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To my beloved son Michael.
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PREFACE







‘You need to read him – he’s where the darkness starts.’


– Neil Gaiman





Howard Phillips Lovecraft was haunted by demons. They stalked him in daylight and darkness alike, from childhood until his premature death at the age of 46. They took the form of his earliest memories – of losing his father; of life with his hysterical, emotionally abusive mother.


They leered over his shoulder as he gazed at the distorted reflection in the glass. They taunted him as he struggled to endure blinding migraines, crippling fatigue and periodic breakdowns – debilitating psychosomatic disorders which threatened to suck his vitality and curtail his creativity. He fled from them in his sleep – in dreams so terrifyingly vivid that they left him fearing for his own sanity – and mocked him in the street in the form of ‘evil-looking foreigners’ who threatened to overrun his picturesque colonial hometown of Providence, New England.


They left him riddled with self-doubt, disappointment and despair, but like a man possessed, he drove them from his mind time and again in bouts of feverish activity. Even as his fortunes declined and various publishing ventures failed to materialise, he worked tirelessly to create an extraordinary and highly influential body of work that has secured him a prominent place in the history of imaginative fiction.


H.P. Lovecraft is widely regarded as the most original writer of modern horror fiction and a pervasive and enduring influence on popular culture. His primordial universe of elder gods and eldritch horrors – existing just on the periphery of the more mundane, ordered world we know as ‘reality’ – has inspired authors as diverse as Stephen King, Ramsey Campbell, Robert Bloch, Clive Barker, Alan Moore and Neil Gaiman. Lovecraft’s most memorable creatures – notably the tentacle-headed god Cthulhu – have been invoked by such giants of rock music as Black Sabbath, Metallica and Iron Maiden, and continue to feature in almost every form of fantasy art: from graphic novels to computer games. His compelling creations have influenced the look of major movies such as Alien, Hellboy and even Pirates of the Caribbean – although the grotesque otherworldliness of Lovecraft’s original tales is yet to be captured by any director onscreen in a way that lives up to the author’s fantastic vision in the truest sense of the word. Yet this eccentric and reclusive resident of Providence, Rhode Island, did not have a book published by a major commercial house during his lifetime. He died at the age of 46 in comparative obscurity, convinced that he had failed to achieve the recognition he craved.


The Curious Case of H.P. Lovecraft examines the life and work of the man Stephen King called ‘the twentieth century’s greatest practitioner of the classic horror tale’, revealing how Lovecraft’s disturbing creations may have been an attempt to exorcise both his inner-demons and the elemental abominations which haunted his recurring nightmares.


There are no happy endings in Lovecraft’s world. No light at the end of the dark night of the soul. No hope and no reward for heroic deeds or self-sacrifice. Mankind, according to Lovecraft, exists in an amoral universe at the mercy of destructive forces beyond our comprehension. And yet his vision endures and continues to exert a profound hold on our collective imagination.


Critics have pointed out many shortcomings in Lovecraft’s prose, calling it ‘stilted’, ‘overwrought’, even ‘hysterical’, but they overlook the fact that his somewhat overheated style may well have been deliberate. How better to convey the tumultuous inner-state of his characters – many of whom are shown to be struggling to maintain their sanity as ardently as the man who created them. These critics also overlook the fact that Lovecraft’s single novel, four novellas and 52 short stories were not written to edify, but to entertain. Their primary purpose is to generate a frisson of electrifying excitement, offering the reader a chance to experience vicariously those things they fear and hope never to face; degeneration, death and madness. And in this endeavour, he succeeds admirably.


A master of his chosen genre, Lovecraft understood better than anyone the arc of an effective horror story. Each of his tales represents a heart-stopping, hair-raising fairground ride – pausing for just a brief interlude of unsettling silence, before picking up speed for the final descent into darkness. Of course, there’s a certain degree of panache and carnivalesque showmanship required to carry it off, saving the story from becoming a bloodless exercise in style over substance – but this is an ability that Lovecraft possessed in spades. Playing on instinct rather than intellect, the value of horror fiction cannot be measured by scholarly dissection, but by its ability to crawl under the skin and to linger in the recesses of the mind; to unsettle and to challenge the certainty we seek; to call into question the nature of what we accept as ‘reality’. Its grim beauty is in the eye of the beholder and there can be no doubt that Lovecraft’s best work exhibits a macabre beauty. 

















CHAPTER ONE


A STRANGER IN THIS CENTURY







‘I know always that I am an outsider; a stranger in this century and among those who are still men.’


– H.P. Lovecraft





Howard Phillips Lovecraft entered the world at 9am on 20 August 1890 in the comparative comfort of the Phillips residence – home of his mother’s family – at 194 Angell Street, Providence, Rhode Island. His parents, Winfield Scott Lovecraft, a commercial traveller for the Gorham Silversmiths and Sarah Susan Phillips, the daughter of a wealthy entrepreneur, had been married barely a year and would shortly move into rented accommodation in Dorchester, a suburb south of Boston.


Susan, as she preferred to be known, considered herself a child of the colonial aristocracy and so the realisation that her husband’s prospects were not as promising as he’d led her to believe before their wedding (on 12 June 1889) came as a bitter disappointment. Yet, she never lost her penchant for embellishing the truth – a trait she shared with her son Howard, who’d grow up to boast that he was descended from a long line of ‘unmixed English gentry’. In fact, little is known of his ancestry, other than that there were respectable New England names on his mother’s side; certainly nothing to justify his lifelong claim that he was the last in a line of old-world nobility, or that his birth-right permitted him to live the life of a gentleman of leisure, when he could ill afford to do so. But Howard Phillips Lovecraft was raised on fantasy and extravagant fancies. It was therefore inevitable that he lived out his own, even when a more realistic assessment might have made his existence more tolerable.


According to neighbour Clara Hess, little Howard resembled his mother more than his father, having inherited the ‘peculiarly shaped nose which […] gave her a very inquiring expression’. With her porcelain complexion, Susan was considered pretty – despite the fact that her colouring is rumoured to have been caused by habitual doses of arsenic. This substance was used to treat everything from morning sickness to rheumatism and poor circulation. Whether it also contributed to her ‘intensely nervous’ disposition is not known, but Susan’s reputation as a frigid ‘touch-me-not’ (in the words of Lovecraft’s wife Sonia) implies that Winfield’s attentions were far from welcome and may well have aggravated her lifelong neuroses.


