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THE CROSSROADS OF FACT AND FICTION


H. P. Lovecraft, known to the aficionados of the occult—demonology, witchcraft—as a master storyteller, is responsible for our first selection in this museum of the frequently morbid. To you connoisseurs of the black arts, you’ll probably recognize it. It’s a painting that tells the story of a young artist who recruits his models from odd places. And the models are very odd indeed. The painter’s name, incidentally, is Pickman. The title is “Pickman’s Model.” And where else would you see a story like this except in the Night Gallery?

—Rod Serling, Night Gallery, December 1, 19711



In the early 1970s, everyone knew Rod Serling, the charismatic and affable host of the science fiction show The Twilight Zone. Nearing age fifty, Serling had presided over much of the golden age of television, from his work on the pioneering Playhouse 90 to his current gig, hosting an anthology show of horror stories, The Night Gallery. On his programs, Serling often presented a strange and remarkable world where the inexplicable was commonplace, and the impossible happened each week. More often than not, the cause of these strange occurrences came from the depths of outer space.

“Rod Serling freely admitted that he was unabashedly a great devotee of tales of horror, fantasy, and the supernatural,” his wife, Carol, remembered.2 Serling had grown up at the height of the pulp fiction era, reading classic and modern horror stories in sensational magazines like Weird Tales and Astounding Stories. His favorite authors were Edgar Allan Poe, whose terrifying nineteenth-century tales spoke of macabre minds, and H. P. Lovecraft, whose Depression-era stories of cosmic horror hinted that buried in man’s past was archaeological evidence that humanity had once been visited by extraterrestrials. By the time Serling entered television, Lovecraft had become something of a cult figure, inspiring a devoted following of fans.

Lovecraft’s influence clearly showed in Serling’s work. In The Night Gallery anthology series, several of the episodes were based on Lovecraft’s stories, including “Pickman’s Model,” where the monster in a painting is not just a figment of the artist’s imagination. In The Twilight Zone, occasional hints of cosmic horror surfaced amid the out-and-out science fiction. Most impressively, in Serling’s best-loved film, Planet of the Apes, which he wrote, archaeological anomalies revealed a dark secret about an alien world. No one can forget the startling vision of the ruined Statue of Liberty in the film’s famous closing scene, or even the hints of Earth life in the apes’ archaeological investigations. Serling had in effect reversed the Love-craft premise: instead of humans finding evidence of aliens, it was the strange beings (the apes) finding evidence of us.

So the concept of archaeology revealing startling secrets was nothing new to Serling when in 1972 his producer, Alan Landsburg, called him on the phone to tell him of an amazing discovery he made.

“Rod,” Landsburg told him, “I think it’s real. I think I can prove that Earth was visited by intelligent life from outer space.”3

Serling was not terribly amused at first, but Landsburg presented seemingly miraculous evidence that man had in fact been visited. He claimed to have seen the runways where their crafts had landed and cryptic signals built by the visitors. Further, he had seen the actual remains of structures they had made while they were here. What made Landsburg’s revelations particularly shocking was the remarkable claim that the aliens had not come today or yesterday but had come thousands of years ago.

Called either the “ancient-astronaut hypothesis” or Paleo-SETI after the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence conducted by NASA, the theory held that in the remote past aliens had come to Earth and ancient humans mistook them for gods. These visitors wowed the natives with their technological prowess, and they left traces of their coming in ancient myths and monuments.

Sitting across the table from Serling, Landsburg pulled out series of photographs of things that should not be. He showed him snapshots of millennia-old batteries and ancient drawings of spaceships, radios, and airports—all dating back to the darkest and most remote epoch of humanity’s ancient past. These were things that should not be, but they were here; they existed. Truly, if these things were real, then humanity’s earliest gods were extraterrestrials whose amazing technology had given them the aura of the supernatural. This would be the story of the century, and Rod Serling was there.

“Had it been anyone else,” Serling later wrote, “showing the objects and pictures to me, I might have said ‘Mounte-bank!’”4 But Serling trusted that the talented television producer was on to something: “He had more than the amateur’s command of the fields of archaeology, biology and related scientific investigation. By the time we were finished I had seen enough evidence to convince me that we had entered a new and fascinating field of research.”5

Yet it seems impossible that Serling could not be at least a little troubled by the odd similarity between this amazing new research and those Lovecraft stories he had read in his youth. Might there be some connection between the horror author’s tales of alien gods and this seemingly miraculous proof? Serling must have held his doubts and decided that the connection just wasn’t there or never put the pieces together.

Much of Alan Landsburg’s interest in the subject had come from a fiery and outrageous best-seller called Chariots of the Gods? written originally in German in 1968 by a Swiss hotelier named Erich von Däniken. In that book, von Däniken had shockingly claimed that alien beings from another world had descended to Earth in the remote past, genetically engineered humanity, built the greatest monuments of the past, and then left with a promise to return. Von Däniken blasted conventional archaeology for ignoring what was clearly evidence of humanity’s alien heritage, and his words struck a cord with Landsburg and with many people living through the heady days of cultural upheaval and the wholesale rejection of convention in the late 1960s.

In 1972, Landsburg made his call to Serling to share von Däniken’s shocking claims. After Serling had become convinced that the theory held water, he and Landsburg plotted their next move. This information was too sensational, too amazing to be kept to themselves. If archaeology were ignoring, or worse attacking, these theories, then they would bring them directly to the people. The two men worked together to bring Chariots to the small screen in the form of a television documentary. Titled In Search of Ancient Astronauts, the 1973 NBC special outlined the major points in von Däniken’s thesis, taking the viewer around the world to survey the incredible evidence for alien intervention: the impossibly large pyramids around the world, the haunting statues of Easter Island, the alien runways at Nazca in South America. Rod Serling’s credibility and celebrity helped to give weight to this seemingly impossible idea. The documentary was a huge success and catapulted the ancient-astronaut hypothesis from the intellectual fringe right into Middle America.

“It brought together on film,” Landsburg wrote, “some of the visible signs that Earth might have been visited long ago by astronauts from some other world—visitors whom the awed Earthmen would probably have taken for gods.”6

With Serling’s distinctive voice intoning questions about how mere mortals could construct the colossal bulk of Egypt’s Great Pyramid or how the Nasca people could have laid out an airport in the deserts of Chile,7 millions of Americans were exposed for the first time to the idea that the wonders of the past were monuments to extraterrestrials. And many of those viewers became convinced that something was amiss with the textbook view of the ancient past.

