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What people are saying about

Aliens, Robots and Virtual Reality Idols in the Science Fiction of H. P. Lovecraft, Isaac Asimov and William Gibson

Steadman’s comprehensive guide wrestles with the concept of the ‘alien’, applying cutting edge theoretical and philosophical ideas to the work of some of the greats of Science Fiction to arrive at a set of exciting new discoveries about what the genre says it means to be ‘human’. Reading Aliens, Robots and Virtual Reality Idols guarantees that you will never look at the writing of Lovecraft, Asimov or Gibson in the same way again.

David Simmons, University of Northampton, Northamptonshire, UK.

John L. Steadman’s ambitious book offers a welcome commentary on what it means to encounter the Other under the most extreme possibilities. It also provides an insightful—and sometimes even chilling—analysis of several works by H. P. Lovecraft, Isaac Asimov, and William Gibson to suggest how each author imagines the human, the alien, and the universe. The result is an insightful and interesting read that offers a new perspective on each author while also focusing on what it means to be human in an increasingly strange world.

Carl H. Sederholm, P rofessor of Interdisciplinary Humanities; Chair, Comparative Arts and Letters; Editor, Journal of American Culture, Brigham Young University.

As Lovecraft divulged, any “hero” in his modern folklore “is never a person but always a phenomenon or condition.” Nowhere is this more evident—Steadman tells his readers—than in Lovecraft’s “development of trans-dimensional aliens.” Steadman finds in Lovecraft’s greatest fiction a metaphor for “the limitations of the human mind and human technology,” and a warning that humanity must “circumvent, solve, or prevent the things that threaten our humanity” to one day “take our place in the greater cosmos.”

John D. Haefele, author of A Look Behind the Derleth Mythos and Lovecraft: The Great Tales.
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What is not forbidden is compulsory

Basic Quantum Physics Rule

Only psychotics create aliens






Introduction


Neils Bohr, Danish physicist and member of the Copenhagen Institute, proposed his quantum theory of subatomic particles in 1913 and his speculative findings, in conjunction with the work of British physicist Ernest Rutherford, led to the beginnings of quantum theory in the early twentieth century. H. P. Lovecraft, as we will see, was a student of the physics and the cosmology of his time and he was well versed on all of the recent discoveries, including Einstein’s general and special theories of relativity, 1905 and 1915, respectively. So much so, in fact, that Lovecraft began to incorporate key elements of quantum theory into his fictional compositions, starting with “The Call of Cthulhu” in 1926. Indeed, Lovecraft’s extra-terrestrial and trans-dimensional aliens can be best understood as quantum entities in some sense, since they do not conform to the orderly, comfortable rules of the universe established by Newtonian science; these entities exist “outside” the fluctuating, uncertain parameters of space and time.

One of Neils Bohr’s most important contributions to quantum theory and, I think, to humanistic and post-humanistic theories, is the idea of complementarity, which arose out of Bohr’s recognition of the philosophical implications of the Heisenberg uncertainty relation. This relation, simply expressed, states that no subatomic particle, such as electrons, positrons or photons, can have well-defined values for both position and speed. This means that a particle cannot be stationary in a given position, since a stationary particle would have a well-defined value of zero. And so, under this circumstance, if the particle cannot be defined, or at least be capable of definition, then it cannot really be understood, since it cannot be said to exist – or to “exist properly,” as quantum psychists often state it. Bohr bases the idea of complementarity on this fact, extending it to concepts outside the scope of quantum theory, such as justice and legality, emotionalism and rationalism, even life and death. Conceptual pairs such as these, in Bohr’s estimation, cannot be understood precisely at the same time. Thus, we must seek to understand emotionalism apart from any considerations of rationalism, and we must do the same when it comes to rationalism, keeping our speculations about the former out of our minds. Only when we have achieved a viable understanding of each member of the pair, then andonly then, can we compare and contrast them and, perhaps, reach some definitive conclusions about the two and how they interact and what they really mean in relation to one another.

The concepts “alien” and “human” are likewise complementarity concepts. In the following chapters, we will be taking a close look at the alien as it appears in the fiction of three of the greatest science fiction writers in the history of English and American literature: H. P. Lovecraft, Isaac Asimov and William Gibson. These three fantasists span different periods, early twentieth century (Lovecraft), mid-to-late twentieth century (Asimov) and late-twentieth to twenty-first century (Gibson). The term “alien” literally means “other than”; it is based on the Latin word “alius.” Rather than define what I think “alien” means I will defer to the writers under consideration here. Each writer, thus, will define “alien” as he sees fit and will offer creative, comprehensive treatments of the alien/ humankind dichotomy. During the course of my analysis, it will become apparent that complementarity is the overriding lens, or raison d’être, for a proper understanding of each concept in the dichotomy equation.

It will also become apparent that once we understand, as fully as each of us can, the interrelationship between alien and humankind, we will understand what an “alien” actually is, and why some of us feel the need to invent entities such as these, and why, perhaps, they might be essential to our comprehension of ourselves as human beings. Indeed, human beings tend to be isolates and humans are often alienated as a result. But “alien” is the root word in “alienation” and it might possibly require an alien perspective or alien platform, if you will, so that we can see ourselves clearly and then understand more readily exactly what it is we are seeing.

Lovecraft Country

In the opening series of passages to “The Dunwich Horror,” Lovecraft’s most well-known tale, after “The Call of Cthulhu,” Lovecraft provides an accurate description of what it feels like to the visitor who ventures for the first time into what I am calling Lovecraft country.


When a traveler in north central Massachusetts takes the wrong fork at the junction of the Aylesbury pike just beyond Dean’s Corners he comes upon a lonely and curious country. The ground gets higher…the planted fields appear singularly few and barren; while the sparsely scattered houses wear a surprisingly uniform aspect of age, squalor, and dilapidation. Without knowing why, one hesitates to ask directions from the gnarled, solitary figures spied now and then on crumbling doorsteps or on the sloping, rock-strewn meadows. Those figures are so silent and furtive that one feels somehow confronted by forbidden things, with which it would be better to have nothing to do…It is always a relief to get clear of the place…afterward one sometimes learns that one has been through Dunwich.1



Lovecraft country is, indeed, a lonely and curious locale; curioser and curioser, in fact, as the visitor pursues her explorations.

