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Among H. P. Lovecraft’s inventions, none has had more influence than the Necronom-
icon; among his narrative devices, none is more counterintuitive than his refusal to 
show it. “The Festival,” first published in Weird Tales (January 1925), converts that 
refusal into a governing principle. The narrator – hospitalized, shaken by observing 
Kingsport’s Yuletide procession and its subterranean culmination – secures supervised 
access to the Latin copy of the Necronomicon held at Miskatonic University in Arkham, 
Massachusetts; he confesses that his dreams are filled with terror because of phrases he 
dares not reproduce; and he offers precisely one paragraph in “such English as I can make 
from the awkward Low Latin” (“Festival” 416). Lovecraft, at precisely the point where 
a lesser writer would indulge in avid disclosure, instead provides only a narrow aperture: 
one excerpt, surrounded by the narrator’s refusal to reproduce more. Lovecraft later ima-
gines a narrator who is “among the few who have ever dared go completely through that 
worm-riddled copy of the ‘Necronomicon’ kept under lock and key in the college library” 
(At the Mountains 157) – and the narrator of “The Festival” has a familiarity with the vol-
ume that exceeds a single consultation. After “obtaining the carefully sheltered copy of 
Alhazred’s objectionable ‘Necronomicon’ from the library of Miskatonic University” 
(“Festival” 416), the narrator turned to a passage with which he was already familiar from 
his participation in that Kingsport sabbat:

So I read again that hideous chapter, and shuddered doubly because it was indeed not 
new to me. I had seen it before, let footprints tell what they might; and where it was 
I had seen it were best forgotten. There was no one – in waking hours – who could 
remind me of it; but my dreams are filled with terror, because of phrases I dare not 
quote. I dare quote only one paragraph, put into such English as I can make from the 
awkward Low Latin. (416)

Hence, in “The Festival,” narrative economy is engineered as restriction: the grimoire 
becomes dreadful because it is institutionally present and interpretively withheld – cat-
alogued, guarded, and available only by protocol, while its interior remains larger than 
any representation the story permits. That disproportion between the archive implied 
and the extract supplied constitutes the tale’s bibliographic menace: dread generated when 
a document proves real through supervision, access rules, and scholarly habit, yet refus-
es the satisfactions those habits normally promise. Lovecraft thus makes citation itself 
a threshold event, with the reader trained to desire documentary confirmation and then 
forced to experience that desire as peril.

To clarify how bibliographic menace operates in “The Festival,” the present discus-
sion proceeds through four hinge-moments that the tale itself stages: threshold author-
ity (the epigraph), procedural restriction (supervision, controlled access, translation 
difficulty), comparative permission (what other Necronomicon tales make portable), and 
cultural consequence (why an artefact designed for withholding nevertheless invites 
completion elsewhere). In Lovecraft’s fictions, the Necronomicon floats between title, con-
cept, and literary device: “The Festival” makes that instability formally legible by con-
verting the act of reading into a policed scene whose very limits produce dread.
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Accordingly, to name the effect does more than coin a keyword; it identifies 
a device by which documentary form produces dread. Lovecraft’s “library of imaginary 
titles” belongs to a long history of paratextual threshold-making in which a text estab-
lishes its own authority by gesturing beyond itself: to sources, apparatuses, traditions, 
and repositories that exceed the immediate page. Gérard  Genette’s account of paratexts 
as “thresholds of interpretation” (Genette) remains indispensable here because the 
Necronomicon is almost never “inside” the story in an unassuming way; it hovers at the 
border between diegesis and archive, an object whose power depends upon its framing 
as a document, and whose “contents” are often less important than the ways charac-
ters, narrators, and institutions handle it. A brief distinction will sharpen the terms 
now in play. Pseudobiblia names the device itself: invented titles, lists, and fragments 
whose pedantic texture mimics learned bibliographies and occult catalogues. Paratext 
describes the threshold-device that makes such inventions behave like documents: 
epigraphs, citations, catalogue-gestures, and quasi-apparatus that frame a book as 
owned, indexed, and institutionally placeable. Bibliographic menace, by contrast, names 
the dread produced when an archive proves institutionally real and procedurally guard-
ed, yet remains structurally larger than any excerpt the narrative permits. Lovecraft 
invents a grimoire that can be cited as though it were already part of a wider textual 
catalogue. Sean Braune captures the formal stakes of such citation when he observes 
that “Lovecraft cites text from a book that does not exist; however, by citing textual 
fragments, Lovecraft is essentially writing the extant text into an imaginary topolog-
ical space of hypertextual potential” (243). Hence, the Necronomicon is less a discrete 
artefact than a device for generating connections – real, invented, and half-invented 
– across vistas.