In the year after In Search of Ancient Astronauts aired, von Däniken’s little book became an overnight sensation in the United States. While it had run as a six-part serial in the National Enquirer three years earlier, it now sped through thirty-seven printings. By the beginning of 1974, four million copies were in print, and the sequels Gods from Outer Space and Gold of the Gods were selling rapidly. Other authors quickly jumped on the bandwagon, including Alan Landsburg, who, along with his wife, released In Search of Ancient Mysteries and its follow-up, The Outer Space Connection, providing a still larger compendium of ancient mysteries. Ancient astronauts became a literary genre, and its authors now claimed that the aliens had initiated a cult of immortality and that aliens may even have had a hand in manipulating human evolution or genetically engineering humanity.

While the idea that aliens were our ancestors quickly came under attack from scientists as impossible and false, it continued to garner impressive numbers of followers. Von Däniken would go on to write more than twenty-five books expounding his claims, and his imitators and followers each wrote several more. Mainstream science began to take note, and archaeologists had to insert comments refuting alien intervention in their books, articles, and documentaries, if only to show that they thought nothing of the idea.

Rod Serling remained convinced until his death that something was going on in humanity’s past that could not be explained. Yet he confessed in his preface to The Outer Space Connection, “I was engrossed in a world more clearly the province of the fiction writer than the journalist.”8 Perhaps when he wrote that he had in mind the strange tales of the Providence, Rhode Island, author H. P. Lovecraft, who forty years earlier had written all of it as fiction. If so, he never said. Serling died in 1975 still believing that aliens had come to Earth in the distant past. If only he had known just how uncanny his words were….

I came to the theory of ancient astronauts a bit late. Not born until after the initial craze had faded away, I never experienced the first wave of alien ancestor frenzy. My first contact with the world of the strange came from television. In countless hours spent watching the Discovery Channel and A&E, I encountered this strange idea of prehistoric visitation buried in the sensational documentaries that I could not have then known were less than faithful to the facts. In reruns of Leonard Nimoy’s classic series In Search Of … (for which Serling’s documentary was the pilot) and in episodes of his then-current show Ancient Mysteries, so-called experts proclaimed that aliens had come to Earth, had created its ancient wonders, and were still coming today.

When I was young and in full intellectual rebellion against my schooling, I found this idea seductive and believed wholeheartedly in the theory of ancient visitors, convinced that the powers that be were concealing a fabulous past from me. I wanted to believe and I needed to believe. Always a bright child, I had advanced beyond my studies quite quickly, and this theory seemed to provide the intellectual stimulation that my endless thirst for knowledge needed. Yet even as I adopted wholesale these amazing ideas, I did not possess the intellectual tools needed to critically evaluate them. Still seduced by the idea that something was right because an authority figure told me so, how could I doubt what the glowing box told me each Saturday afternoon, or what the cumulative weight of the ancient histories seemed to say?

Yet in the back of my mind, there still existed the seeds of doubt: If the television shows kept insisting that the “orthodox” archaeologists were wrong, how could I be sure that the television was right? In other words, if the proponents of the Paleo-SETI hypothesis claimed that authority figures were wrong, and they were right, how could I then accept their authority? I had quiet doubts that something was wrong.

Nevertheless, I bravely soldiered on.

Being a voracious reader and as indiscriminate in my choice of books as I was in documentaries, I had absorbed all the classics of the ancient alien genre. My father had been taken by von Däniken’s musings during the theory’s early heyday, and he had a worn and tattered copy of Gold of the Gods, which I read and loved. Unable to satisfy my lust for ancient mysteries with just one book, Gold inspired me to seek out more “forbidden” knowledge. I devoured all the books of the preceding decades, including von Däniken’s collected works and several strange tomes on pyramidology.

I was intrigued by the subject. The pyramids were an endlessly fascinating topic, and history had always been something I loved. It seemed for all the world that von Däniken was right, that he must be right, for his theories seemed to make so much sense on an emotional level. Besides, how could the book companies and television documentary people ever let these theories get through if they were not true? After all, was there not corroborating evidence in the many tales of UFO sightings and abductions, strange crafts, and intimate probing?

I was particularly susceptible to this line of reasoning. One hot summer day in my early teens, my brother came running alongside the house. He called for the whole family to come outside, shouting, “Look up there!” When I looked up, I saw a round, shiny disc hovering in the sky. It stayed up there for a few minutes before vanishing. Despite my best efforts to locate an explanation, it remains unexplained. If I had seen a UFO, then clearly something had to be going on.

In the year that followed, I read everything I could on extraterrestrials, UFOs, alien abductions, and such. I read about the terrifying abduction of Betty and Barney Hill, a couple who claimed under hypnosis to have been taken by space aliens and to have had bizarre procedures performed on them. Theirs was the first widely reported case of forcible alien abduction and set the template for all that followed. I studied the so-called Roswell Incident, where a flying saucer was supposed to have crashed in 1947 in the New Mexico desert, and I read the original FBI cables about the flying discs recovered there and spirited to Ohio and then the forbidden Area 51, where they became the basis for the Stealth fighter jets.

But I quickly realized that this was nothing more than a modern myth. The original FBI cable had said the disc was small and at the end of a balloon (something so-called ufologists ignore when trumpeting the case). I thought, why would space aliens need a balloon? If they could cross galaxies, why not New Mexico? Then I found out that the celebrated abduction of Betty and Barney Hill almost certainly descended from the movie Invaders from Mars and an episode of The Outer Limits television series that aired only days before the “abduction.” Key to the case: The Hill abduction featured the now-stereotypical bug-eyed aliens unknown in 1960s Hollywood. Yet that Outer Limits episode featured aliens fitting the exact description the Hills gave. In other words, the Hills’ description of the aliens was ripped right from the television shows they had just finished watching.

After I found out how many UFO photographs were faked (and badly!), suddenly UFOs seemed a lot less interesting to me. As I learned more about physics and the complications of space travel, alien arrivals seemed less likely. Soon enough I came to the conclusion that aliens probably were not visiting Earth since it would take millennia to transverse the infinities between star systems.

So what about the evidence for ancient aliens?

In 1996, I found what seemed to be a logical answer on an episode of A&E’s Ancient Mysteries where Star Trek’s Leonard Nimoy introduced me to Graham Hancock, whose book Fingerprints of the Gods (1995) allowed all the anomalous evidence for ancient aliens to stand intact without the need for extraterrestrial visitation. Hancock proposed that a great lost civilization had existed before the end of the last Ice Age and that traces it left behind worldwide led to similarities in the great works of ancient cultures. The lost civilization’s ambassadors were remembered as gods, and the ancient anomalies were their fingerprints. All the stories about higher beings that von Däniken had interpreted as evidence of aliens now became tales of the representatives of an advanced lost civilization. What could make more intuitive sense?