The country is made up, for the most part, of various fictitious New England cities and towns like Dunwich. For example, there is Arkham, located on the Miskatonic River in Essex County, Massachusetts – “witch-haunted Arkham,” as Lovecraft commonly refers to it. There is the town of Kingsport, north of Arkham along the coast, home to the mysterious strange high house in the mist, where the visitor may, if she is invited, commune with the old sea gods and goddesses of pagan mythology. There is Innsmouth, a Massachusetts town at the mouth of the Manuxet River, a once thriving sea-port which plays host to hidden legions of hybrids. There are even real places in this country. In the domed, cryptic isolated hills of Vermont, a colony of alien entities have set up a mining operation. Somewhat farther afield is the city of the Elder Things in Antarctica, to which the Elder Things retreated eons ago, and the city of the Great Race, who colonized the Earth even earlier than the Elder Things, the remnants of which remain buried deep beneath the sandy deserts of western Australia.

Our hypothetical visitor to Lovecraft country finds herself much like the person who stands alone in a desolate, cathedral-like forest on an autumn day in the late afternoon as the short day draws to a close and the shadows gather; she becomes conscious of the great immensities of space and time outside the atmosphere of the Earth, experiencing, perhaps, “an odd timidity about the deep skyey voids above.”2 She becomes conscious of her insignificance in relation to the cosmos. She begins to feel a soul-chilling anxiety and a sense of depression and lassitude, and this feeling is shared by the humans who live in Lovecraft country. These are, logically enough, mostly New Englanders, the rustics and the everyday folks who live in and around the fictitious towns, going about their business (or at least trying to). These individuals invariably feel the same sensations that our hypothetical visitor to Lovecraft country feels, but more intensely, which is only natural, since they have been in Lovecraft country much longer and have intimate knowledge of it, and, correspondingly, much more of it has seeped into them. Included among the everyday folks are Lovecraft’s scientists, physicians, philosophers and folklorists, most of whom are associated with Miskatonic University in Arkham in some capacity. These academics study forgotten myth-cycles and launch expeditions to distant parts of the world in search of the remnants of non-human civilizations; they attempt to make sense of Lovecraft country; they react to it. Finally, the visitor will encounter Lovecraft’s supra-human or supernaturally empowered individuals – his magical practitioners, wizards and witches. These individuals ally themselves with alien entities and push back against the boundaries, real or imagined, that restrain them from fuller engagement with the “outside.” Often, the supra-humans worship Lovecraft’s aliens as though they were ancient gods, goddesses and demons, and they hope that their alliances with these entities will be fruitful, but as we will see, in almost all cases, the alliances do not work out as expected or intended.

Lovecraft’s aliens live in the two darkness’s that are characteristic of Lovecraft country: the darkness on Earth and the infinite darkness of outer space. Some of these aliens are extra-terrestrial. The Great Race are alien astronauts who have no bodies of their own but have taken on the bodies of immense cone-shaped creatures that lived on Earth before humankind. The Elder Things, who have cylindrical bodies topped with starfish-shaped heads, tentacles and retractable wings, live in the frozen wastes of the Antarctic. The Mi-Go, who resemble winged crustaceans with egg-shaped heads that change color constantly, lurk in the hills of Vermont. Lovecraft’s aliens, also, include the terrestrial aliens, the hybrid half-human, half fish-frog entities who live in the city of Innsmouth and in three cities beneath the oceans on Earth. Finally, there are the trans-dimensional entities known as the Great Old Ones: Nyarlathotep, the Crawling Chaos; Azathoth, the Primal Chaos; Yog-Sothoth, guardian of the gates between the dimensions; Cthulhu, a bat-winged, octopus-headed humanoid creature, gigantic in stature; and Shub-Niggurath, the Great Black Goat with a Thousand Young. As evident from the brief descriptions given above, these aliens are incredibly diverse and quite unlike any other alien entities in the sf of Lovecraft’s day or, indeed, in the sf following Lovecraft, and this includes the sf of today.

Lovecraft’s aliens have one thing in common: they are all indifferent to humankind. The indifference may be mild, as is the indifference of the Great Race in “The Shadow Out of Time.” The Great Race engages in a mind-transfer technology that allows them to exchange bodies with scholars and academics who live on planets across the galaxy, which is an unethical process, to be sure, but not exactly malevolent. The indifference of Lovecraft’s aliens, also, may be more intense, crossing over into actual malevolence, as it does when the Great Old One Cthulhu in “The Call of Cthulhu” is accidentally awakened from his state of suspended animation when the crew of an Auckland schooner lands on the newly-risen R’lyeh in the Pacific Ocean; Cthulhu kills most of the crew members in various novel ways. Or most problematic, the indifference may be impossible to classify, based as it is on whether or not the malevolence directed against humankind is intentional or otherwise. As an example of this, in “The Colour Out of Space,” the strange extra-terrestrial entity referred to in the title of the story falls to the Earth inside a meteorite and poisons the area around the point of impact, transforming a once fertile area into a blasted heath and taking the lives of an entire rural family. The family members become gray, brittle monstrosities before they die, though it isn’t clear if the alien entity does this deliberately, or is merely going about its business, doing only what comes naturally to it.