However, the sole surviving family photograph of the eighteen-month-old Howard and his parents captures a happy child, proudly presented to the camera by his mother – who assumes the manner of a prim schoolmarm – and his father who gives the impression that he might be a congenial companion. Had Winfield lived, there’s every chance that Howard could have enjoyed a comparatively happy childhood. With his father’s assets valued at $10,000 after his death on 19 July 1898, the family would have wanted for nothing. As it was, Lovecraft lost his father at the tender age of seven. From this point on, he lived a cosseted existence in the ‘quiet, shady’ suburbs. Indeed, the story of his childhood is not dissimilar to Booth Tarkington’s novel, The Magnificent Ambersons, with Howard cast as George Minafer – a privileged young man for whom nothing and no one seems quite good enough. But, though Howard was blessed with a ‘virtually unlimited’ collection of toys, lead soldiers and games, he came perilously close to being suffocated by his mother’s acute anxiety. On one occasion, she went so far as to command a friend to stoop when taking her son by the hand for fear that his arm might be pulled from its socket. Indulgence and privilege characterised his childhood in every respect. His grandfather’s coachman built him ‘an immense summer-house’ complete with a staircase leading up to the roof. This served as the centre of operations for the boy’s extensive model railway. As Howard grew older, the roof would provide the perfect platform for his telescope, with the house serving as both observatory and private clubhouse – to which only a select few members were invited.


Howard’s favourite pastime was the construction of table-top villages using wooden houses, windmills and castles served by a transportation system of streetcars and a landscape littered with railway accessories, toy trees and soil from the garden. These grew into towns inhabited by lead soldiers and, if his mother did not call for them to be dismantled by bedtime, the towns would develop into cities. Such an ambitious enterprise required considerable patience and reverential silence as the architect considered how best to create the desired effect. It was clearly not a project that could be shared with an impatient playmate. It was a solemn and solitary activity, like reading or writing. Besides, it was not a mere game, but a conception. Moreover, the figures were not placed at random, but where their roles required them to be at specific points in the ‘plot’, as Lovecraft later put it – a plot to which only he was privy. ‘Horror-plots were frequent, though (oddly enough) I never attempted to construct fantastic or extra-terrestrial scenes. I was too much of an innate realist to care for fantasy in its purest form.’


Board games were for ordinary children. Howard Phillips Lovecraft was a world builder. He just hadn’t got around to deciding who or what the inhabitants might be. ‘The children I knew disliked me, and I disliked them … Their romping and shouting puzzled me.’ His own second cousin Ethel – who once glimpsed him leafing through a large volume with all the earnestness of a schoolmaster studying an essay – found him distant and rather pretentious.


As for Howard, he evidently preferred adult company to playing with children of his own age. In this respect, the precocious child was indulged further – by the poetess Louise Imogen Guiney, with whom his parents lodged in the winter of 1892, whilst waiting to move into their own home. Tragically, due to Winfield’s illness, this house was never built and the vacant plot of land was auctioned off.


Lovecraft’s earliest memories are of befriending his landlady’s St Bernard dogs, one of whom allowed the toddler to put his hand inside its mouth in imitation of a lion tamer, leaving Howard fiercely proud that he had faced his fear and emerged with all his fingers intact. He later claimed that the dog, named Brontë after the author, trotted obediently beside his pram and growled at strangers if any dared to approach it; the idea of being protected by such a magnificent beast evidently added to his self-esteem.


It was at the Guiney house that he learned how words could enthral an audience and elicit approval. Recitals of ‘Mother Goose’ and other nursery rhymes brought immediate appreciation from his hostess – not for the quality of the performance, Lovecraft later admitted, but for the mere fact that he was able to recite verse from memory at the age of two, long before he could read. He quickly graduated to more adult offerings, most notably ‘Sheridan’s Ride’ by T.B. Read at the behest of his father who favoured military subjects. The child, now an undisputed prodigy – at least in his parents’ eyes and that of the indulgent Miss Guiney – delivered the text with such gusto that he drew a roar of applause and experienced the heady rush of ‘painful egotism’.


The young Lovecraft enjoyed the patronage of the famous poet, but if he remembered her fondly he did not regard her as someone worth reading for he later wrote that, ‘Miss Guiney followed vaguer literary deities, of whom the Miltonic spirit chaos seems to be the leader’.


Lovecraft’s sheltered existence was shattered, however, in April 1893 with the news that Winfield had suffered a nervous breakdown whilst on a business trip to Chicago. It was said that he had been raving, accusing a chamber maid of insulting him and crying uncontrollably that his wife had been assaulted in her hotel room. Susan was, of course, not present and Winfield had had to be forcibly restrained. On his return to Boston, he was diagnosed as psychotic and confined in the Butler Hospital, a psychiatric institution where he would die five years later of ‘general paresis’ or paralysis. Though the true nature of his disorder has never been revealed, there has been speculation it may have been syphilis. The fact that Winfield’s cousin, Joshua Elliott Lovecraft, also died of general paresis some months later is suggestive of an inherited disorder, although the official cause of Joshua’s death was recorded as ‘business anxiety’, a euphemism for stress. Susan would die in the same institution twenty-three years later in 1921. Though she died of complications arising from a botched gall bladder operation, it seems she had lost the will to live long before this. Howard, it appears, was destined to learn from the earliest age that happiness was fleeting and that life was as transient as his dreams.


Following his father’s committal, mother and son moved back to the Phillips’ family home in Providence where Howard came under the care of his maternal grandfather Whipple Van Buren, his grandmother Robie Alzada Place and his doting spinster aunts Lillian, a keen amateur painter, and Annie, a sociable soul who, in her nephew’s estimation, brought a ‘touch of gayety to a rather conservative household’.




 





Little was said of Winfield’s fate and the boy was encouraged to remember his father as a smartly dressed, hard-working man with ‘an extremely precise and cultivated English voice’ who had been struck down by an unspecified malady at the age of 45. ‘I can just remember my father – an immaculate figure in black coat and vest and grey-striped trousers. I had a childish habit of slapping him on the knees and shouting, “Papa, you look just like a young man!” I don’t know where I picked that phrase up; but I was vain and self-conscious, and given to repeating things which I saw tickled my elders.’


Ella Sweeney, a school teacher and family friend, formed a less favourable impression describing Winfield as ‘a pompous Englishman’ (despite the fact that he was born in Rochester, NY) whose avowed dislike for the nasal whine, dress sense and mannerisms of his neighbours had not made him many friends – but then the Phillips clan considered every American with antecedents in England to be an Englishman and therefore stiff-necked, self-righteous and overbearing. Their antipathy however only encouraged the boy’s fierce Anglophilia which took the form of a stubborn refusal to use American spellings.