In the last months before the Internet revolution transformed bookselling, the local bookstore was the only place to seek out titles of interest. Late in 1996 I went to Barnes & Noble looking for a copy of Fingerprints, but there was none to be had. The clerk told me that the book was so immensely popular that the store could not keep it in stock. I had the store order me one, and six weeks later I plunged into a rip-roaring adventure in the style of Indiana Jones. Hancock’s book was magical and, for me, the only training in mythology and ancient history I had received, thanks to a failing public school system more intent on indoctrinating political correctness than teaching much of anything. And with a monstrous set of endnotes and book-length bibliography, how could I doubt the veracity of the formidable volume?

In short order I read Hancock’s sequel, Message of the Sphinx (1996), and his original exploration of an ancient mystery, The Sign and the Seal (1992), which probed the origins of the story of the Ark of the Covenant and where the relic, if it exists, might rest today. To this day, I find The Sign and the Seal a fascinating and imposing work of journalism, if not history.

Intrigued by the material presented uncritically before me, I devoured every book on the subject that I could find. I read classics in the genre like Gerald Hawkins’s Beyond Stonehenge (1973) and more recent works like Robert Bauval’s Orion Mystery (1994), which claimed that the pyramids at Giza were laid out to represent on the ground the three distinctive belt stars of the constellation Orion. Then I explored Robert Temple’s unique vision of the world by reading The Sirius Mystery (1998 revised edition). The almost scholarly ethnographic analysis of the descent of Africa’s Dogon tribe from ancient Egyptian stock made perfect sense to an uncritical layman, even if Temple’s claim that they ultimately originated as amphibious aliens from Sirius did not. I can put it down only as the folly of youth that I had not thrown away the book just on the basis that amphibians from Sirius were treated as a serious revelation. The Sirius Mystery had argued that ancient Egyptian science was highly advanced and a legacy from a higher culture not of this world. Their special knowledge that Sirius was two stars instead of one (a binary system) had passed to the Dogon tribe through a long, documented line of descent. French anthropologists Marcel Griaule and Germaine Dieterlen had discovered this latent tradition intact during their research in 1935. The Dogon should not have known this cosmic fact because Western science had discovered it only in the preceding decades.

Yet no matter how successful the theories about prehistoric aliens or a lost civilization became, something just didn’t feel right to me about the ideas, even as I embraced them as best-case scenarios in my youthful wish fulfillment. My unease had nothing to do with the evidence, which I was then not qualified to evaluate, knowing almost nothing about archaeology other than what the ancient-astronaut books had told me. No, my doubts were something different, even if surveys found that anywhere from a third to half of my college-age peers believed.9

Underlying the grand edifice of the ancient-astronaut theory was a small seed of doubt that would pop up time and again: Wasn’t there something vaguely fictional about the story? Didn’t it sound just a little bit like something out of science fiction? Or, more to the point, hadn’t I heard this all somewhere before?

My other favorite genre for reading material was horror. While I was never a big fan of Stephen King, nor had I the patience to read his long novels, I had developed, however, a taste for short horror fiction, inspired, in part, by other musty paperbacks from the early 1970s: the Fontana books of horror, Alfred Hitchcock’s collections of gruesome tales, and above all cheap reprints of Edgar Allan Poe. I progressed to other anthologies, and there I discovered the works of H. P. Lovecraft, whom Stephen King called “the 20th century’s dark and baroque prince.”10

In Lovecraft’s sixty-odd tales of “cosmic horror,” I encountered an incredible landscape of terror, the likes of which I had never imagined. Lovecraft wrote in intricate detail about cosmic vistas and soul-shattering philosophies that were beyond comprehension. Truly he deserved his place as the greatest author of horror in the twentieth century, the worthy and acknowledged successor of Edgar Allan Poe. Lovecraft dreamed up monsters so amazing that they blew away the tiny terrors of Poe or the bloody inanities of Clive Barker. No, here was something special, something amazing, something … familiar.

In reading the 1926 story “Call of Cthulhu,” I had a sense of déjà vu. In the story, a young man puts together the pieces of a sinister puzzle linking together a diabolical cult, ancient artifacts, and a blasphemous revelation. Only one of the cultists, a man named Castro, would speak of their beliefs:


Old Castro remembered bits of hideous legend that paled the speculations of theosophists and made man and the world seem recent and transient indeed. There had been aeons when other Things ruled on the earth, and They had had great cities. Remains of Them, he said the deathless Chinamen had told him, were still to be found as Cyclopean stones on islands in the Pacific. They all died vast epochs of time before men came, but there were arts which could revive Them when the stars had come round again to the right positions in the cycle of eternity. They had, indeed, come themselves from the stars, and brought Their images with Them.11



Here was von Däniken’s case outlined forty years earlier! How could this be? Initially I ascribed it to coincidence, for surely the ancient-astronaut theory must be true, and therefore this story could not be related. Yet as the years went by, I could not live with the strange and unsettling thoughts that questioned this belief. Eventually I would come to realize that H. P. Lovecraft was the seminal figure in the world of alternative archaeology, and it was from his imagination that nearly all of the strange theories and alternative explanations were channeled. Lovecraft towered above all the other figures of fact and fiction as the First Cause of the ancient-astronaut hypothesis, and it was from him that all subsequent tales of extraterrestrial gods and lost civilizations came. But this ultimate revelation, this understanding of Lovecraft’s place, was a long time in coming. Piece by piece, the puzzle started to fall into place.

By the time I entered college, I had decided to seek a degree in anthropology because these books on ancient mysteries and the stories of Lovecraft had so inspired me. Along the way I began to develop a broad understanding of the historical process and the evolution of society over the course of centuries. At last I came to the conclusion that Western civilization was in terminal decay. Inspired by Jacques Barzun’s peerless From Dawn to Decadence, I began to see that the civilization born with Charlemagne had run its course, that the revolutions of the eighteenth century had marked the beginning of the end, and that the decline and rot had set in shortly after. Still awesome in its sweeping grandeur, the old world order continued on, pained by revolution, challenge, and change until the epic disasters of the two world wars destroyed forever the old ways. I saw now that the cold war and what followed was the twilight world akin to the strange days between Rome’s fourth-century collapse and the early medieval genesis of a new civilization. I saw then that a great change had begun, but the new order had not yet arrived, so in this twilight of the West with the old cultural authorities overthrown and broken, it was no wonder that so many had come to reject science, which was nothing if not the defining characteristic of the West.

I began to understand what had gone wrong with the West, and soon I had even more evidence confirming my hypothesis.