Asimov Country

In contrast to the brooding, decadent, unnatural, repellant and miasmic towns, terrains and atmospherics in Lovecraft country, Asimov country is, at least on the surface, a very busy, bustling and often beautiful conglomeration of open-air worlds – a multitude of different planets spread out across the galaxy, each housing a diverse collection of human beings and cultures. The visitor who travels along with Asimov to these worlds sees many magnificent things. She can marvel at the glittering, immense, underground cities on Earth – the fabled Caves of Steel, each housing millions and millions of human inhabitants. She can bask in the sun on a Solarian estate, living alone in a grassy, beautiful paradise, waited on by thousands of gleaming robot servitors. She can visit Seldon Hall on the planet Terminus, attending a meeting of the First Foundationers, who govern the galaxy. She can even go to the planet Alpha, also known as the New Earth, whose inhabitants are gorgeous island people, bronzed and beautiful; fisher-folk who make a living on the sea and stage weirdly-wonderful music festivals.

In these open, sunny environments, she needn’t fear the vast reaches of outer space or feel herself insignificant, since humankind has planted itself aggressively throughout the galaxy, an all-encompassing aggregate of human beings that dominate the galaxy from end to end with a bewildering array of cutting-edge technologies, such as gravitic spacecrafts powered by advanced computer systems and compact nuclear intensifiers that can be used to destroy opposition ships or even squadrons of ships. She meets Asimov’s everyday folks, a busy group of settlers, farmers, workers, scientists, academics, administrators, politicians and space explorers. These individuals are either Earthlings, or else ex-Earthlings who have colonized the innumerable planets spread out across the galaxy. Among them are the Spacers, who occupy exactly fifty separate planets. The Spacers, over time, have evolved away from their human roots to such an extent that they consider themselves a different, superior species. The visitor will meet also Asimov’s supra-humans, the Second Foundationers and the Gaians, both of whom have developed special abilities to read minds, and to mold minds to suite their own agendas. Though the cosmos as a whole is still abstractly indifferent to humankind, much as it is in Lovecraft country, nevertheless, the humans who live in Asimov country rarely feel any psychological angst or trauma; they cherish their status as isolates, feeling themselves empowered and in control of everything transpiring around them.

Asimov’s robots, of course, are an integral part of Asimov country and at first, they are included and integrated into human societies. There are a variety of robots. There are the original positronic robots developed on Earth before interstellar travel becomes feasible. These rather primitive robots work outside the cities and on space stations but, with only a few exceptions, are physically banned from the cities themselves due to mistrust and bias on the part of the urban dwellers. Next, there are the more refined, complex humanoid robots who travel with the first human settlers and assist them as they colonize the galaxy. Under these first settlers, known as the Spacers, the robots reach their apogee in terms of their impact and importance to humankind. The third wave of robots are the humaniform robots, developed by Han Fastolfe, an Aurorean roboticist. The humaniform robots resemble human beings so closely in their appearance and thinking that only skilled roboticists can tell the difference.

The robots, however, prove to be less of a benefit than their creators have hoped for. For in fact, the robots evolve and develop into alien entities. In one of Asimov’s earliest, creepiest tales, “That Thou Are Mindful of Him,” two robots, George Nine and George Ten, have concluded, in spite of the Three Laws of Robotics that protect humankind from harm due to action or inaction on the part of robots, that robots should dominate humankind and that this is justified by the Three Laws of Humanics, which they have developed themselves and which are contrary to the Three Laws of Robotics. The two robots, both of them humanoid but not humaniform, make decisions that run contrary to their programming. Thus, though they are the product of human ingenuity – human creations, in effect, they have evolved into something that is no longer human. They have become alien intelligences, pursuing agendas that are diametrically opposed to the agendas of their human creators.

Many centuries later, Daneel Olivaw, a humaniform robot manufactured on Aurora, one of the Spacer worlds, does something similar to what George Nine and George Ten had done in the twenty-first century. He devises a modified version of the Three Laws of Robotics, adding a component which he refers to as the Zeroth Law. Then, he re-programs himself in the light of the modified laws, which allows him to make abstract life and death decisions about the future of humankind and the fate of the galaxy as a whole. Olivaw even goes so far as to cast himself in the role of protector and caregiver of the galaxy. Olivaw is aided and abetted in this role by Giskard Reventlov, a humanoid robot who has developed telepathic abilities due to a freak accident and who passes on those abilities to Olivaw. Olivaw trains a group of humans living on the planet Gaia in the mentalic arts and then works to establish a “Galaxia” rather than a galaxy throughout all the planetary systems, rooted in group-think and a mass-mind culture. And this, in turn, poses a threat to humankind’s uniqueness and free will, eliminating, in effect, most of the qualities that make humans genuinely human.

That these robots are capable of reprograming themselves in ways that are contrary to their original programming is a scary thought. That these robots end up fostering and then promoting Galaxia over galaxy is even more scary. Clearly, robot inclusionism in Asimov country devolves over a long period of time into something less than benevolence and more like the kind of indifferentism and malevolence that we find in Lovecraft’s works.

Gibson Country

Gibson country, as Gibson himself insists, is rooted as much in the human mind as it is in reality. Gibson’s post-modernistic cities are the same great cities that we are all familiar with – Tokyo, Beijing, Manhattan, San Francisco and Moscow, to name a few – though they are also near-future cities and, thus, strangely unfamiliar. Just as it is in our own time, hi-tech and mass-media permeate every area of society. Addiction to drugs and alcohol runs rampant among individuals from all walks of life and of all ages. Anxiety and information overload is the norm. Occasionally, there is beauty, pristine and hard-edged, as when the light streams from the storefronts – tattoo-parlors, sushi bars and convenience stores – bordering the twisting, rainy streets of Tokyo, the sidewalks lit up yellow, purple, green and pastel gold. But more often, there is ugliness, squalor, deformity and disease. Disease especially, human-rot and bit-rot, extends beyond the body into more refined, rarified biological niches. In certain cases, as with Zona Rosa, in Idoru, and Nora Volkova, in Pattern Recognition, disease and deformity are inexplicably linked to creativity, each feeding into the other.