In his early twenties Lovecraft took to wearing his father’s ties and wing collars. Perhaps he acted in the vague hope that by doing so he might forge some form of connection with the man? Either way, his longing to make this faintest memory of his father more real is wholly understandable. After all, how well could a young man know his own character if he had no father against whom he could measure himself? Tellingly, Lovecraft was never able to face up to the true cause of his father’s death. Instead, he’d tell friends of how Winfield – weakened by insomnia and perpetual nervous strain – had suffered a stroke. Whether he came to believe this version of events is unclear …


As a child he pleaded with his mother to tell him stories about his father, but as she was reluctant to be reminded of a subject which evidently gave her much pain, the boy was forced to entreat his ‘beloved’ grandfather who soon became ‘the centre of my entire universe’.


Whipple Van Buren was a wealthy industrialist who had made and lost several fortunes by the time he became a surrogate father to the three-year-old Howard. But unlike many elderly gentleman of his generation who lived for their work and the accumulation of wealth and status, Whipple welcomed the opportunity to mentor the boy and nurture the young mind that had been entrusted to him. Though he might have adopted a gruff, no-nonsense manner in dealing with his employees, Whipple was said to be demonstrably affectionate towards his grandson and determined to counter what he saw as his daughter’s overtly feminine influence, particularly regarding the boy’s attire and shoulder-length curls. Susan made no secret of the fact that she had wished for a girl and her son was eager to please her, but by the age of six the novelty had worn off and he insisted his mother take him to the barber.


Dressing young boys in frocks and feminine clothes was common among the middle and upper classes in the Victorian era, but Howard’s grandfather frowned on such practices and determined to impress masculine virtues in the child. He promised to tell the boy stories, but only if he behaved himself and changed into trousers. If the old man couldn’t play physically taxing games because of his health and age, he would instil a sense of adventure in the boy by relating the dangers he had overcome to acquire the artefacts in his extensive art and antiquities collection, embellishing the tale with each re-telling to reinforce his heroic image as a reallife Allan Quatermain, hero of H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885).


But what made such a profound impression on the child was the realisation that the Roman coins he was given to weigh and examine had been passed from hand to hand by real people twenty centuries ago. In his mind, their monetary value and aesthetic qualities paled in comparison to their psychometric value – the promise of a psychic link to the past. In later life, Lovecraft may have professed a distrust of those who claimed to be able to commune with spirits, or to have experienced supernatural phenomena, but he felt an affinity for those writers who evoked the past so vividly that their words would act as an invocation, transporting him back through the centuries. The more vivid the prose, the stronger would be the psychic link.


Grandfather Whipple also entertained the child with dark gothic stories adapted from traditional fairy tales and regaled him with Greek myths and legends. ‘I never heard oral weird tales except from my grandfather who, observing my tastes in reading, used to devise all sorts of impromptu original yarns about black woods, unfathomed caves, winged horrors (like the “night-gaunts” of my dreams, about which I used to tell him), old witches with sinister cauldrons, and “deep, low, moaning sounds”. He obviously drew most of his imagery from the early Gothic romances – Radcliffe, Lewis, Maturin etc. – which he seemed to like better than Poe or other later fantasists.’


Then when the boy was old enough to read for himself, the bewhiskered old gentleman threw open the doors to his magnificent library, informing his grandson that the wealth of the world lay not in precious objects and material riches but in the secrets of the stars, of the mysteries of life and death possessed by lost civilisations and in the ideas of its greatest thinkers, inventors, philosophers and writers. No more needed to be said after this to encourage the child to feed his fertile imagination. After devouring a child-friendly edition of Grimms’ Fairy Tales at the age of four, he tells us that he moved on to a translation of The Arabian Nights which offered him ‘a gateway of glittering vistas of wonder and freedom’.


Inspired by these, he begged his indulgent mother to furnish his room in the manner befitting a Persian prince with rugs and trinkets purchased from a number of Oriental curio shops. In honour of his new imaginary status, he renamed himself Abdul Alhazred (All Has Read), though he subsequently admitted that he couldn’t remember the origin of the name or when exactly he first adopted it. But of all the texts that impressed him at that tender age, the most significant was Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ for it was the first to leave him with a feeling of dread that he simply could not shake off, even if he had wanted to.


It was not so much the language that thrilled him, but the illustrations. He came upon the atlas-sized folio in the home of a friend of his aunts. It was leaning against the mantel of a fireplace in a high-ceilinged Victorian library and bore the legend, ‘with illustrations by Gustave Doré’ in gilt letters on the cover. The name was familiar from his grandfather’s handsome leather-bound volume of Milton’s Paradise Lost and so no invitation was necessary to encourage the boy to reacquaint himself with the ‘dark, supernal magic’ of the French artist’s engravings, the most striking of which depicted the ghastly corpse-ship with tattered sails becalmed under a pallid moon.


‘I turn a page … God! A spectral, half-transparent ship on whose deck a corpse and a skeleton play at dice!’


A normal, sensitive child of that age would doubtless have run screaming from the room, but not young Lovecraft, who found himself fascinated like a small animal by the cobra’s stare. Every illustration offered fresh horrors: ‘A sea full of rotting serpents, and death-fires dancing in the black air … troops of angels and daemons … crazed, dying, distorted forms … dead men rising in their putrescence and lifelessly manning the dank rigging of a fate-doomed barque.’


If the child was not possessed of a morbid temperament before his exposure to such macabre imagery, he certainly became so afterward, for the death of his maternal grandmother in January 1896 plunged the household into a fog of gloom that the boy found suffocating. To be fair, it would have taken an uncommonly cheerful disposition to remain impervious to the elaborate bereavement rituals that accompanied Victorian mourning and the now six-year-old Howard Phillips Lovecraft was encumbered in that respect by the presence of his acutely morbidly-minded mother. ‘The black attire of my mother and aunts terrified and repelled me.’


It affected him so deeply that he began to suffer from ‘hideous’ nightmares inhabited by black, faceless winged creatures with barbed tails that he named night-gaunts. Years later he wondered if they might have originated with the demons drawn by Doré which he had seen in his grandfather’s deluxe edition of Paradise Lost and which he felt compelled to sketch upon waking in an effort to exorcise them from his mind. Alas, they continued to appear, carrying him through space at a sickening speed while goading him with their tridents. He was tormented by them for the better part of five years, so much so that he made a great effort of will to stay awake and to stave off the onset of sleep, but it only left him tired and strained during the day. Fifteen years later – at the age of 25 – he was still haunted by the memory of those restless nights and forced himself to stay awake into the small hours.


One would have imagined that these nightmares would have compelled him to seek the sunlight and companionship of children his own age, but Lovecraft was instead lured to the windowless attic of the Phillips’ family home. There, he discovered leather-bound issues of the Spectator and Tatler, and musty folios by Dryden, Pope and other men of letters that his grandfather had consigned to that ‘nighted aerial crypt’ in the belief that they would be of no interest to anyone. By candlelight and kerosene lamp he was borne way back through the decades into the late seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries until he could boast that he was ‘probably the only living person to whom the ancient eighteenth-century idiom is actually a prose and mother tongue’.