I read a study conducted by anthropologist Walter van Beek, who tried to confirm the Dogon Sirius lore (double star, amphibious aliens, etc.) reported by Griaule decades earlier. Van Beek talked to the Dogon about Sirius, but his conclusions were disturbing to those who had believed what Robert Temple had written: “All agree … that they learned about the star from Griaule.”12 Here it was, the smoking gun: the Dogon had no special knowledge; in fact, they were only repeating what Griaule himself had told them. It was all a lie, and a bad one at that. Sure enough, no other anthropologist could duplicate Griaule’s work. There was no Sirius mystery after all. I had already known that the alien-ancestor hypothesis was plainly ridiculous, but if the whole of The Sirius Mystery was built on a bed of lies, then what of those books that followed it? I knew, for example, that the engineer Robert Bauval, who was making a name for himself with his theories about Egypt and the stars, was inspired to write The Orion Mystery because of the Temple book. As Bauval himself said:


In 1979, at London-Heathrow airport I bought a book called The Sirius Mystery by Robert Temple [which] explored aspects of Ancient Egyptian astronomy, and as I was both an amateur Egyptologist and a keen student of Ancient Egyptian astronomy, it seemed like a good book to take to the Sudan…. Temple had uncovered a mystery worthy of further investigation. If the Dogon had inherited their knowledge of Sirius B from the Ancient Egyptians, what other knowledge might these ancients have had concerning the stars? … It seemed obvious to me that the place to look for evidence of this lost knowledge was not among the tribes of Mali but in Egypt itself.13



Temple had a further influence on the developing theory that the Egyptians modeled the Giza pyramids on Orion because Bauval followed Temple in claiming that the pyramids represented the stars important to the ancient Egyptians: “After all, the pyramids were built at the time Robert Temple believed the star religion to have been of the greatest importance. Perhaps then the two were linked.”14 Temple had postulated that cities in ancient Egypt and Greece were planned to resemble the constellation Argo. Bauval applied the star-mirroring idea to the pyramids and “discovered” that the three Giza pyramids represented the belt stars of the constellation Orion.

Shocked and appalled by this revelation, I logged on to Graham Hancock’s Web site, where Robert Bauval often answered questions. I asked him about his connection to Temple and whether he believed what the author had written. Bauval told me in an online discussion, “[While] I also know Robert Temple personally, it also does not mean that I support his ideas.”15 Yet I had the explicit evidence in his own words that he did in fact support Temple’s thesis, and not only that, he used it to support his revolutionary Orion Correlation Theory. Since I knew that Temple was demonstrably wrong, I had no choice but to conclude that while the pyramids might possibly represent Orion, the basis for Bauval’s theory relied so heavily on Temple’s work that it must be discarded. Along with that, the work of Hancock and his predecessors fell, too, since all the books on ancient mysteries referred to one another as their sources and their research.

With that, I had to sadly conclude that I had been deceived. Even though I loved these books, I knew they were not true. Sure, there were anomalies worthy of investigation and even a possibility that somewhere in the distant past there may have been some sort of link between cultures or even a vanished civilization, but the evidence that those authors presented was not the answer. I had hoped that it was true; I had wanted it to be true. But I could not prove it, and neither could they.

But what I could prove was where these ideas had come from and how they ended up in my head. Surely it was no coincidence that H. P. Lovecraft had written stories of alien gods decades before other authors made his science fiction into their science fact. Surely Rod Serling was on to something when he mused that the ancient-astronaut theory (and by extension, the lost-civilization theory) read more like the work of a fiction writer than a scientist. It didn’t take much to find the hidden connection or to prove my idea that Lovecraft stood behind those modern myths was absolutely and shockingly true.

This book, then, is the story of the alternative archaeology movement and the ancient-astronaut theory. But it is more than just that—it is also the chronicle of a unique moment in the cultural decline of the West. It is nothing less than an account of how the five-hundred-year advance of science and progress faltered and failed, and with this epic failure came the demise of the Western rationalist idea itself. This journey takes us from Lovecraft’s sources in the science fiction and pseudo-science of the late nineteenth century through his own unparalleled fictional work to the various branches of pseudohistory that descended from him unto this very day. Along the way, we’ll see the development of strange theories, ranging from ancient astronauts, to lost civilizations, to UFO cults. Somehow, some way, Lovecraft’s scribbling bequeathed us an eerie legacy of pseudoscience, horror, and the bizarre. And in the end, we’ll understand how Lovecraft’s strange stories had dangerous and unintended consequences for science and for the world today.








PART ONE

PRECURSORS OF THE MYTH
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SCIENCE AND PSEUDOSCIENCE IN LOVECRAFT’S TIME

Our story properly begins during the autumn of 1926. H. P. Lovecraft had just left New York City after a rocky two-year stay that had left him permanently embittered. He had arrived in 1924 to marry Sonia Greene, and the two lived together in her apartment in Brooklyn. While living in the city, Lovecraft failed to find work and sank into depression. He hated the city, he hated its people, and he hated that it was unkind to him. He began to write nasty stories about the unkempt foreigners who he believed were polluting America, and he began to long to go home. By 1926, Lovecraft had had enough of New York, cursed the city, and packed up for good. He moved back to his beloved hometown of Providence, Rhode Island, and took up residence with his aunt in a Victorian duplex.1

Now in the glorious days of a New England autumn, he sat hunched over his desk in Providence writing out a strange story in longhand from an outline he had composed during his last days in New York. Despite the ink blotches and the inconvenience of using a fountain pen, Lovecraft almost always wrote longhand because he hated to type. Of course he owned a typewriter, a used Remington he had acquired in the July of 1906, but he had never bothered to learn the art of typing largely because he considered mechanical writing to be beneath him.2 That same old typewriter would serve him for life on those rare occasions when a typewritten manuscript could not be avoided.

But in September 1926, the typewriter sat untouched while Lovecraft wrote his stories. He wrote very fast and used a special pen that would flow freely to keep up with his quick pace. Often difficult to decipher, his spidery longhand worsened the older he got and the faster he wrote. One woman reading a letter from him wondered seriously whether it were written in Arabic.3 Writing late at night to avoid distractions, Lovecraft sped his pen across the page, filling the blank space with a marvelous tale. To be titled “The Call of Cthulhu,” the story told of an octopus-headed alien monster called Cthulhu that had come to Earth in the deepest recesses of time. Cthulhu was now trapped beneath the Pacific Ocean, imprisoned in a lost sunken continent amid the stone temples of its former world, but there were strange cults that worshiped him as a god. Lovecraft finished composing his tale in October, and it would earn him $165 when he finally sold it to Weird Tales in 1928.4

To add a layer of reality to his story, Lovecraft drew on pieces of existing myth and legend as well as the sensational claims of amateur historians and philosophers. Here he threw in a bit of the myth of Atlantis, there a dollop of Theosophical philosophy. He never believed any of it himself, committed as he was to science, reason, and materialism. However, he recognized that dropping in bits of dark legends made for a sensational story. To lend credence to his synthetic myths, Lovecraft tied them to the intellectual developments of the decades leading up to Cthulhu’s creation.