The humankind that proliferate in Gibson’s work are a diverse lot. They are very much like the people who populate our own world. There are the individuals who exist and function at the lowest levels of society: drug addicts, drug dealers, conmen and women, prostitutes, gang members and contract killers. Often, these unique low-lifers are more interesting, colorful and genuine than those in the higher social or economic brackets. On another level, there are the hardworking individuals trying to make a living or establish emotionally satisfying lives and relationships. And of course, there are the corporate execs and the leisured, affluent individuals, who in Gibson country, are usually the ones who jump start Gibson’s plots and get the action going. Gibson’s equivalent to Lovecraft and Asimov’s supra-humans are what can only be described as the net-runners and pattern readers. These are the intuitives who embrace the media of the day and immerse themselves in endless streams of data and information, overloading their minds and souls in their quest for profit, knowledge or artistic fulfillment.

In Gibson’s nightmarish country, the virtual reality idols reign supreme as secular, cybernetic gods and goddesses. There are several VR idols in Gibson’s fiction: the holographic idol, known as the Idoru; the artificially-intelligent, computer-based idols such as Wintermute and Neuromancer; and the self-generated, autonomous idols, which include Continuity, Matrix and the loa idols. All of these constructs are integrated fully into human society and culture and they appear to be entirely benign and supportive of human interests. The corporate idols interface with humans, while seemingly pursuing the objectives of their corporate owners. The unattached, self-generated loa idols, likewise, welcome human interaction. Indeed, they openly solicit it. The Idoru takes the benign one step further by falling in love with a real-world rock star and then getting engaged to him. They have dinner together in public places, chaperoned by her facilitator; the rock star eats real-time entrées, while the Idoru eats holographic images of the entrées. The two plan to marry like any other couple in love and then live together in a virtual island in Tokyo Bay, linked to the great, virtual Walled City complex.

Gibson’s VR idols, however, evolve into alien intelligences, much like Asimov’s positronic robots. They establish and implement agendas that are not human agendas and exhibit behaviors that can be construed as inimical to humankind in general. Even more troubling, the VR idols are not programmed with Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics to safeguard humankind from malice or inadvertent harm. Consequently, the VR idols can either help or harm humankind indiscriminately, based on their own judgment and whims. This is, in fact, exactly what happens in the case of Continuity, Matrix and the loa. Continuity and Matrix end up existing in their own portions of cyberspace, attempting to subsume all of cyberspace into themselves and then dominate it. The loa, in their exchanges with individual humans, seek to permanently bring human beings into specialized, virtual environments, leaving their bodies to die in real-time.

Likewise, as the Idoru matures and evolves, she, too, establishes her own agenda. She sheds her original role as an AI entertainment icon, much like R. Daneel Olivaw shedding his programming in the Robot novels. The Idoru disavows her pledge to be Lo Rez’s bride, leaves Tokyo and moves to San Francisco. She goes off the grid, reprogramming herself and following her own dictates. Eventually, she creates a body for herself in real-time – an army of bodies, in fact – that not only prefigure the “end of the world” as we know it but might actually bring this about.





Part I 
 H. P. Lovecraft





Biography and Background

Howard Phillips Lovecraft (1890–1937) is the pre-eminent horror and fantasy writer of the twentieth century and his ascendancy will likely continue undiminished as the new millennium progresses. The importance of Lovecraft and his work in literature and among academics is, of course, universally acknowledged and it seems scarcely necessary to observe that Lovecraft’s great theme of cosmicism is accepted by a consensus of critics and academic historians as a viable literary theme, as viable as any other of the more conventional themes explored by writers from different genres. Cosmicism in Lovecraft implies “cosmic indifferentism,” which is the belief that human life and human concerns and, indeed, the Earth itself, is of minimal significance when compared to the great expanse of the universe. In this study, I am replacing “cosmic indifferentism” with the term “alien indifferentism,” since it is more accurate.

Ironically, there was little indication at any period in his life that Lovecraft would end up as a world-famous literary figure. Growing up in Providence, Rhode Island, Lovecraft suffered several “near-nervous breakdowns” and was unable to graduate from high school. When his maternal grandfather, Whipple Phillips, died in 1904, the family lost their palatial mansion and Lovecraft and his mother lived in a succession of rented rooms; this lack of stability led Lovecraft to consider suicide for the first time in his life (but not the last). Lovecraft didn’t socialize very much; he preferred corresponding with friends rather than face-to-face relationships. He got involved in amateur publishing and over time matured into a professional writer. His principle market was Weird Tales and several other pulp magazines. Lovecraft worked very hard perfecting his tales and poems, but he was never able to find gainful employment. He tried living in New York for a brief period of time (1924–26) and married a fellow amateur journalist, Sonia Greene, taking up residence in Brooklyn. But Lovecraft could not adapt to the fast-pace of the city and eventually deserted his wife, returning to Providence. This was a good decision as far as his writing was concerned; back in New England, Lovecraft’s talent coalesced into genius and he began to write his best tales. Needless to say, however, Lovecraft’s marriage to Sonia did not survive the relocation; their brief marriage ended in divorce in 1929.

Despite the glowing praise from the scholars, critics and sf fans who admire Lovecraft today, Lovecraft himself had a very low opinion of his work. Throughout his correspondence with friends and fellow weird tales writers, he often referred to his tales and novels as “junk.” On occasion, he even went so far as to belittle his weird tales as juvenile; mere “Yog-Sothothery,” as he whimsically put it, and he genuinely believed that his work would not stand the test of time. Lovecraft, also, was demoralized by his inability to break free from the pulp fiction Weird Tales and Amazing Stories marketplace in his day, and by his failure to get any of his longer compositions published in book form. The closest that he ever came to this was in 1936 when amateur writer William L. Crawford tried to get “The Shadow Over Innsmouth” into the mainstream market; 400 copies were printed, and half of these were bundled in hard covers, but the project was abandoned due to financial problems. When Lovecraft died of cancer of the small intestine and kidney failure in 1937 at the age of forty-seven, he was convinced that his life had been a failure and that he would not be remembered by posterity.