But Whipple was more than a mentor and educator. He brought the boy through the darkness of his childhood fears by coaxing him through unlit rooms in the Phillips family home (now renumbered 454 Angell Street) when Howard was barely five. This did not, however, rid him of the night terrors. It simply left him with a preference for being active and productive in the early hours.


By day these phantoms evaporated and Howard sought companionship in books. His grandfather’s library was the treasure house of dreams in which he immersed himself for hours at a time. But he would occasionally venture beyond that panelled chamber to explore the semi-rural surroundings of Providence, the ‘primal and open New England countryside’ which helped him to cultivate a keen sense of place and period that would later serve as primary locations for his most memorable fiction. The ‘rolling meadows, stone walls, cart paths, brooks, deep woods, mystic ravines, lofty river-bluffs, planted fields, white ancient farmhouses, barns, and byres, gnarled hillside orchards, great lone elms, and all the authentic marks of a rural milieu unchanged since the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’(letter to Frank Belknap Long, 27 February 1931). This was not the pastoral idyll which inspired the romantic poets, but the dark woods and rough-hewn tracks leading to isolated houses where the shutters would be drawn at close of day and a pall of ominous silence would fall with the dying sun. At least, that was the way Lovecraft envisaged his hometown and its historic remnants with the exception, of course, of the Phillips house, the last private nineteenth-century two-storey residence in a paved street behind which spread a broad acreage of ground planted with great elms and cherry trees, a fountain, ivy-covered arch way and cultivated gardens separated from an open field by a stone wall. The land was large enough to accommodate a stable and a two-storey coach house (in which the coachman lived with his wife) and the main house sufficiently spacious for the family and four servants. It was a setting fit for a Booth Tarkington novel (the Pulitzer Prize winning author of The Magnificent Ambersons and astute observer of the American class system at the turn of the century), furnished as it was with plush hangings, paintings, statues and a broad staircase, down which the hostess could sweep to greet her guests.


Neighbours doubtless described their town and its environs as quiet and picturesque with an old-world colonial charm. But for Lovecraft, buildings were more than wood, bricks and mortar. They were charged with the residual personal energy of their previous inhabitants, be they human or otherwise.


He later recalled that he felt a ‘strange magic and fascination’ mixed with a ‘vague unease and perhaps a touch of mild fear’ for the historic houses with their saltbox roofs, fan lighted doorways and railed flights of steps. One can only presume that such feelings originated with his mother, for an impressionable child assimilates its initial impressions of the world from its parents and Susan Phillips was already bordering on the hysteric. Even the reassuring influence of her father could not alleviate her fears that both she and her son would suffer the fate that befell her husband, for syphilis is a congenital disease.


Nevertheless her son derived a pleasurable frisson from his walks up ‘the venerable hill’. The historic part of town was ‘a magic, secret world’ which felt more real to him than the nineteenth-century houses of his own neighbourhood – all of which suggests that he was unconsciously drawn, even at a tender age, to atmospheric locations which retained the indelible impression of their former inhabitants.


Although Susan Phillips refused to speak of her husband, either for shame or from grief, she could not restrain herself from indulging in periodic outbursts of self-pity, lamenting the ‘curse’ that had robbed her of her husband and left her dependent on her family. The child witnessed her histrionics and though he didn’t fully understand the implications, was profoundly affected by her suffering, noting that her entreaties to God had been in vain.


To avoid further emotional upheaval, he withdrew into himself. The less stable his mother became, the more he resolved to suppress his own feelings for fear of provoking another hysterical outburst. Soon it was not enough to lose himself in books; he began writing to shut out his mother’s tirades, substituting her voice for his own. His first attempt – at the age of seven – appears to have been a retelling of The Odyssey ‘for young people’, though he later claimed to have begun writing in earnest a year earlier. However, the handwritten ‘Second Edition’ of the 88-line ‘Poem of Ulysses’, dated 8 November 1897, is the earliest surviving example of the precocious poet’s pseudo-classical verse, or as he described it on the title page ‘An Epick Poem Writ by Howard Lovecraft, Gent’. The word ‘Epick’ is italicised to emphasize the scale of the endeavour.


One can imagine the pleasure the little book would have given his doting mother, adoring aunts and proud grandfather, and deservedly so; it’s a notable feat for someone twice that age to produce 88 lines of iambic heptameter. And though its author knew at the time that it was ‘pretty bad’, it shows a rudimentary understanding of the form and a commendable facility for condensing a story down to its essential elements, especially in one so young.




The nighte was darke! O readers, Hark!


And see Ulysses fleet!


From trumpets sound back homeward bound


He hopes his spouse to greet.’





But Lovecraft was no idle dreamer. He may have remained unworldly in certain respects, but he knew there was money to be made from a bestseller and that bibliophiles like his grandfather would pay handsomely for a valued book and cherish it if it was attractively presented. So on the final page the ‘publisher’, Providence Classics, advertised their current and forthcoming titles in the hope of securing advance orders at between five and twenty-five cents a copy.


Anyone under the impression that Lovecraft was a humourless, intense individual might be surprised at the impish cheek exhibited in his younger self ’s assertion at the end of the preface. ‘The latter works may be much better than this because the author will have more practice.’ These included ‘The Young Folks Iliad in Verse’, ‘The Aeneid’, ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’, ‘Mythology For The Young’ and ‘An Old Egyptian Myth Prepared Specially For Small Children’.


Lovecraft enjoyed playing at publishing, but took his research seriously, pestering his mother and aunts to take him to the Rhode Island School of Design which housed a collection of Greek and Roman plaster casts in its basement, after which he began a modest collection of his own with the profits from sales of his handwritten books – eagerly purchased by his mother, aunts and grandfather.


An appreciation of antiquities and a prodigious imagination led him to build altars to the Greek gods where he’d pray for their appearance to confirm his faith. While his neighbours’ children were playing cowboys and Indians in their back gardens, the eight-year-old Lovecraft became ‘a genuine pagan’, watching in the woods and fields for the nature spirits to materialise. ‘Once I firmly thought I beheld some of these sylvan creatures dancing under autumnal oaks … I have seen the hoofed Pan and the sisters of the Hesperian Phaethusa.’ This quasi-mystical experience was as real to him as the ‘subjective ecstasies of any Christian’.