“The Festival” intensifies this hypertextual feeling by binding it to an explicitly 
guarded act of reading. Lovecraft stages a scene of access as well as discovery: the nar-
rator reaches the university library; the book exists; and yet the reader is reminded, 
in the same breath, that the book’s existence does not entail availability. This matters 
because it aligns the Necronomicon with the social and institutional management of 
“forbidden knowledge”: controlled shelves, supervised consultation, privileged lan-
guages, and a citation-discipline shaped by fear. Edward S. Lauterbach’s description of 
Cthulhuian pseudobiblia articulates precisely why this technique is so effective:

The purpose of Lovecraft and his collaborators in creating this library of imaginary 
titles was to give a feeling of verisimilitude to their stories. Most of these titles 
have a proper, classical, even pedantic flavour and sound as if they originated in 
the ancient Orient or the Mediaeval and Renaissance worlds of learning. The pseu-
do-Latin, French, and German of many of the titles can easily be translated to hint at 
the forbidden contents. Such titles seem to echo lists of actual alchemical and occult 
treatises from the days of early printing, and the ability to quote passages of magical 
lore from such books, sometimes intermixed with actual occult titles, allowed a writ-
er to add great authenticity to fictional supernatural narratives. (97)
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In “The Festival,” however, Lovecraft goes even further: he deploys a pseudo-scholarly 
ambience to dramatize how the ethics of quotation can itself be a fearful endeavor, as 
though citation, pushed past a certain point, would cross from scholarship into decadent 
corruption. Nevertheless, the tale’s decisive move is to convert this apparatus of verisi-
militude into a drama of quotation itself, by relocating the horror from content to schol-
arly procedure – access rules, translation difficulties, and citation limits.

Consider the narrator’s single translated paragraph, which becomes, in “The Festi-
val,” an event in which the archive literally wriggles into the tale:

“The nethermost caverns,” wrote the mad Arab, “are not for the fathoming of eyes that 
see; for their marvels are strange and terrific. Cursed the ground where dead thoughts 
live new and oddly bodied, and evil the mind that is held by no head. Wisely did Ibn 
Schacabac say, that happy is the tomb where no wizard hath lain, and happy the town 
at night whose wizards are all ashes. For it is of old rumour that the soul of the dev-
il-bought hastes not from his charnel clay, but fats and instructs the very worm that 
gnaws; till out of corruption horrid life springs, and the dull scavengers of earth wax 
crafty to vex it and swell monstrous to plague it. Great holes secretly are digged where 
earth’s pores ought to suffice, and things have learnt to walk that ought to crawl.” (417)

The distinctive cadence of this homiletic prose – biblical, proverbial, aphoristic – gives 
the impression of a text long copied, long rehearsed, and culturally sedimented, rather 
than an idiosyncratic occult fancy. This passage feels less like a private revelation than an 
inherited admonition. Its authority is manufactured at the level of syntax: the repeated 
“happy” clauses install a proverbial rhythm, the stacked curses (“cursed,” “evil”) create 
a juridical tone, and the bodily lexicon (“worm,” “charnel clay,” “corruption”) makes the 
warning feel at once ethical and somatic, as though doctrine were already decomposing 
into creature. Sean Elliot Martin’s account of Lovecraft’s “secret books” helps clarify why 
such mimicry carries philosophical weight: “By placing actual texts on the same shelves 
as his ‘remarkable series of imaginary but deceptively realistic “secret books,” chief 
among them the Necronomicon,’ Lovecraft confuses the issue of authorship, authority, 
documentation, and the veracity of human knowledge itself” (107–08). “The Festival’s” 
library scene literalizes this destabilization: the institution meant to guarantee textual 
order harbors a book whose textuality threatens that order through quiet insertion into 
catalogue and archive; spectacular rupture is unnecessary.