Lovecraft’s major works are the series of interrelated tales known as the Cthulhu Mythos; these stories focus specifically on Lovecraft’s pantheon of extra-terrestrial and trans-dimensional entities. The term “Cthulhu Mythos” was not used by Lovecraft himself; the term was invented by his friends and admirers – some critics, in fact, argue that Lovecraft’s colleague August Derleth coined the term, but there is no evidence for this, other than Derleth’s own claims (and Derleth’s claims when it comes to Lovecraft are often suspect). There are different opinions regarding which of Lovecraft’s stories and poems should be included in the Mythos. Most readers, however, agree that the following works represent the core documents of the series: “Nyarlathotep” (1920), “The Nameless City” (1921), “The Hound” (1922), “The Festival” (1922), “The Horror at Red Hook” (1925), “The Call of Cthulhu”(1926), “The Strange High House in the Mist” (1926), The Case of Charles Dexter Ward (1927), “The Colour Out of Space” (1927), “The Dunwich Horror” (1928), “The Whisperer in Darkness” (1930), Fungi From Yuggoth (1930), a sonnet sequence; “The Shadow Over Innsmouth”(1931), At the Mountains of Madness (1931), “The Dreams in the Witch House” (1932), “The Thing on the Doorstep” (1933), “Through the Gates of the Silver Key” (1934), “The Shadow Out of Time” (1934) and “The Haunter of the Dark” (1935).

Influences on Lovecraft

The basis for the Cthulhu Mythos rests on two premises: (1) the existence of a widespread, yet hidden group of cultists who worship/support the entities in the Lovecraft pantheon; and (2) the theory that the extra-terrestrial entities were alien astronauts who colonized Earth in remote, pre-human historical periods and may still be living in isolated locales on the Earth, or in different, “daughter” dimensions (as quantum physicists refer to them), or else, on different planets in the galaxy.

I.

The inspiration for premise #1 came from four sources that Lovecraft studied between 1910 and 1919. The first of these was the Boston minister Cotton Mather (1663–1728), who had played an instrumental role as chief apologist for the witchcraft trials in Salem, Massachusetts in 1692. Mather wrote his monumental history of New England, Magnalia Christi Americana (1702), and Lovecraft had a copy of this priceless book in his personal library, which he read avidly and cherished. Mather, in his analysis of the witchcraft trails, had concluded that the practice of witchcraft was not merely an isolated phenomenon in New England, but an underlying, widespread cancer eating away at the very foundation of American society. Mather equated witchcraft with satanism and considered them both as a conspiracy against the church and state on the deepest levels. Lovecraft’s conception of the contemporary Cthulhu Mythos cults is directly based on Mather’s belief in the existence of hidden black magic cults in his time.

The Witch-Cult in Western Europe (1921), also, was a source for Lovecraft’s first premise; he mentions the book several times in his letters and recommends it to colleagues. The author, Dr Margaret Murray, was a noted anthropologist and Egyptologist; her thesis in the book is centered around the theory that black magic and witchcraft were part of an organized, pre-Christian religion that spanned the entire continent of Europe as well as the New World. Before Murray’s book, scholars and historians tended to view witchcraft as an isolated phenomenon. There were actual witches here and there, of course, but they weren’t seen as being organized in any larger sense. Dr Murray, however, challenged these assumptions by approaching the subject of witchcraft as an anthropologist. She examined the documents associated with European witchcraft, which included legal documents and records associated with the trials; pamphlets detailing the lives of individual witches; and the writings of inquisitors, witch-hunters, theologians, judges, court officials, witnesses and other interested parties. Murray also read the numerous statements given to the court by the accused or convicted witches themselves. In the course of her studies, Murray found it necessary to distinguish between the minor practices of charms and spells, which she labeled operative witchcraft, and ritual witchcraft, which included the practice of organized group rites. Her conclusion was that ritual witchcraft was, in fact, practiced by a large, extensive organization of witches in both Europe and America in pre-Christian times. She refers to this organization as the “Dianic Cult,” in reference to the Moon goddess Diana.


Ritual Witchcraft – or, as I propose to call it, the Dianic cult – embraces the religious beliefs and ritual of the people known in late mediaeval times as “Witches.” The evidence proves that underlying the Christian religion was a cult practiced by many classes of the community, chiefly, however, by the more ignorant or those in the less thickly inhabited parts of the country…The organization of the hierarchy was the same throughout Western Europe, with the slight local differences which always occur in any organization…3



Contemporary scholars, of course, question Murray’s thesis and most of them discount the idea of an organized witch-cult at any time in either Europe or the US. Nevertheless, Murray’s theories closely parallel Lovecraft’s view of the Cthulhu Cult as a widespread occult organization operating beneath the veneer of Christianity; her theory also lent corroboration to Mather’s suppositions.

In addition, Lovecraft studied the writings of the Reverend Montague Summers (1880–1948), the famous British scholar, who proposed a theory of hidden New England cultists that is similar to Lovecraft’s first premise. Summers wrote a number of very erudite, but somewhat tedious, books on witchcraft, demonology and related subjects: The History of Witchcraft and Demonology (1926), The Geography of Witchcraft (1927), The Vampire: His Kith and Kin (1928), The Vampire in Europe (1929), A Popular History of Witchcraft (1937) and Witchcraft and Black Magic (1938). Summers disputed Murray’s theory about the existence of a Dianic cult in pre-Christian Europe; he considered this to be only a fanciful speculation. In fact, his critique of Murray, based on his reading of an article written by her in the Encyclopedia Britannica, is rather vitriolic – he describes her scholarship as a collection of “ignoble fatuities” and “monstrous extravagances.”4 In spite of this, however, Summers’ own view on witchcraft isn’t too dissimilar to Murray’s and it is virtually equivalent to Cotton Mather’s view. Summers believed that there was a universal satanic cult in operation in the nineteenth century, and that this cult represented a threat to western civilization. The following passage from A Popular History of Witchcraft reads exactly like a passage from Mather.