To understand the intellectual backdrop against which H. P. Love-craft first developed the fictional conceit that aliens were mistaken for gods, it is necessary to understand something of the intellectual climate into which the ancient-astronaut idea was born. For more than a century before the theory’s creation, the West had been torn between two opposed ideological poles, between the Enlightenment’s worship of reason and the Romantic worship of the irrational. While Lovecraft himself stood in awe of the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment, and pure reason, his anachronistic love of the past was itself a manifestation of the Romantic spirit. Lovecraft would often fantasize about living in the colonial world, and he adopted the mannerisms of an eighteenth-century Georgian gentleman, including such irritating verbal tricks as old-fashioned spellings, the long f for the letter s, and the use of archaic words like “shewed” and “ye.”

The eighteenth-century thinkers harked back to the classical past, to Greece and to Rome, as the embodiments of the best in the Western tradition, as the great age of reason. Called the Enlightenment because it swept away much of the superstitious and religious folly of the medieval and Renaissance periods, the period from 1750 to around 1800 (or later in some areas) appealed to Greek philosophy and Roman pragmatism as its guiding lights. It was true in 1776 when historian Edward Gibbon observed in his classic Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire that mankind had never seen a more prosperous and happy day than under the Antonine emperors of second-century Rome, an age of prosperity not surpassed until the mid-nineteenth century. As embodied in their art and their architecture, like the Greco-Roman buildings of Washington, DC, the people of the Enlightenment sought to revive Greco-Roman greatness in their own day. Science and reason, they believed, would lead the way. If aristocracy and hereditary privilege could be swept away, then a world of order and reason could take their place. Nevertheless, that world of perfect order envisioned by the reasonable thinkers of the Enlightenment burned away in the fiery excesses of the French Revolution, when even the famous cathedral of Notre Dame de Paris was turned into a bloody Temple of Reason.

The aftermath of that revolt led to the Romantics and the worship of what they believed was a simpler, more natural time: the Middle Ages. Holding that the anarchy, chaos, and chivalry of the medieval period was the perfect culmination of mankind in his (always his; “her” would come later) most chivalrous and dignified state, the Romantic thinkers praised the codes and conduct of the Middle Ages and saw in its art and Gothic architecture the Western tradition in its most noble incarnation. This was a world of faith, of piety, and of belief. The imagination held sway over contemptible reason, and the unseen forces at work in the world were given their proper due. The Romantics tried to revive medieval culture in the West, placing renewed emphasis on medieval affectations like coats of arms, heraldry, and pointed Gothic arches. In their art and architecture they appealed to a renewed medieval worldview, and their colossal Victorian structures with their pointed arches, turrets, and castlelike towers recalled this vanished world.

These two opposing views spawned two different systems of belief. As nineteenth-century science marched forward under the Enlightenment’s banner of materialism and evolution, pseudoscience emerged to champion spiritualism and special creation, especially the intervention of forces from the great Outside. There was a clear divide between science and superstition, between reason and religion. It was a cultural war, and the sides were beginning to form.5 It was this conflict of ideas that compelled Lovecraft to seek out a way to harmonize them through fiction and to rectify the ironic contradiction of his Romantic love of the Enlightenment.

He had read all of the great works of the period, and he saw that the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a hotbed of pseudoscientific beliefs of all kinds, and they competed, often successfully, against legitimate sciences for the public trust. Spurred on by the war over the controversial and soul-shattering Darwinian theory of evolution, forces for and against science fought many battles. Both sides hardened into armed camps, leaving the open inquiry of true science a casualty in the war for and against materialism, the belief that all that exists is what can be seen and measured.6

Far too often, the scientists had calcified their belief in materialism into scientism, the doctrine that a perfect and unchanging science holds all the answers and explains everything. They were quick to attack new and radical ideas, often without hearing evidence or proof. Those on the other side adopted all manner of irrational convictions, from belief in ghosts and spirits, to belief in visitations from angels and heavenly beings, to belief in lost civilizations. These people required no proof, and in their excess they credulously believed anything and everything. However, these people adopted the language of science to give a veneer of authority to their claims, becoming in effect pseudoscientists, using the trappings but not the methods of true science. In the realm of archaeology, these pseudoscientists were especially active right from the start, seeing in the past any number of controversial and sometimes bizarre ideas.

Compared with biology or physics, archaeology is not an old science mostly because society’s attitude toward the past has varied greatly over time. For most of human history, the ruins of the past were not held in great reverence, and throughout history old buildings and artifacts were continuously destroyed and rebuilt into new things. Thus the Roman Coliseum was torn apart to provide the blocks for Renaissance Roman villas, and the ruins of the great Temple of Artemis at Ephesus were reused in a Christian monastery. Time also has not been kind to the works of the past that had not been kept up. For every still-complete ancient building like the Pantheon in Rome, several dozen ruins half stood, and several thousand more were completely gone.

As a result, the record of the past is often fragmented and distorted by incomplete evidence. By the eighteenth century, most of the remnants of past societies had fallen into decay, and none could say who or what had built some of the fabulous ruins that explorers were discovering all around the world. The Spanish recorded that no one alive had seen the pre-Inca city of Tiwanaku except as a ruin, and the Egyptian pyramids had a thousand legends attached to their creation. Among the most incredible of the ancient structures in the continental United States were the mounds, a mysterious series of earthen constructions of then-uncertain age and origin. The largest of the mounds, Monk’s Mound at Cahokia (near modern-day St. Louis), stood more than one hundred feet tall and covered sixteen acres. It sat in the midst of one hundred smaller mounds in a great city, and this was just one of countless groupings of great structures all across the East and Midwest. To early explorers, this and other mounds were a baffling work, and to the early Americans, they were evidence of a lost race of white mound builders. After all, how could the Indians, whom America was busy exterminating, have been responsible for these constructions? Were they not nearly animals, too uncivilized to have done great things?

Unconvinced by the legend of a lost race constructing the mounds, in 1782 Thomas Jefferson conducted the first true archaeological excavation, uncovering an Indian burial mound by Virginia’s Rivanna River and scientifically examining its contents. His notes were so precisely done that they are considered a valid field report even by today’s standards. Recorded in his Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson’s excavation was the first to investigate a claim of pseudoscience, namely, the claim that a lost race had constructed the fabulous mounds dotting the North American landscape.

Ever since explorers came into contact with native peoples in what would become America, they held that the natives were semi-savages, or worse, wholly savage. They could not in good conscience hold the barbaric people they found as the coequals of the advanced European civilizations that they represented. Despite Jefferson’s excavation, leading white American intellectuals during the Romantic period increasingly believed that the mounds littering the country were the work of any number of fabulous groups, from the pre-Jeffersonian “lost race” to Victorian speculations about Vikings, Druids, and wandering Irish monks. Anyone, in fact, except the Indians. How much of this was Romantic and how much was real politik justifying the wholesale removal or extermination of native peoples is left for history to judge. Nevertheless, the lost-race hypothesis was for decades considered the truth.