Moreover, the tale’s epigraph sharpens the point: it performs a pre-emptive act of 
authority that is itself unstable. Lovecraft attributes the Latin epigraph – “Efficiunt Dae-
mones, ut quae non sunt, sic tamen quasi sint, conspicienda hominibus exhibeant [‘Daemons 
contrive that what is not is nonetheless shown to men’s sight, as though it were’]” (“Fes-
tival” 406) – to Lactantius, a rhetorician associated with Constantine I, thereby ascribing 
to the tale antiquity, orthodoxy, and classical polish even as the narrative quickly descends 
into the diabolical. Dennis Quinn’s reconstruction of the epigraph’s transmission shows 
that this gesture toward patristic authority is, in documentary terms, a misattribution 
of source: “It should be noted that the epigraph attached to his short story ‘The Festival’ 
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[…] is not actually from Lactantius at all. As S. T. Joshi has pointed out, Lovecraft got 
the quotation from his own copy of Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana (1702) 
[…] So Lovecraft got his Latin quotations (and misquotations) from various secondary 
locations, which is understandable since he had little access to scholarly research librar-
ies” (193–94). The bibliographic consequence is exact: “The Festival” begins by modelling 
citation as a practice that may look authoritative and yet be structurally unsteady, that 
trains the reader, from the first threshold, to experience learned reference as both guar-
antee and danger – precisely the mixed sensation the Necronomicon will later intensify.

This epigraphic move – authority conjured by citation, authority undermined by 
the instability of citation – helps explain why the Necronomicon, referenced across Love-
craft’s fiction repeatedly, so easily crafts bibliographic menace. It functions as a device 
that forces the reader to inhabit the discomforting space between documentary form 
and epistemic reliability. Lynne Jamneck, discussing Lovecraft’s fictive “History of the 
‘Necronomicon’” (1927–37), names the process with special clarity: the text “blurs fact 
and fiction to question consensus about textual stability”; that the grimoire “was writ-
ten by a ‘mad poet’ seriously undermines its credibility; on the other hand, the notion of 
madness as a state that gives access to special knowledge enhances the cosmic stature of 
the book. Madness becomes a language, a secret code of semantics that obscures truth 
from some while revealing it to others” (136). Even without being the “History of the 
‘Necronomicon,’” Lovecraft’s tale “The Festival” performs the same destabilizing logic 
through scene and excerpt: the grimoire is treated as a scholarly artefact, yet its language 
behaves as an active force, with quotation becoming both evidence and exposure.

One way to measure the distinctiveness of “The Festival” is to set it against two 
permissions that – however unevenly – govern the Necronomicon’s appearances in both 
“The Call of Cthulhu” (1928) and “The Dunwich Horror” (1929). First, there is a herme-
neutic privilege, in which meaning is figured as legible only to those already initiated; 
second, there is an interpretive privilege, in which fragments prove portable, detach-
able from their archival scene, and therefore repeatable. In “The Call of Cthulhu,” the 
Necronomicon is introduced less as a stable bibliographic object than as a problem of 
privileged decipherment: “No book had ever really hinted of it, though the deathless 
Chinamen said that there were double meanings in the ‘Necronomicon’ of the mad Arab 
Abdul Alhazred which the initiated might read as they chose, especially the much-dis-
cussed couplet: ‘That is not dead which can eternal lie, / And with strange aeons even 
death may die’” (40). What matters is less the semantic content of that couplet – first 
“quoted” in Lovecraft’s tale “The Nameless City” (1921) – than the hermeneutic situ-
ation it constructs. The passage converts bibliographic obscurity into interpretive 
mastery, since those who have access to the book’s “double meanings” thereby acquire 
a special authority over the text. The famous lines also function as something a read-
er can detach from their immediate context and carry elsewhere, which renders their 
force strategically multivalent, activated differently by each act of citation. Interpre-
tation itself becomes an occult threshold: meaning is “there,” but only for those who 
already belong to its circle of initiates. Despite this notoriety, the Necronomicon in “The 
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Call of Cthulhu” remains a solid, if ominous, codex. “The Dunwich Horror” presents it 
as aggressively fragmentary:

At first the syllables defied all correlation with any speech of earth, but toward the 
last there came some disjointed fragments evidently taken from the “Necronomicon,” 
that monstrous blasphemy in quest of which the thing had perished. These fragments, 
as Armitage recalls them, ran something like “N’gai, n’gha’ghaa, bugg-shoggog, y’hah; 
Yog-Sothoth, Yog-Sothoth…” They trailed off into nothingness. (440)

Even as the Necronomicon remains a dangerous and specialized object, the narrative 
allows its textual matter to be portable – names, formulae, and procedures can be extract-
ed, exchanged, and operationalized elsewhere in the plot, so that the book’s authority 
begins to look transmissible rather than strictly sequestered. By design, “The Festi-
val” refuses both permissions at once. It does not simply insist that the book is hard; 
it dramatizes a reading scene structured by supervision, restriction, and a deliberately 
throttled excerpting of knowledge, so that the Necronomicon functions less as a source 
that can be extracted than as an institution that regulates access. Where “The Call of 
Cthulhu” and “The Dunwich Horror” each grant – at different pressures and with dif-
ferent stakes – either the right kind of reader or the right kind of extract, “The Festival” 
makes the reader’s very proximity to the text feel contingent, provisional, and policed, 
with meaning suspended in the interval between what can be glimpsed and what must 
remain unquoted, untranslated, or uncarried. Thus, unlike those other tales, “The Fes-
tival” permits neither secret decryption nor extractable lore, isolating the reader in 
a strictly policed encounter with the book.

Considered against the hermeneutic privilege and phonetic residue in “The Call 
of Cthulhu” and “The Dunwich Horror,” “The Festival” becomes stranger because it 
sharpens restriction into method. It offers neither a detachable couplet nor portable 
ritual syllables, but a block of prose that reads like a compact, grim homily. Yet Lovecraft 
ensures that this grimoire’s authority remains inseparable from a refusal to quote it at 
length: the narrator translates one paragraph and insists that the remainder is unquot-
able, hence embedding the excerpt within a rhetoric of abstention. That rhetoric is both 
psychological and performative, with the narrator’s withholding enacting the very 
interdiction the excerpt proclaims, and by doing so turning quotation into an ethical 
ordeal. This is elucidated in Lovecraft’s historical survey “Supernatural Horror in Liter-
ature” (1927), where he insists that, for such a tale, “a certain atmosphere of breathless 
and unexplainable dread of outer, unknown forces must be present […] a malign and 
particular suspension or defeat of those fixed laws of Nature which are our only safe-
guard against the assaults of chaos and the daemons of unplumbed space” (Annotated 
Supernatural Horror 28).

“The Festival” achieves that “malign and particular suspension” through biblio-
graphic menace, where, although rules of scholarly quotation, evidence, and access are 
present, they are nonetheless dreadfully distorted. If bibliographic menace is the dread of 
an archive that both exists and exceeds one’s reach, then Lovecraft’s list-making becomes 
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one of its most used and efficient techniques. His tale “The Haunter of the Dark” (1936) 
contains one such exemplary catalogue, recounted by a narrator who had delved deeply 
into forbidden works such as the Latin Necronomicon:

They were the black, forbidden things which most sane people have never even heard 
of, or have heard of only in furtive, timorous whispers; the banned and dreaded repos-
itories of equivocal secrets and immemorial formulae which have trickled down the 
stream of time from the days of man’s youth, and the dim, fabulous days before man 
was. He had himself read many of them – a Latin version of the abhorred “Necronomi-
con,” the sinister “Liber Ivonis,” the infamous “Cultes des Goules” of Comte d’Erlette, 
the “Unaussprechlichen Kulten” of von Junzt, and old Ludvig Prinn’s hellish “De Ver-
mis Mysteriis.” But there were others he had known merely by reputation or not at all 
– the Pnakotic Manuscripts, the “Book of Dzyan,” and a crumbling volume in wholly 
unidentifiable characters yet with certain symbols and diagrams shudderingly recog-
nisable to the occult student. (460)

Such catalogues provide lush, seemingly authentic lists while remaining referentially 
open; they name rather than disclose; they constitute a library that cannot be read. Sean 
Elliot Martin remarks that “the mix of titles and authors is so believable, and so con-
voluted, that most readers would probably have a difficult time distinguishing the ‘real’ 
from the invented ones” (109). “The Festival” internalizes that confusion into a scene of 
research: the library becomes uncanny because it is too orderly to protect the reader from 
what that order houses.