Up and down England there is hardly a village without a witch. In our great cities, our large towns, our seats of learning, Satanists abound and are organized (as of old) into covens of wickedness. Black Masses are celebrated in Mayfair and Chelsea; in Wapping and Shoreditch; in Brighton; in Birmingham; in Liverpool; in Edinburgh. Under conditions of peculiar horror, a Black Mass was celebrated in the ruins of Godstow Nunnery near Oxford. A band of Satanists have their rendezvous not far from the city of Cambridge…there are (I fear) few persons who realize how far-spread and how cunningly organized are these Societies of Evil. To the ordinary man Satanism often seems incredible, or at any rate a myth of the remote Dark Ages. He does not realize, and he is happy in his ignorance, the devil’s fires that burn just a very little way beneath the thin and crumbled crust of our boasted modern civilization.5



Finally, as he suggests in his critical essay on horror fiction, Supernatural Horror in Literature (1927), Lovecraft was inspired by the short novel The Place Called Dagon (1927), written by Herbert Gorman (1893–1954). Gorman wrote mostly conventional poetry and ordinary literary novels, many of them imitative of greater writers than he, such as James Joyce; The Place Called Dagon is Gorman’s only weird novel. The “Dagon” in the title refers to the ancient Phoenician deity Dagon, a god of agriculture and fertility, but bears no connection to Lovecraft’s own use of the name in a few of his early tales in connection with the Cthulhu Mythos. In Gorman’s novel, “Dagon” is a place, not an extraterrestrial entity. Gorman was influenced by the works of Nathaniel Hawthorne and his supernaturally-tinged stories and novels that incorporate elements of the Salem Witch crisis into the plots. The plot of Gorman’s novel is very straightforward. Physician Daniel Dreeme moves to Marlborough, a small Massachusetts town, to build up his practice. There, he meets Jeffrey Westcott, a scholar and would-be magical practitioner, who tries to engage the entire village in assembling at the place called Dagon somewhere in the region and then assisting him in calling up the “old gods.” Ultimately, Westcott is unable to resurrect the Dagon cult. But despite this, we see again the same theme that we saw in Mather, Murray and Summers; descendants of Murray’s witchcraft cult conspiring to set up a modern cult.

II.

Lovecraft’s inspiration for premise #2 of his Cthulhu Mythos derives mainly from two sources, the first of which was “The Sea Demons” (1916), written by Victor Rousseau Emanuel, aka H. M. Egbert, and published in All Story Weekly, one of the pulp magazines that Lovecraft incessantly devoured for ideas and themes during his apprentice years in preparation for his career as a Weird Tales writer. “The Sea Demons” is about as obscure a work as any that could be imagined. The plot is unbelievably turgid. The tale focuses on Lt Donald Paget of the Royal Navy and his scientist friend Masterman, who, during WWI, battle invisible humanoid sea beings which are, in turn, mutating into air-breathers. The Sea Demons are set on conquering the Earth and, eventually, all of the nations involved in the war sign a peace treaty so that they can unite against the common enemy. As the novel pursues its convoluted path, Paget discovers that the Sea Demons are being controlled by a mad scientist named Professor MacBeard. It appears as if humankind is done for, but luckily (and improbably, of course), the Queen of the Sea Demons falls in love with Paget and she helps the humans repress the Sea Demons and keep control of the Earth. Although the Sea Demons are not extra-terrestrial alien astronauts, nevertheless, they satisfy the criteria of premise #2 in that they are living in an isolated locale on Earth and they are alien entities. As many critics have noted also, the parallels between the Sea Demons and the half-human, half-fish-frog Innsmouth mutants in Lovecraft’s “The Shadow Over Innsmouth” are striking.

The notorious Book of the Damned (1919) is the second major influence on Lovecraft’s alien astronaut premise. Lovecraft read and studied this book in the early 20s The Book of the Damned is a very curious work and I recommend it wholeheartedly to sf fans, horror fans, New Agers and, indeed, anyone who has a taste for the bizarre and the subaltern. The author Charles Fort (1874–1932), who worked for twenty-seven years at the British Museum (now the British Library) and the New York Public Library by turns, has a style that can only be described as eccentric. It was widely panned by English language purists in his time, and yet Fort’s style has been admired by literary icons such as Theodore Dreiser, Oliver Wendell Holmes and Havelock Ellis. In addition, Fort’s work, besides its influence on Lovecraft, became a core prototypical document that helped lay the foundations for both the development of sf and the advent of extra-terrestrial speculation, Ufology and contactee experiences in the 1950s and 60s. The term “Fortean themes” is frequently encountered in UFO literature.

As the following series of passages from Fort’s book illustrate, the book obviously served as a direct influence on Lovecraft’s conceptualization of the Cthulhu Mythos. But it also represents an important early articulation of the “alien-ness” of the alien.


I conceive of another world that is now in secret communication with… all the inhabitants of this earth…I think I have data of a vast construction that has often come to this earth, dipped into an ocean, submerged there a while, then going away…I accept that, though we’re usually avoided, probably for moral reasons, sometimes this earth has been visited by explorers…6

That once upon a time, this earth was No-man’s Land, that other worlds explored and colonized here, and fought among themselves for possession…all this has been known, perhaps for ages, to certain ones upon this earth, a cult or order…7

Or that our whole solar system is a living thing: that showers of blood upon this earth are its internal hemorrhages – Or vast living things in the sky, as there are vast living things in the oceans – Or some one especial thing…A thing the size of the Brooklyn Bridge. It’s alive in outer space – something the size of Central Park kills it…It drips.8



Fort’s concept of the alien is very open ended; he cannot tell us specifically what an alien actually is; he refers vaguely to “vast living things” in the sky and on the Earth; he tells us that aliens are “alive in outer space,” suggesting that they might not be alive on Earth, or at least, alive as we understand it. As we will see, Lovecraft takes this to heart as he develops his concept of the alien. In addition, Fort conflates his extra-terrestrial, alien astronauts with the environments they live in – they are both separate from and yet indissolvably linked to otherworldly places and experiences. Thus, the only way for an intrepid psychonaut to commune with aliens would be for her to take up residence, at least temporarily, in the places where they dwell. Lovecraft, too, will blur the distinction between alien and alien environment.