As archaeologist and historian Brian Fagan noted: “Such wild theories appealed to the romantically inclined, to people who believed that American Indians were incapable of building anything as elaborate as a burial mound.”7 It was, in fact, a battle being waged between the two great trends in Western intellectual thought: the Enlightenment versus the Romantic period. Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the battle to reconcile the demands of reason with the appeal of the irrational and Romantic led otherwise level-headed people to embrace every realm of fantastic belief.

It was only in 1894 that the myth of the mound builders finally died. In the 1880s the director of the Smithsonian’s Bureau of American Ethnology, John Wesley Powell, decided to end the controversy once and for all. He appointed Cyrus Thomas to head a division that would use the five thousand dollars Congress had appropriated for annual mound excavation to debunk the myth of the lost race. Thomas initially believed in the lost-race theory, but after an extensive campaign of scientific excavations, the evidence told him a different story. The skeletons he uncovered were clearly Indian, and he did not find any artifacts that could not be associated with Native Americans, either through their own industry or through trade with colonists. He published his conclusions in 1894: there could be no doubt, he said; the mounds were the work of ancient Indians, not a lost race.

“With the publication of Thomas’ great work,” Fagan explained, “every serious scholar of North American archaeology accepted that the Moundbuilders were native Americans. All modern research into these peoples is based on this fact.”8 From then on, archaeology proceeded as a science, investigating claims and drawing conclusions based on evidence. While not every excavation met this high standard, the trend had definitely changed, moving more toward science and further from Romantic speculation.

The Mound Builders case had taught a tough lesson, that indigenous peoples were capable of great deeds and the cultures that archaeology studied were likely independent and unique developments. While these lessons took time to enter into mainstream thought, and to some degree were still being opposed a century later, eventually early twentieth-century archaeology came to the conclusion that the ancient world was not all that mysterious and could be explained with science and reason. Of course, these beliefs were susceptible to the same urge to scientism that had plagued the biological sciences. Free inquiry would sometimes yield to dogmatism, especially the dogmatic idea that ancient cultures were fully independent and never communicated with one another. Some of this dogma stemmed from early evidence, and some of it from the professional pride of early archaeologists who did not want their finds compromised by the thought that “their” newly discovered people or cultures were derivative of any other. More than any other idea, this belief in cultural isolation would give the most fodder to the pseudoscientists.

But there were others who were not to be convinced by archaeology’s authoritative claims. While formal archaeology began to acquire the aspects of science to meet the growing needs of mound investigators, a group of pseudoscientists began to develop their own parallel and completely opposite views about ancient history. Their view would be inspired by intuition, revelation, speculation, and alternative ways of knowing. If science sought evidence to make a conclusion, this type of false science would seek evidence to fit a conclusion.

Perhaps the most famous work of this kind, the 1882 book Atlantis: The Antediluvian World, stands as the first and most influential book on a lost civilization ever written. In it, the author, former American congressman and Populist Party founder Ignatius Donnelly, describes the fabulous civilization of Atlantis, the lost continent, somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean.

Plato had written about Atlantis in two short dialogues more than two millennia earlier, stories designed to demonstrate the corruption of Athenian morals in his day by comparing them to a more glorious past that had been destroyed by the same moral laxity now invading Athens. He had written that Atlantis was an island kingdom lying out in the Atlantic (“beyond the pillars of Hercules”), a kingdom of fabulous wealth and grandeur. But the gods destroyed Atlantis in a single day and night, sinking it beneath the waves for its corruption and impiety.9 Plato’s Atlantis story had been dismissed as a mere allegory or legend since the Renaissance, and there was no evidence that a lost continent had ever existed in the Atlantic Ocean.

But then in 1871 the maverick archaeologist Heinrich Schlie-mann excavated the ruins of Troy. Reading Homer’s account of the war that destroyed the city, The Iliad, had inspired him, and he followed the Homeric description to the letter, locating the site of what he believed would be the city destroyed by the Greeks during the Trojan War. His discoveries in the Turkish countryside proved beyond doubt that the legendary city of The Iliad had a real historical counterpart. In other words, he had proved that at least part of Greek mythology was true.

If Troy were real, then why not other pieces of mythology? Schliemann soon discovered the Greek commander Agamemnon’s capital at Mycenae, and more discoveries were coming fast and furious right through the 1870s and 1880s.

To Ignatius Donnelly, it could not have seemed much of a stretch to believe that Atlantis, another legendary Greek city, could have a basis in fact. Donnelly single-handedly rescued the fabled continent from obscurity and developed a thesis based on the proposition that the story was true. Building on Plato’s short description, Donnelly claimed to find evidence around the world supporting his thesis that the advanced culture of Atlantis was the mother of all civilizations, seeding the world with knowledge after the destruction of the island kingdom. Some of his parallels were bizarre (claiming, for example, that knowledge of painting was an Atlantean legacy), and some were at least plausible at the time (like the presence of mummification in Egypt and South America). He claimed that the Atlanteans themselves worshiped the sun, and this religion was shared in Egypt and in South America and around the world.

Significantly for Lovecraft and the astronaut-alien theory, in one passage Donnelly claimed that the kings of Atlantis were remembered in a distorted form as the classical gods of antiquity:


The Greeks, too young to have shared in the religion of Atlantis, but preserving some memory of that great country and its history, proceeded to convert its kings into gods, and to depict Atlantis itself as the heaven of the human race. Thus we find a great solar or nature worship in the elder nations, while Greece has nothing but an incongruous jumble of gods and goddesses, who are born and eat and drink and make love and ravish and steal and die; and who are worshipped as immortal in presence of the very monuments that testify to their death.10



Though he seems to think little of Greek religion, Donnelly provided the seed for an important aspect of the ancient-astronaut hypothesis: that the gods were not mental creations but were once flesh-and-blood creatures, moreover, flesh-and-blood creatures who represented a lost civilization, one of enormous technological development.

Donnelly argued that there could be no dispute about the connection between the Greek gods and Atlantis, citing numerous cases famous in his day of primitive peoples encountering a technologically advanced group and declaring them gods, a kind of Victorian version of the famed anthropological “cargo cult” wherein native peoples in the twentieth century built mock airplanes of brush to persuade the gods to bring them more trade goods from the white trader “gods”:


The history of Atlantis is the key of the Greek mythology. There can be no question that these gods of Greece were human beings. The tendency to attach divine attributes to great earthly rulers is one deeply implanted in human nature. The savages who killed Captain Cook firmly believed that he was immortal, that he was yet alive, and would return to punish them. The highly civilized Romans made gods out of their dead emperors. Dr. Livingstone mentions that on one occasion, after talking to a Bushman for some time about the Deity, he found that the savage thought he was speaking of Sekomi, the principal chief of the district.11



Thus Donnelly was able to read into the legends of peoples around the world a record of Atlanteans colonizing the ancient peoples of earth. If the Greek gods were Atlantean kings, surely the gods of other peoples were but distorted memories of these fantastic visitors. Mexico, the Yucatán, and Peru, lands where the gods Quetzalcoatl, Kukulkán, and Viracocha came ashore to civilize barbaric humanity, became testimony to the great men of Atlantis leaving their home continent to bring civilization to the benighted natives.

