is 'The Call of Cthulhu' considered a foundational text in the

horror genre?

'The Call of Cthulhu' is considered foundational due to its pioneering blend of cosmic horror, existential

dread, and the concept of ancient beings lurking beyond human perception, influencing countless

works in literature, film, and pop culture.
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