Lovecraft’s Views on the Universe and Alternate Continua

Given the fact that we are probing into Lovecraft’s concept of the “alien,” it is important that we understand Lovecraft’s cosmology and his views about the universe, the galaxies and the solar system, all of which can be considered as the great “out-there.” After all, Lovecraft’s extra-terrestrial aliens live in the great “out-there” to a greater or lesser extent and so we will gain important insights about them if we know where they are “coming from,” so to speak.

Lovecraft held a fairly consistent view of the cosmos for most of his adult life, though it began to change in his later years. Lovecraft’s interpretation of the cosmos is generally known as the “steady-state” theory of the universe, as it was formally proposed and presented by physicists Thomas Gold and Hermann Bondi in the 1940s. This theory argues that the cosmos is eternal, it has always existed and will always exist, and it is infinite. Lovecraft derived this theory from a late nineteenth-century treatise on cosmology, Ernst Haeckel’s The Riddle of the Universe (1899). This theory appealed particularly to Lovecraft since it relieved him of the necessity of addressing the question of the beginnings of the universe, for Lovecraft was an agnostic/atheist and he refused to believe in any such thing as a first “cause.” If the universe had always existed, then there was no need to postulate a first cause, or to get into discussions about a god, or gods and goddesses.

According to Lovecraft, the cosmos can be understood in terms of the following subdivisions: (i) the cosmos itself; (ii) the universe(s); (iii) the galaxies; (iv) the solar system; and finally, (v) the Earth. Clearly, the universe, galaxies and such are subsets of the larger set of the cosmos as a whole. There is one primary characteristic of the cosmos which is of particular interest. Lovecraft argues that the cosmos is unknowable from a human perspective, i.e. whatever reality it possesses is, in effect, beyond human comprehension. That is, the cosmos is incommensurable. The word “incommensurable” means lacking a common measure or standard of comparison. Very rightly, then, incommensurable is both an apt adjective to represent the cosmos and a noun as well, referring to anything “out-there” past the comfortably imagined parameters of time and space. This includes Lovecraft’s extra-terrestrial aliens. Similarly, the incommensurable can be used to refer to anything that isn’t human and could never be human, and likewise, for anything incompatible with the human-centric, irrespective of how valiantly individual humans labor to humanize it. And this, of course, includes Asimov’s robots and Gibson’s VR idols.

When we turn to the subsets of Lovecraft’s cosmology, the universe, the galaxies, the solar system and the Earth, things begin to get even more interesting. In Lovecraft’s view, there is nothing eternal other than the cosmos itself; the universe, the galaxies, et al. are all transient and will, in time, eventually expire. Similarly, none of these components are necessarily unknowable, at least in theory; the only thing that limits full understanding and comprehension of each of them is simply the limitations of the human mind and human technology. Significantly also, Lovecraft holds the view that there is not a single universe, but likely a number of different universes. Thus, the universe is, in actuality, a multiverse, as contemporary scientists refer to it today. Einstein’s general theory of relativity decrees that the universe has three dimensions of space and one dimension of time and this is, of course, in agreement with Newton’s view of the cosmos, but with one important difference, which is that space and time are not independent; they must interact in order for the universe to function as it does. This relationship between the two is customarily referred to as “space-time” by scientists, or as the “fourth dimension,” and many scientists argue that our universe was created as a result of a tiny bubble of space-time which expanded outwards drawing energy and matter into it. If this is true, then there is no reason why more such bubbles might not be “created” as well, which would mean new universes would suddenly pop into existence. One prominent physicist, Andrei Linde, proposes the theory of chaotic inflation, which asserts that tiny portions of our own universe are in the process of doing exactly that: budding into existence. And if this, in turn, is true, then there could be an infinite number of universes, which is exactly what Lovecraft believed. Admittedly, such a view is certainly not contradicted by quantum physics, which has always held that particles can, indeed, spring into existence out of nothing, as it were. If this is true at the subatomic level, then why wouldn’t it be true also at the cosmic level?

Lovecraft remained comfortable with his steady-state theory of the cosmos throughout the 20s. But finally, in the 30s, he was forced to revise it. In 1927, the Belgian astronomer Georges Lemaitre proposed the first big-bang theory of the creation of the universe. The theory eventually became known as the Primeval Atom Hypothesis, and Lemaitre was led to formulate this hypothesis from his efforts to interpret and understand the law of degradation of energy in quantum theory. Lemaitre speculated that before the moment of creation, all the matter in the universe was compressed into what he envisioned as a “primeval” atom. Mathematically, Lemaitre expressed this as R → Ro for t → -∞; what this means essentially is that the radius of the primeval atom would have to be 0 and time would have to be negative infinity, the antithesis of an expanded universe. Following this, some type of instability occurred in the pre-universe (this was probably the result of a high level of radioactivity) and the primeval atom broke apart or “exploded,” resulting in the gradual evolution of the vast complexity of the universe as we know it. Mathematically, a second after the explosion, the radius of the universe was suddenly infinite, i.e. R → ∞, and time, being space-time, was infinite as well, t → ∞. Expressing this in words, Lemaitre outlines his hypothesis sequentially, beginning with the initial explosion, followed by the expansion which included the formation of gaseous clouds, then nebula clusters and then stars.