This sense of being an outsider would permeate the more fanciful passages of his work, arguably revealing more about his inner life than any more direct correspondence – just as the secrets of our subconscious are unwittingly played out in dreams. In this passage taken from ‘The Tomb’ (June 1917), the line between author and protagonist seems especially blurred:




I have dwelt ever in realms apart from the visible world; spending my youth and adolescence in ancient and little-known books, and in roaming the fields and groves of the region near my ancestral home. I do not think that what I read in these books or saw in these fields and groves was exactly what other boys read and saw there; but of this I must say little, since detailed speech would but confirm those cruel slanders upon my intellect which I sometimes overhear from the whispers of the stealthy attendants around me.





Had he continued to occupy himself with the myths and legends of the ancient world and perhaps thereafter study classics at university, he might have secured himself a ‘respectable’ career as a classics scholar and with it a regular income. But a chance encounter with a volume of Edgar Allan Poe’s fantastic fiction in 1898 determined the direction his life would take from that moment on.


‘It was my downfall, and at the age of eight I saw the blue firmament of Argos and Sicily darkened by the miasmal exhalations of the tomb!’

















CHAPTER TWO


DEMONS ON ANGELL STREET







‘There are not many persons who know what wonders are opened to them in the stories and visions of their youth; for when as children we learn and dream, we think but half-formed thoughts, and when as men we try to remember, we are dulled and prosaic with the poison of life.’


– H.P. Lovecraft





The discovery of Poe was nothing short of a revelation, but it did not have an immediate effect on the young author’s own work. As a boy, Lovecraft devoured Penny Dreadful and dime novel detective stories. The influence of these can be traced in his earliest lurid little thrillers: ‘The Mysterious Ship’, ‘The Mystery of the Grave-Yard’, ‘The Haunted House’, ‘The Little Glass Bottle’, ‘The Secret Cave’, ‘John the Detective’ and ‘The Noble Eavesdropper’ (Lovecraft’s first surviving story and the first to be typewritten). Telling of a boy who happens upon a gathering of subterranean beings deep within a cave, the latter is believed to date from 1897 – the same year he wrote his first poem. Yet Poe’s preoccupation with death, insanity and self-imposed isolation gripped the young author, whose ‘kinship with Poe’s gloomy heroes with their broken fortunes’ would only intensify in years to come, with his own dramatic change in circumstance.


His carefree existence was curtailed that same year with his enrolment in Slater Avenue Primary School. Fortunately, his discomfort in the classroom lasted only as long as it took his teachers to realise that he already had a better education than they were able to offer him. In addition to his uncommonly large vocabulary and grasp of history, he must have been the only eight-year-old in Providence with a basic understanding of Latin and a practical knowledge of science – the former due to his grandfather’s tuition and the latter acquired through his reading. While poring over the illustrations in Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary he had become ‘veritably hypnotised’ by the images of scientific apparatus. It was not the subject itself which appealed to him so much as the idea of owning a fully equipped laboratory. ‘Being a “spoiled child” I had but to ask, and it was mine.’ He was also fortunate in having an aunt who was willing to tutor him in his chosen subject, Lillian having studied chemistry herself at boarding school. A copy of Professor Appleton’s The Young Chemist and a good sized cellar were his without much debate and he was in business. ‘The laboratory “work” – or play – seemed delightful, and despite a few mishaps, explosions and broken instruments, I got along splendidly.’


Needless to say, this new hobby inspired a series of self-produced ‘in-house’ publications including the weekly single sheet Scientific Gazette and a short series of chemical articles which could be purchased for the princely sum of five cents.


His passion, restless ambition and intense nature however had a detrimental effect on his somewhat fragile health. He suffered from headaches, nervous irritability, involuntary facial tics and exhaustion all through his childhood, leading to the first of what he claimed were several ‘near breakdowns’ at the age of eight. His father’s death just two months prior to his enrolment at Slater Avenue and his distress at being separated from his family at such a time may have been contributing factors, but by his own admission he had not inherited ‘a very good set of nerves’ and doubtless his heightened sense of melodrama (acquired from his mother) brought him to crisis point – psychosomatic or otherwise. There is also the possibility that this episode was a case of a young boy acting out – seeking extra attention or perhaps an excuse for discontinuing the violin lessons he’d come to loathe. Lovecraft knew that a tantrum or stubborn refusal would not sway his mother who had visions of her prodigy performing to wild applause, so he appealed to her morbid fear of illness by affecting a nervous collapse. Having already lost her husband to a similar – possibly congenital disorder – this was something she could not afford to ignore. It had the added benefit of necessitating his prolonged absence from school, for which he was grateful.


He did not return to Slater Avenue until 1902 – a full three years later (he’d only attended for one year previously) – having kept himself busy by reading mostly Egyptian, Hindu and Teutonic mythology, writing more fiction, some verse and the first of his juvenile histories of Rhode Island and the Spanish-American war. The catalogue of the ‘Providence Press’ now offered an impressive range of subjects which must have left his family in no doubt that he would be embarking on a career as either an academic, a journalist or an author.


Impressed as they were by his self-discipline, drive and dedication, they were nevertheless concerned that he should socialise with boys of his own age and lead an active life. At his grandfather’s suggestion he received a bicycle for his tenth birthday and derived much enjoyment from it, but an attempt to build stamina and a healthy interest in physical exercise at the local gymnasium resulted in a second ‘fainting fit’ which curtailed that avenue of activity.


In 1902 the science of astronomy supplanted the twelve-year-old Lovecraft’s interest in chemistry. Before long, he’d acquired a small collection of telescopes and a library of books devoted to his new favourite subject. However, he continued to publish the Scientific Gazette on an ad-hoc basis until January 1909. Astronomy now became his ‘principal scientific study’, consuming his every waking hour. When he was not mapping the constellations, observing comets and surveying the ‘worlds of infinite space’, he was writing about them. The contemplation of the cold, black vastness of space and the awesome power unleashed in the creation and destruction of worlds light years away became lifelong obsessions of his. ‘The grandeur of that growing conception of the universe still excites a thrill hardly to be duplicated.’


Lovecraft’s devotion and understanding of the subject deserves a chapter in itself, but its true significance lies in what it reveals of his belief in the cosmic forces that existed aeons before life began on Earth. God does not figure in this embryonic universe. For both the adolescent Lovecraft and the man, the planets, suns and stars were the result of random chemical interactions and subatomic processes. It is telling that his early essays are not based on a study of astronomical data or observation, but are highly speculative theories on what, or indeed who, created such features as the lunar canals. Clearly, the teenage Lovecraft’s primary interest in astronomy was not strictly scientific but supposition as he searches space for the meaning of life and evidence of other civilisations and intelligences. That said, he made painstaking notes on all manner of astronomical phenomena and applied himself to hours of uninterrupted observation – to the point where it caused him physical pain in his neck muscles. It also gave him a habitual stoop – one reason why Susan began referring to her only son as ‘deformed’. His dedication to this new subject was as singular and unstinting as his previous devotion to earlier interests, but with a noteworthy addition; Lovecraft had permission to use the Brown University telescope, situated on campus at the Ladd Observatory, where he duly cycled several times a week. This courtesy had been extended to the thirteen-year-old by Professor Upton, a Phillips’ family friend, though it did not prevent the youth from noting the telescope’s shortcomings in the 1 November 1903 issue of The Rhode Island Journal of Astronomy which appeared weekly, then monthly until April 1907, after which two late issues were released in January and February 1909. His private publications were by this time being reproduced in print runs of four copies an issue on a hectograph, a laborious and time consuming process using gelatine. Lovecraft had by this time become something of a local celebrity whose authority on the subject combined with his unbridled enthusiasm led him to make a rare semi-public appearance – a course of lantern-slide lectures to family and invited guests (fellow young astronomers) free of charge in his home.