Other evidence continued to compel Donnelly toward the conclusion that all civilization had a common source. He found tales of a global flood all over the world. Noah in his ark was not alone, and the same motif appeared with Utnapishtim in Mesopotamia, or Deucalian in Greece, and this reinforced for Donnelly the notion that civilization was a legacy of lost Atlantis, whose civilization Plato had said was destroyed when the gods sank the island kingdom beneath the waves.

Donnelly took full advantage of the lack of archaeological knowledge in 1882. Back then, there was no way to fix a building or an artifact at an absolute date in time. Guesswork was rampant, and many of the experts disagreed about how old monuments were. Absolute dating techniques like carbon dating were then unknown, and it was impossible to say for sure whether the pre-Inca cities were older or younger than their Egyptian counterparts. As a result, Donnelly was able to take similarities in building styles and extrapolate a common ancestor, assuming erroneously that the civilizations of the Old and New Worlds were roughly contemporaneous. He saw that both Mexico and Egypt had pyramids, and he deduced that the Atlanteans had taught pyramid building to both cultures. He even fit the Mound Builders into his scheme, comparing their mounds to those of Europe and Asia and arguing for a common influence. He could not have known that thousands of years separated them.

Atlantis: The Antediluvian World set the tone and tenor for all subsequent books on alternative histories. It was all here: the ancient mysteries, the cross-cultural comparisons, and the outrageous claims that similarities across cultures were the work of those from the Outside, since the natives were never believed to be intellectually capable of advanced culture. This subtle streak of subconscious racism, so prevalent in the Mound Builder myth and the legend of the antediluvian world, would continue to haunt alternative historians for a century to come.

At the same time, others were inventing their own lost continents and lost civilizations, populating the ancient earth with a startling array of mysterious cultures that were believed at one time or another to have given rise to the familiar civilizations of human history. Lovecraft would come to use all of them as props in his works. Among the most popular of these early island worlds was Lemuria.

A little bit before Donnelly, biologists had begun to embrace the idea of evolution and even the heretical notion that human beings were descended from the same ancestors as the apes. The search was on for the so-called Missing Link between man and ape, and biologists began to seek out the zero point where people evolved. But first, science would have to plausibly explain how monkeys, apes, and lemurs spread out across the world. Where they evolved was a paramount issue since it could lead science to the place where humanity itself had its genesis.

Confronted with the strange fact that the primitive lemurs, primates that looked more like raccoons than monkeys, existed on both sides of the Indian Ocean, in both Madagascar and India, some had begun to propose that a land bridge had linked the two lands. The English zoologist Philip L. Sclater named the lost land “Lemuria.”12 This was a reasonable speculation before science discovered plate tectonics and the fact that the continents could and did move very slowly across the earth’s surface over millions of years. Just such a move eventually proved to be the cause of the lemurs’ far-flung distribution, but this would not be known for almost a century to come. Nevertheless, the scientific speculation of a Lemurian land bridge quickly got adopted by a pseudoscientific movement with pretensions to religious status.

By the 1870s, the German scientist Ernst Haeckel introduced the idea that Lemuria might have been the home of humanity. Building on the ideas of evolution, Haeckel correctly noted that the primitive lemurs and the more complex apes seemed to be related. Further, large apes lived on both sides of the Indian Ocean, gorillas and chimps in Africa, and orangutans in Indonesia. Therefore, he concluded, they must have originated at a central point, the Indian Ocean land of Lemuria. Since humans were related to apes, it stood to reason that humanity’s cradle must also lie where the apes had their first home: Lemuria. Zoologist Karl Shuker, a researcher into the unexplained, noted the irony of Lemuria’s history: “It is ironic that even though in reality Lemuria was never anything more substantial than an incorrect notion aired by some nineteenth-century zoologists, today its name is better known than those of many genuine ancient lands.”13

This was due, almost completely, to Lemuria’s hold on the mind of one particular occultist. The discovery of the fossils of human ancestors like Homo erectus on both the Indonesian island of Java and in East Africa lent credence to this strange notion in the minds of some scientists and more occultists. Several leading occultists then adopted this lost continent as part of their metaphysical schemes. The most prominent of them was a spiritualist who claimed an unimaginable Lemurian history.

Madame Helena Blavatsky was likely the most famous occultist of the last decades of the nineteenth century. A Russian by birth and claiming noble blood, Blavatsky immigrated to the United States, where she is said to have been the first Russian woman naturalized as a US citizen.14 In the fall of 1875 she stayed in Ithaca, New York, writing her first book, Isis Unveiled, a book that claimed to be a history of magic, religion, and the esoteric.15 By something of a cosmic coincidence, I, too, lived in Ithaca (while attending college), but the atmosphere of the uncanny in that open-minded community led me to deeply different conclusions.16

Always a foul-mouthed old woman prone to temper tantrums and invective, Blavatsky, along with lawyer Henry S. Olcott, founded the Theosophical Society in New York City in 1875 to impart the wisdom of the ages to her followers. Olcott remembered that the grand old lady seemed to be possessed of a different soul: “Putting aside [Blavatsky’s] actions, habits of thought, masculine ways, her constant asseverations of the fact … putting these aside, I have pumped enough out of her to satisfy me that the theory long since communicated by me to you was correct—she is a man, a very old man, and a most learned and wonderful man.”17 Blavatsky was apparently believed to possess Spiritualist powers, making strange smells appear and materializing objects from thin air. These and other wonders were the stock-in-trade of the Spiritualist movement, and powers like Blavatsky’s were successfully debunked by the Spiritualists’ sworn enemy, the escape artist Harry Houdini. However, that was still to come. In the 1870s and 1880s Spiritualism was a force, and Blavatsky was riding a wave.

Isis Unveiled was published in 1877 to some degree of praise and garnered interest in the infant Theosophical Society. The society’s stated goal was to meld the philosophies of the East and the West into a harmonious whole to prepare the world for universal brotherhood. Not content to confine her message solely to America, in 1879 Blavatsky picked up and moved to India. Three years later she moved the official headquarters of Theosophy to Adyar, India, where it remains to this day.18 She then took up residence in England, where in 1888 she released in two large volumes her most infamous work, The Secret Doctrine.

