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I. Introduction

The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and
the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.
These facts few psychologists will dispute, and their admitted
truth must establish for all time the genuineness and dignity of
the weirdly horrible tale as a literary form. Against it are dis-
charged all the shafts of a materialistic sophistication which
clings to frequentiy felt emotions and external events, and of
a naively insipid idealism which deprecates the zesthetic mo-
tive and calls for a didactic literature to “uplift” the reader to-
ward a suitable degree of smirking optimism. But in spite of
all this opposition the weird tale has survived, developed, and
attained remarkable heights of perfection; founded as it is on
a profound and elementary principle whose appeal, if not al-
ways universal, must necessarily be poignant and permanent
to minds of the requisite sensitiveness.

The appeal of the spectrally macabre is generally narrow
because it demands from the reader a certain degree of imagi-
nation and a capacity for detachment from everyday life. Rel-
atively few are free enough from the spell of the daily routine
to respond to tappings from outside, and tales of ordinary
feelings and events, or of common sentimental distortions of
such feelings and events, will always take first place in the
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taste of the majority; rightly, perhaps, since of course these
ordinary matters make up the greater part of human experi-
ence. But the sensitive are always with us, and sometimes a
curious streak of fancy invades an obscure corner of the very
hardest head; so that no amount of rationalisation, reform, or
Freudian analysis can quite annul the thrill of the chimney-
corner whisper or the lonely wood. There is here involved a
psychological pattern or tradition as real and as deeply
grounded in mental experience as any other pattern or tradi-
tion of mankind; coeval with the religious feeling and closely
related to many aspects of it, and too much a part of our in-
nermost biological heritage to lose keen potency over a very
important, though not numerically great, minority of our spe-
cies.

Man’s first instincts and emotions formed his response to
the environment in which he found himself. Definite feelings
based on pleasure and pain grew up around the phenomena
whose causes and effects he understood, whilst around those
which he did not understand—and the universe teemed with
them in the early days—were naturally woven such personifi-
cations, marvelous interpretations, and sensations of awe and
fear as would be hit upon by a race having few and simple i-
deas and limited experience. The unknown, being likewise
the unpredictable, became for our primitive forefathers a ter-
rible and omnipotent source of boons and calamities visited
upon mankind for cryptic and wholly extra-terrestrial reasons,
and thus clearly belonging to spheres of existence whereof we
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know nothing and wherein we have no part. The phenomenon
of dreaming likewise helped to build up the notion of an unre-
al or spiritual world; and in general, all the conditions of sav-
age dawn—life so strongly conduced toward a feeling of the
supernatural, that we need not wonder at the thoroughness
with which man's very hereditary essence has become saturat-
ed with religion and superstition. That saturation must, as a
matter of plain scientific fact, be regarded as virtually perma-
nent so far as the subconscious mind and inner instincts are
concerned; for though the area of the unknown has been
steadily contracting for thousands of years, an infinite reser-
voir of mystery still engulfs most of the outer cosmos, whilst
a vast residuum of powerful inherited associations clings
round all the objects and processes that were once mysteri-
ous; however well they may now be explained. And more
than this, there is an actual physiological fixation of the old
instinets in our nervous tissue, which would make them ob-
scurely operative even were the conscious mind to be purged
of all sources of wonder.

Because we remember pain and the menace of death
more vividly than pleasure, and because our feelings toward
the beneficent aspects of the unknown have from the first
been captured and formalised by conventional religious ritu-
als, it has fallen to the lot of the darker and more maleficent
side of cosmic mystery to figure chiefly in our popular super-
natural folklore. This tendency, too, is naturally enhanced by
the fact that uncertainty and danger are always closely allied ;
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thus making any kind of an unknown world a world of peril
and evil possibilities. When to this sense of fear and evil the
inevitable fascination of wonder and curiosity is superadded,
there is born a composite body of keen emotion and imagina-
tive provocation whose vitality must of necessity endure as
long as the human race itself. Children will always be afraid
of the dark, and men with minds sensitive to hereditary im-
pulse will always tremble at the thought of the hidden and
fathomless worlds of strange life which may pulsate in the
gulfs beyond the stars, or press hideously upon our own globe
in unholy dimensions which only the dead and the moonstruck
can glimpse.

With this foundation, no one need wonder at the exist-
ence of a literature of cosmic fear. It has always existed, and
always will exist; and no better evidence of its tenacious vig-
our can be cited than the impulse which now and then drives
writers of totally opposite leanings to try their hands at it in i-
solated tales, as if to discharge from their minds certain phan-
tasmal shapes which would otherwise haunt them. Thus Dick-
ens wrote several eerie narratives; Browning, the hideous po-
em Childe Roland; Henry James, The Turn of the Screw; Dr.
Holmes, the subtle novel Elsie Venner; F. Marion Crawford,
The Upper Berth and a number of other examples; Mrs. Char-
lotte Perkins Gilman, social worker, The Yellow Wall Paper;
whilst the humorist, W. W. Jacobs, produced that able melo-
dramatic bit called The Monkey’s Paw.

This type of fear-literature must not be confounded with a