According to those who were present, he addressed them in a high piping voice that was not unpleasant and conversed in an undertone with little modulation, suggestive of an even temper. He was a model of self-control, at least in company and rarely betrayed his emotions, except in his work and private correspondence (as he did when launching ‘a campaign of invective and satire’ against astrology in 1914). He was otherwise serious, intense and composed, meeting every attempt to scrutinise him with a passive expression behind thin-rimmed spectacles. A model scholar to those who saw him striding through the streets of Providence, a cache of books under one arm. Head lowered, he’d ignore all attempts to engage him in conversation – not out of rudeness, but an inability to engage in social interaction. He couldn’t make small talk even if he’d cared to. It served no purpose for him. It was of no value. Lovecraft spoke only to those who interested him, those who had something to say, or those to whom he had something to say. He was immersed in his own world, fascinated by his own ideas and it did not permit intruders. Talk of his ‘feeble health’, inherited nervous disorders and fatigue seems incompatible with the image of the almost six-foot tall, broad-shouldered, solidly built youth who must have cut an imposing figure in the eyes of his slighter peers. An acquaintance described Lovecraft as having a ‘magnificent physique’, one which would give any man cause to think twice before engaging him in a fist fight. Later in life he was proud and approving of the description given of him by his friend Frank Belknap Long in the latter’s 1927 short story ‘The Space Eaters’, in which Lovecraft played a central role. ‘In profile his face was impressive. He had an extremely broad forehead, long nose and a slightly protuberant chin – a strong sensitive face which suggested a wildly imaginative nature held in restraint by a sceptical and truly extraordinary intellect.’


Yet, in his youth, Lovecraft formed a wildly unflattering self-image, one which continued to undermine his self-esteem for as long as he lived. He considered himself ‘an invalid’ and was dismissive of anyone who dared to suggest the malady was all in his mind.


Had he been born a century later he might have been diagnosed with borderline Asperger Syndrome, clinically termed high-functioning autism. He certainly displayed all the symptoms: a lack of empathy and concern for others, obsessive interests and a work ethic bordering on the compulsive. Asperger sufferers typically demonstrate a degree of emotional immaturity, physical awkwardness and high anxiety which can manifest in a reluctance to leave their familiar environment (Lovecraft lived virtually all his life under the same roof and rarely ate at a café or restaurant until he moved to New York where he lived in a turmoil of mixed emotions – enjoying the company of his young companions and sightseeing, but suffering pangs of homesickness for the comforts of Providence). Asperger children are invariably of above average intelligence and so focussed on a single subject that it has become known as ‘the little Professor syndrome’. But their inability to ‘read’ other people can leave the impression that they are disinterested in others and so appear aloof. All these characteristics describe Lovecraft’s mannerisms and behaviour. Add to this the fact that many Asperger people are highly imaginative – so much so that many become writers, artists and musicians – and it seems likely that Lovecraft’s ‘eccentricities’ may be largely due to a condition that was unknown during his lifetime.


Having resumed his studies at Slater Avenue, the awkward teenager found himself forced to mix with the local boys – most of whom found him odd but endearing. His ability to dream up gruesome murder mysteries for them to solve may have had a good deal to do with his growing popularity, as was his leadership of the Providence Detective Agency whose members were armed with copies of The Detective magazine in case they spotted a wanted criminal lurking in the neighbourhood.


His classmates have testified to his shyness and air of affected indifference, but also to his generosity and considerable personal charm when they persisted in their attempts to befriend him. Within a term or two he had cultivated a number of genuine friendships with boys with whom he shared a haughty, anti-authoritarian attitude – adopted for the sole purpose of provoking their teachers. Lovecraft’s behaviour however was not sufficiently outrageous as to blot his academic record and he graduated in June 1903, marking the occasion with a hastily prepared speech on the life and work of astronomer Sir William Herschel, replete with the longest words in his vocabulary. If he had expected it to be greeted with open-mouthed admiration, he was to be sorely disappointed for the adults were all smiles, recognising a pretentious young man when they heard one. 




 





All good things, however, must come to an end and in the spring of 1904 Lovecraft experienced a dramatic change of fortune, one every bit as traumatic as that suffered by the fictional George Minafer, although unlike Tarkington’s character Howard did not deserve his fate. The spoilt, snobbish heir of a wealthy family, Minafer grows to be both condescending and cruel – sabotaging his own mother’s chance of happiness out of spite. Everyone in his hometown wishes earnestly for his ‘comeuppance’, which comes with the death of his grandfather. At the reading of the will, it transpires that George stands to inherit significantly less than he’d always hoped for …


On 24 March, Lovecraft lost his beloved grandfather Whipple Van Buren. Due to a string of disastrous ventures (namely two failed dam projects in Idaho) his firm – the Owyhee Land and Irrigation Company – was in financial dire straits. Whipple had saved himself and the family from ruin with the sale of his personal property. Yet, the strain was clearly weighing heavy upon him. While visiting his friend Alderman Gray, he was seized by the ‘paralytic shock’ (most likely a stroke) that killed him. When the board voted to dissolve the corporation, Susan and Howard were forced to vacate the family home and move into a small cramped house down the street at number 598 – which they shared with one other family. (Lillian and Annie had married and moved out of the Phillips house some years before). For the first time in his life the thirteen-year-old felt so desolate he saw no reason to continue living. ‘Oh hell!’ he wrote. ‘Why not slough off consciousness altogether?’


Though it’s clear from his journal (in which he considers the merits and potential problems of various methods of self-destruction) that he was never in earnest, there is an underlying hint of despair in these entries that seems all too real. Lovecraft had already lost faith in religion and could no longer believe that an omnipotent deity would intervene to save him or his loved ones. He might eventually have reconciled himself to his father’s death, but the loss of his gentle and benevolent grandfather at such an impressionable age appeared to justify his avowed atheism. The year before, he had petitioned his mother to remove him from Sunday school after an altercation with the ‘pious preceptors’ there. He’d challenged them to provide proof of the existence of God rather than taking their faith for granted. By his thirteenth birthday, he had already convinced himself of man’s ‘impermanence and insignificance’ and so the seeds were sown for the pessimistic cosmic view that would inform his fiction with ‘the futility of existence’ as well as a profound scepticism regarding human progress. In 1922, he’d expound on this philosophy in ‘A Confession of Unfaith’, and in several other essays in which he poured scorn on organised religion as institutionalised superstition.