Blavatsky’s book claimed to channel the prehistoric Book of Dzyan, said to be older than mankind itself, though in fact it was an uncredited paraphrase of the Sanskrit Rig Veda, which, for interested parties, is believed to have been composed between 3000 and 2000 BCE.19 In it, Blavatsky told the world that eighteen million years ago boneless, rubberlike vegetable creatures lived on Earth. They evolved into an intelligent race four million years ago, and this race was described as “gentle.” Then three million years ago a race of androgynous giants developed and created monsters when they mated with animals, spawning, of course, Greek myths about minotaurs, centaurs, and other hybrids. But by this frantic mating the pure essence of intelligence became trapped into a fleshy cycle of reproduction.

Claiming to have received channeled celestial wisdom from the spirit world, Blavatsky contended that the ethereal spirits had revealed that Lemuria was the homeland of humanity, the place of the first creation. Further, there were to be seven Root Races ruling the Earth in succession, of which humanity today was only the fifth. The fourth of these races were the Atlanteans, who were destroyed by black magic. Lemuria would rise and fall to spawn new races until the Seventh Root Race, perfect in every way, would take its rightful place as master of the world. Lemuria, she said, was destroyed by a volcano, a popular way to get rid of unwanted continents in those days.20

No matter how silly it sounded, something about Blavatsky’s work struck a chord in the late Victorian world. One of her followers, William Stead, explained the hold she had on his imagination:


She made it possible for some of the most cultivated and skeptical men and women of this generation to believe—believe ardently, to an extent that made them proof against ridicule and disdainful of persecution—that not only does the invisible world that encompasses us contain Intelligences vastly superior to our own in knowledge of the Truth, but that it is possible for man to enter into communion with these hidden and silent ones, and to be taught of them the Divine mysteries of Time and of Eternity.21



Though I cannot quite understand the appeal of Blavatsky’s theories, clearly her work continued to have an impact throughout the twentieth century. Even after skeptics debunked her Book of Dzyan as a fraud, her followers continued to assert its reality. One modern author wrote as late as 1970 that The Book of Dzyan was filled “with its sacred symbolic signs. No one in the world knows its real age…. For thousands of years this esoteric doctrine was guarded as top secret in Tibetan crypts.”22 Even if the lost continent of Lemuria was disproved, the Secret Doctrine lived on. H. P. Lovecraft held pseudoscience in disdain, but he was happy to use Theosophy as a prop if it would help make his fiction deeper and more meaningful. That the society embraced the concept of a lost sunken continent could only bolster interest in Lovecraft’s own sunken world.

Atlantis and Lemuria went on to become popular subjects for a whole series of lost-continent books, notably W. Scott-Eliot’s 1896 The Story of Atlantis and Lost Lemuria. Of course, two lost continents vying for the title Cradle of Humanity would not be the only lost continents in the ocean. Sure enough, not long after the battle royal between Atlantis and Lemuria for popular attention, a third lost continent reared its waterlogged head: Mu.

In the late 1800s, working from existing Theosophical ideas about Mu, Col. James Churchward began to compose a series of books advancing his theory of a lost continent, this time in the Pacific Ocean. Called “Mu, the Motherland of Man,” the Pacific island continent was the home of ten races, ruled (of course) by the Aryan (white) race. Churchward said that the continent was the origin of all civilization, spreading its culture to Atlantis and then out to Egypt, Mesoamerica, and the rest of the ancient world. Mu was destroyed, as all lost continents seem to be, by volcanic eruptions and other natural cataclysms. Churchward claimed that the last traces of Mu were the standing stones that dot the islands of the Pacific (actually Polynesian ruins), the final remains of the vanished buildings of the greatest civilization the world had ever known.

The book The Lost Continent of Mu first saw publication in 1926, the same year that H. P. Lovecraft wrote “The Call of Cthulhu,” where the standing stones of the Pacific served as a reminder of the sunken continent of his alien gods. Church-ward’s claims were immediately met with ridicule but also garnered a few ardent believers. He told his readers that monks in a Hindu temple in the Himalayas had shown him the history of Mu on tablets written in the lost and unknown language of Nacaal. The tablets, he explained, helpfully translated themselves while he looked at them, allowing him to learn all about Mu.23

From these three stories of pseudoscience—Atlantis, Lemuria, and Mu—all the main arguments later used by the authors of the ancient-astronaut hypothesis were born. Owing more than they care to admit to Donnelly’s far-fetched and flawed Atlantis: The Antediluvian World, the alternative archaeologists carved out an early niche in opposition to the standard archaeological line. If real scientists wanted to argue that various unrelated cultures around the world produced the great monuments and that the myths of the ancient world were independent developments, then this movement would stand against that. This movement would hold that cultures were descended from a common ancestor, that there was only one Original Truth, and that the greatest days of humanity were in the past, not the future. Caught between a glorious past and golden future, the Victorian mind was torn in an age of rapid transition. If Progress were the goal of Victorian science, a return to the Golden Age would be the hallmark of Victorian pseudoscience.

Of course, pseudoscience wasn’t limited just to ancient history. Genuine scientists got mixed up in false theories and mistakes. Most famously, the astronomer Percival Lowell caused a frenzy with his 1908 declaration that the canals on the surface of Mars, first seen from Italy in 1877, actually indicated the presence of an advanced civilization on another world. Even though the canals turned out to be nothing more than an optical illusion caused by the low power of the telescopes of the day, this sensational idea would help to move H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds from fiction to fact. For the first time, extraterrestrials became the serious subject of scientific thought.

In the run-up to the First World War, all sorts of spiritualism, psychic phenomena, and ghostly apparitions found a willing audience in a population numbed by industrialism, mechanization, and unchecked capitalism. In the books of Charles Fort, for example, entire catalogues of the strange and bizarre were presented uncritically as evidence that science did not know all the answers. In works like 1919’s The Book of the Damned, Fort wrote about every anomalous event he could uncover, from evidence of lost civilizations to frogs raining from the sky. In Damned, Fort suggested that humanity may belong to a higher power, though Martian or otherwise he could not say:


If other worlds have ever in the past had relations with this earth, they were attempted positivizations: to extend themselves, by colonies, upon this earth; to convert, or assimilate, indigenous inhabitants of this earth.24



But Fort was an uncertain author, and his words were hard to take seriously. Sandwiched in between an incoherent discussion of puritan sexual morality and a confused questioning of burned-out Scottish forts, this early germ of the ancient-astronaut theory awaited the elaboration and refinement that only H. P. Lovecraft could give it. When he read the book after its release, Lovecraft said it was wonderful for the creation of weird fiction, but as fact he called it nonsense.25

Desperate for an escape from a world that was quickly becoming too complex, too mechanical, and too impersonal, millions had found escape in the romantic fantasies of pseudo-science. For those who were unable to believe in the impossible, another cultural development ran parallel to the flourishing of pseudoscience: the appearance of the first science fiction.
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