Lovecraft, studying Lemaitre’s publications, rethought his steady-state theory and, in 1931, he expressed his approval of Lemaitre’s hypothesis. The catalyst for Lovecraft’s acknowledgment appears to have been his attendance at a scientific lecture in Providence on the evening of November 9, 1931. The lecturer was Professor Willem de Sitter, author of Kosmos (Harvard University Press, 1932) who Lovecraft described as “a pleasant-looking little old man with bald head, fringe of snowy hair and snowy beard” who had the knack of “bringing the outlines of an abstruse subject within the layman’s grasp.”9 Professor de Sitter’s presentation was entitled The Size of the Universe, which he supplemented with lantern-slides, and Lovecraft, in his analysis of the presentation, leaves no doubt that this theory was, in fact, a big-bang theory. Essentially, de Sitter developed a relativistic model of the universe, which was very similar to Einstein’s model, since it used Einstein’s “field-equations” from the latter’s general theory of relativity as its base.

As Lovecraft worked out his own big-bang theory a little later, he went a bit further than de Sitter, since he seems to have posited the idea that the universe may eventually recede, something which is not stipulated by the essentially static Einstein and de Sitter models, which do not envision the possibility of galaxy recession. This recession is, of course, the logical consequence of a big bang and the expansion of the universe; whatever expands must eventually contract.10 Lovecraft, however, was never dogmatic in his theory of the cosmos; he recognized that no astrophysicist or speculative metaphysician can really claim to know for sure whether or not the universe is, in fact, an open or closed system, or whether or not there is ultimately anything at all outside the universe(s) in a cosmos that appears to be, as Lovecraft rightly insists, as incommensurable as reality itself.

* * *

Lovecraft’s trans-dimensional aliens dwell in alternate continua, i.e. in either alternate universes or alternate dimensions, or both. Therefore, if we plan to understand Lovecraft’s aliens – to the extent that we can understand them at all – then we must understand what it is that they are dwelling in and moving through. Lovecraft didn’t formally articulate a theory of alternate dimensions in his correspondence or his miscellaneous writings. However, in his fictional works, Lovecraft proposes a view of dimensions that is very similar to the daughter dimensions theory articulated by contemporary quantum physics.

Quantum physics (QP) is exclusively focused on the subatomic world. This should, of course, not come as too much of a surprise; QP was developed because scientists in the first half of the twentieth century were having difficulty explaining the behavior of atoms and the smaller particle systems; they found the older classical mechanics of Isaac Newton and others to be inadequate. A classic QP thought experiment (these are commonly referred to as gedanken experiments) pictures electrons continually being shot from an “electron-gun” and passing through either of two slits in a screen; the bell-shaped distribution chart for the electrons appears in the form of glowing points on a wall beyond the screen. If the electrons are not observed directly or subjected to measurement, then they behave in an infinity of ways, even doing things that we might think to be impossible, such as a single particle passing through both slits at the same time, or particles suddenly vanishing. Each possibility, in turn, can be described by an amplitude, or wave function; if all of the amplitudes are squared individually, we end up with a probability distribution that can be used to indicate the probability of each electron being in a certain position. These probabilistic amplitudes are alternate possibilities, in effect, and if we extrapolate this subatomic model and apply it to our own reality, then we have alternate, daughter dimensions, each of which are peopled by human beings pursuing an infinity of possible behaviors and actions. A basic QP rule is: what is not forbidden is compulsory. What this means is that if it is possible for an existent thing (particle or person, as the case might be) to do several actions, then it will not just do the one but will have to do all of them.

Lovecraft develops his daughter dimensions theory in two key fictional works: “The Dreams in the Witch House” and “Through the Gates of the Silver Key.” In “Dreams,” Walter Gilman, a student of physics and folklore, is taught by a witch, Keziah Mason, how to traverse the alternate dimensions revealed by QP. Keziah and Gilman use non-Euclidean calculus and trace curves and angles on surfaces and in the air to move between the dimensions, stepping out and into an asymmetrical, chaotic, iridescent and pan-demonic “in-betweenness” and from there into different time periods in Earth’s history, both forward and backward; they can even travel to different planets and galaxies via dimensions. In “Gates,” which Lovecraft wrote in collaboration with a colleague, E. Hoffmann Price, the protagonist Randolph Carter uses a key of tarnished silver covered with cryptical symbols to traverse alternate dimensions; the key, in effect, unlocks the “gates” to these dimensions.


Now, beyond the Ultimate Gateway, he realized in a moment of consuming fright that he was not one person, but many persons. He was in many places at the same time. On Earth, on October 7, 1883, a little boy named Randolph Carter was leaving the Snake Den in the hushed evening light and running down the rocky slope, and through the twisted-boughed orchard toward his Uncle Christopher’s house in the hills beyond Arkham; yet at that same moment, which was also somehow in the earthly year of 1928, a vague shadow not less Randolph Carter was sitting on a pedestal among the Ancient Ones in Earth’s transdimensional extension. Here, too, was a third Randolph Carter, in the unknown and formless cosmic abyss beyond the Ultimate Gate.11



This is a near-textbook description of the daughter universes theory; it is comparable, at least in its lineaments, to the QP gedanken experiment cited previously. Even more interesting, Lovecraft takes a step that QP is still unwilling to do; he refuses to distinguish between dimensions and universes; in his view, they are interchangeable, and the intrepid traveler – whether astronaut or psychonaut, can pass through them, into them and even between them. In standard parlance, there are substantial differences between universes and dimensions; the universe is the aggregate of all existing things and is filled with space, while space itself is the abstract possibility of extension – continuous, i.e. boundless extension in all directions. Yet, dimensions are an abstraction as well; they are merely any measurable extent or magnitude in space and time; indeed, the space-time continuum itself is a magnitude that has both extension and duration and, in terms of the milky way galaxy and all other conceivable galaxies in the universe, it consists of only three spacial coordinates and one coordinate of time. Lovecraft, however, looks past the narrow confines of scientific reasoning and human language. To him, space is an illimitable dimension and thus, represents continuous, boundless extension in all directions and throughout all dimensions. Thus, space = dimension.
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