‘All notions of cosmic consciousness and purpose, and of the importance of man in the limitless pattern of the universe, are plainly myths born of the imperfect information of man’s early days,’ he wrote (Against Religion: The Atheist Writings of H.P. Lovecraft, edited by Joshi, 2010).


Above all else, it was his unquenchable thirst for knowledge that drove him to endure when less resilient souls might have succumbed. There was simply too much he did not know about the world. Enlightenment was what he craved and he refused to be deprived of the opportunity to acquire it. If mankind was not destined to evolve, at least Howard Phillips Lovecraft would overcome his own personal limitations and develop into a writer of some renown.


One of the principal attributes of youth is, of course, adaptability. It took just one semester at his new school, the aptly named Hope Street English and Classical High School, to restore his spirits and dispel his antipathy toward authority after he found himself ‘a gentleman amongst gentlemen’. Lovecraft responded favourably to the more informal atmosphere and to the predominantly male staff who were able to accommodate his erratic punctuality knowing that he would deliver first-rate work if left to his own devices.


It is all the more surprising therefore that he left full-time state education a year before graduation. But then he saw little merit or value in formal qualifications and had no intention of pursuing a particular profession, despite the precarious financial state in which he and his mother now found themselves. After a childhood in which he had been applauded and indulged, and an adolescence in which he had fared well academically (though not to the standard required to secure a place at university), sordid reality could not be permitted to shatter his fragile self-image. If he was as gifted as he believed himself to be, the world, or at least his small corner of it, would surely recognise and reward it. It was only a matter of time.




 





For all his intelligence, it appears that he shared one discreditable trait with his late father and with certain members of the Phillips family: an insufferable, conceited belief in his own superiority. This manifested in contempt for non-white races and a professed anti-Semitism. His prejudice against the former was rooted in a spurious pseudoscientific theory prevalent at the time which stated that ‘negroes’ were biologically inferior and the latter largely, but not entirely, from the suspicion that the Jews were considered intellectually superior and so must be denigrated and excluded to give the anti-Semites a chance to catch up. Like many racists, Lovecraft’s affected ‘superiority’ was dependent on his assumption that it would never be challenged. The more threatened and insecure he felt, the more fervent his attacks became. Lovecraft had acquired much knowledge – so much so that his classmates named him ‘professor’ – but precious little common sense or compassion for those he considered his inferiors.


In a letter to Rheinhart Kleiner dated 16 November 1916 he wrote: ‘Hope Street is near enough to the “North End” to have a considerable Jewish attendance. It was there that I formed my intractable aversion to the Semitic race. The Jews were brilliant in their classes – calculatingly and schemingly brilliant – but their ideals were sordid and their manners coarse. I became rather well known as an anti-Semite before I had been at Hope Street many days.’


He was equally disparaging of those of Asian origin and expressed fear for the future if interracial relationships continued to ‘dilute’ the purity of the Aryan race. And yet, he subsequently married a Jewess who suffered many of his rants in silence, but was occasionally forced to remind him to tone down his racist outbursts in public. He also counted the Jewish poet Samuel Loveman among his closest friends, going so far as to act as Loveman’s secretary to ensure his poems were preserved for posterity, poems which Lovecraft admitted were superior to his own and confessing, ‘Jew or not, I am rather proud to be his sponsor’.


While it may be true that racial prejudice was endemic in the nineteenth century, many were immune to such reprehensible beliefs and of these it can be assumed a number were considerably less well educated than Lovecraft. Bigotry, indefensible in any age, is the bastard child of both ignorance and arrogance and as such Howard Phillips Lovecraft was better placed than most to know better.


Time, however, did not rectify his distorted perception nor temper his intolerance as his private correspondence attests. After living in New York for a few years during the 1920s he wrote, ‘loathsome Asiatic hordes trail their dirty carcasses over streets where white men once moved, and air their odious presence and twisted visage and stunted forms till we shall be driven either to murder them or emigrate ourselves … It is not good for a proud, light-skinned Nordic to be cast away alone amongst squat, squint-eyed jabberers with coarse ways and alien emotions whom his deepest cell tissue hates and loathes as the mammal hates and loathes the reptile, with an instinct as old as history.’


While one might admire his talent, drive and dedication, it is to his discredit that he saw fit to commit his racist views to the printed page, in numerous examples of his private correspondence and even in verse. The deficiencies of the man do not, however, debase the quality of his best work. If anything, they invest it with a twisted passion that is missing from his more fantastic fiction. The most notorious example, ‘The Horror At Red Hook’, which novelist China Melville calls ‘extraordinarily racist’ and ‘a fever dream of prejudice’, gains its nightmarish quality from its narrator’s xenophobic paranoia, whereas the reader rightly recoils in disgust from the racist language in ‘Herbert West: Reanimator’ because it is gratuitous and is clearly not the protagonist’s opinion but that of the author.


‘He was a loathsome, gorilla-like thing, with abnormally long arms that I could not help calling fore legs, and a face that conjured up thoughts of unspeakable Congo secrets and tom-tom poundings under an eerie moon. The body must have looked even worse in life – but the world holds many ugly things.’ Such passages strike a sour note even among Lovecraft’s most ardent admirers and must have dissuaded others from reading him at all.


All too frequently great artists are revealed to be fatally flawed human beings – alcoholics, drug addicts, insufferable boors and antisocial eccentrics – but when they are inspired, they channel and ground their creative force like a lightning rod. It is as if some higher self takes over. If in such moments it is true what the esoterics say and the ordinary mind is asleep at the wheel and the subconscious takes control, then it is permissible to detach the man from his muse, as we would with Richard Wagner, H.G. Wells or even Agatha Christie (the world’s most popular author after Shakespeare, her fiction is regrettably pitted with anti-Semitic asides) if we are to derive pleasure from his work.


Although it would seem that Lovecraft did not develop emotionally in the years following his grandfather’s death, it is beyond question that he did so as a writer, if the evidence of his later juvenile fiction is any indication. ‘The Beast in the Cave’ and ‘The Alchemist’ – both dating from Lovecraft’s late teens – see the young author finding his voice, though he is far from perfecting it. His laboured attempt to imitate his favourite authors has given way to a more confident command of language, centred on the psychological torture endured by the victim. The first story focuses on a philosophy scholar who becomes separated from a tour party during an expedition to a local cave. He is pursued through the darkness by a beast that he eventually kills. He is then rescued; only to learn that it was a man who had been lost like himself years before.


Lovecraft’s love of adjectives is already in evidence – ‘my disordered fancy conjured up hideous and fearsome shapes from the sinister darkness that surrounded me, and that actually seemed to press upon my body’ – as is his later tendency to contrive effects from a deliberately archaic and ostentatious style. But he creates a sense of claustrophobia and impending danger as the nameless narrator’s torch sputters in the darkness and is finally extinguished.


Reflecting on the story in later life, Lovecraft was in two minds about its value, referring to it as both ‘ineffably pompous’ and the first story of his worth reading. He tended to be his own harshest critic (to the extent that he destroyed all but two stories written between 1903 and ’08 in anticipation of concentrating on his scientific journalism). If there is a shortcoming with ‘The Beast …’ it is that it is too short to maximise tension and the final third is rushed as the narrator flees his pursuer until coming all too conveniently to the protection of his rescuer.


‘The Alchemist’ reveals further improvement. Although it is highly derivative and its author cannot resist the temptation to populate his setting with huge winged bats and dank, cobwebbed corridors, this revenge tale moves along at an admirably brisk pace and boasts a fine sense of the macabre as the following extract reveals: ‘Strangest of all were his eyes, twin caves of abysmal blackness, profound in expression of understanding, yet inhuman in degree of wickedness. These were now fixed upon me, piercing my soul with their hatred, and rooting me to the spot whereon I stood.’


The narrator, the Count Antoine de C–, is the last in a line of noblemen who all died in their thirty-second year as the result of a curse placed upon them in the Middle Ages by the son of a sorcerer. As the Count approaches his thirty-second birthday, he explores his crumbling castle and discovers the sorcerer’s son behind a locked door at the end of a nitre-encrusted passage. This last piece of description speaks volumes about the influence of Poe upon Lovecraft’s work, since ‘nitre’ – a mineral form of potassium nitrate which thrives in dark, dank places – is an idiosyncratic term that echoes throughout Poe’s fiction (particularly in ‘The Cask of Amontillado’). The pair struggle and the sorcerer’s son is fatally wounded. With his dying breath, he confesses that he murdered the Count’s male ancestors after having discovered the elixir of eternal life.


As Lovecraft scholar S.T. Joshi notes in his exhaustive two-volume biography, I Am Providence (Hippocampus Press, 2013), there are thinly veiled references to the writer’s personal circumstances in this tale, notably the allusion to a lofty and noble line brought low by poverty, the pride which prevents the protagonist from soiling his hands with work, his solitary existence and the days spent poring over ancient texts while keeping his distance from the ‘peasant children’ who dwell beyond the castle walls.




 





In all likelihood Lovecraft’s earlier ‘near breakdowns’ were purely psychosomatic, but the episode he suffered in the summer of 1908 after leaving high school appears to have been a genuine collapse. Whatever the cause, it gave him the face-saving excuse he needed to abandon his formal education – which he suspected he would fail given his lack of ability in maths. He would have been required to excel at the subject to qualify for an astronomy degree, which was the path he had set his heart on. His decision to abandon this dream dealt another blow to his self-esteem and was a significant contributing factor to his breakdown. However, the fact that he referred to it as ‘a sort of breakdown’ suggests that it was not formally diagnosed and therefore may not have been sufficiently serious to require admission to a hospital (unless this is another case of Lovecraft glossing over potentially sensational details of his life – regrettably, mental illness carried a certain stigma in the author’s lifetime). The ‘intense headaches, insomnia and general nervous weakness’ that he referred to in a letter to high-school teacher and fellow amateur journalist Maurice W. Moe, (January 1915) and which prevented his ‘continuous application to anything’ are suggestive of a general malaise and inability to summon up the energy to engage in a long period of formal study. The suspicion is that, industrious though he was, it was not until he was faced with the prospect of enrolling at university that Lovecraft realised enthusiasm and application would not be enough to see him through his exams. The possibility that he would be tested (literally) and found wanting was simply too much to bear and he retreated behind this latest convenient health problem. He appeared to admit as much in a letter to Moe dated April 1931. ‘It was clear to me that I hadn’t brains enough to be an astronomer – and that was a pill I couldn’t swallow with equanimity.’


From 1908 to 1913 – described by Lovecraft as ‘my years of feebleness’ – he withdrew from the world and wrote nothing of consequence, at least nothing that has survived. He had lived high on nervous energy for so long that he had burnt himself out, or as Poe would have it, ‘he was all used up’.


In a letter to R.H. Barlow dated April 1934 Lovecraft admitted, ‘in those days I could hardly bear to see or speak to anyone, and liked to shut out the world by pulling down dark shades and using artificial light’. No doubt his already fragile ego – albeit masked by a façade of superiority – had received an almost fatal blow when his own mother, drawing attention to his elongated chin and self-inflicted wounds to his face (made in an attempt to remove ingrowing beard hair), called him ‘hideous’ and ‘deformed’– repeated remarks which led him to restrict his outings to concerts, long solitary trolley car rides and visits to the opera. Neighbour Clara Hess later recounted that, ‘Mrs Lovecraft talked continuously of her son who was so hideous that he hid from everyone and did not like to walk upon the streets where people would gaze at him.’ This story didn’t surface till 1948, however, when it was printed by August Derleth in The Providence Journal.


Lovecraft languished in self-pity until 1914, when he caught the attention of Edward F. Daas, president of the United Amateur Press Association, with his erudite ripostes to fellow readers in the Argosy regarding the merits, or lack thereof, possessed by its most popular writer of romantic fiction, Fred Jackson. Daas was impressed with both the quality of Lovecraft’s well-argued retorts (often in verse form) and his wit – all of which demonstrated that he could engage in an informed and stimulating debate without resorting to personal attacks, as his critics were wont to do. At Daas’ invitation Lovecraft entered a prolific though not profitable career as an amateur journalist. Over the next ten years, he wrote on a diverse range of subjects reaching an audience of tens of thousands of readers – more than he could ever have hoped in his wildest imaginings as the publisher of his privately printed scientific periodicals. It was an opportunity for which he was very grateful and to which he devoted his energies. He must have been aware that it had offered him a lifeline at a time when he was in dire need of one.


‘Amateur journalism has provided me with the very world in which I live,’ he wrote in 1921. ‘With the advent of the United [United Amateur official organ of the Association of Amateur Journalists] I obtained a renewed will to live … and found a sphere in which I could feel that my efforts were not wholly futile.’ (‘What Amateurdom and I Have Done For Each Other’)
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