While describing how a response to semiotic uncertainty can become literally 
inscribed in a book’s physical features, Robert N. Essick asserts:

[William] Blake’s graphic methods remind us that books have physical presenc-
es and not just semiotic functions – a perspective also called to mind by [Laurence] 
Sterne’s excessive concern with the human body and by [Friedrich] Nietzsche’s face-
less coin. These hints impel a search for ways of integrating traditional bibliographic 
concerns with the issues of representation and anxiety. My opening list of “symp-
toms” includes a “foregrounding of the materiality of the signifier.” That response to 
semiotic uncertainty, when inscribed within the physical features of a book, I term the 
bibliographic sublime. (513)

Although Essick’s archive is Romantic and artisanal, his vocabulary lets us name 
a book-historical affect that Lovecraft inverts by withholding under protocol rather than 
by material excess. If Essick names an anxiety generated when material form fore-
grounds itself as signifier, Lovecraft produces an aligned affect through restriction, in 
which physical presence becomes terrifying precisely because it does not entail readable 
access. The Necronomicon thus suggests an inverted bibliographic sublime, a bibliograph-
ic menace resulting from the disproportion between the grimoire’s implied enormity and 
the reader’s enforced deprivation. “The Festival” dramatizes this inversion with special 
purity: the grimoire appears only in supervised consultation, and the one paragraph we 
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receive becomes an index of the much larger, unreceived totality elucidated in tales such 
as “The Dreams in the Witch House” (1933): “Unwholesome recollections of things in the 
‘Necronomicon’ and the Black Book welled up, and he found himself swaying to infandous 
rhythms said to pertain to the blackest ceremonies of the Sabbat and to have an origin out-
side the time and space we comprehend” (265).

Here “ethics of citation” names, first, an intra-diegetic discipline of self-protection 
and, second, an extra-diegetic discipline of authorial withholding: what the library’s pro-
tocols enforce, what translation resists, and what the narrator elects to keep unquoted, as 
though quotation itself were a threshold that scholarship can approach yet cannot safe-
ly cross. Lovecraft himself understood that the Necronomicon’s authority was produced 
by citation, and he repeatedly described that method as a controlled form of hoaxing. In 
a letter to Robert E. Howard, dated 14 August 1930, Lovecraft admits: “[Frank Belknap] 
Long has alluded to the Necronomicon in some things of his – in fact, I think it is rather 
good fun to have this artificial mythology given an air of verisimilitude by wide citation” 
(Selected Letters III 166). In a subsequent letter to Howard, dated 4 October 1930, he asserts 
that “the skilled author who knows what he is doing can often hint a thing much better 
than it can be told. Drawing the line between concrete description and trans-dimension-
al suggestion is a very ticklish job” (174). Yet he is equally clear that the method must 
not become a genuine fraud. In a letter to Clark Ashton Smith, dated 17 October 1930, 
Lovecraft writes: “My own rule is that no weird story can truly produce terror unless 
it is devised with all the care & verisimilitude of an actual hoax. […] My own attitude in 
writing is always that of the hoax-weaver” (Selected Letters III 193). In a letter to William 
Frederick Anger, dated 14 August 1934, Lovecraft elaborates further:

Regarding the dreaded Necronomicon of the mad Arab Abdul Alhazred – I must confess 
that both the evil volume & the accursed author are fictitious creatures of my own. 
[…] For the fun of building up a convincing cycle of synthetic folklore, all of our gang 
frequently allude to the pet daemons of the others. […] Also, I sometimes insert a devil 
or two of my own in the tales I revise or ghost-write for professional clients. Thus our 
black pantheon acquires an extensive publicity & pseudo-authoritativeness it would 
not otherwise get. We never, however, try to put it across as an actual hoax; but always 
carefully explain to enquirers that it is 100% fiction. In order to avoid ambiguity in my 
references to the Necronomicon I have drawn up a brief synopsis of its “history” […] 
(Selected Letters V 16)

These remarks matter for “The Festival” because the tale’s formal method is a fictional 
analogue of Lovecraft’s real caution. The narrator’s refusal to quote is, inside the story, 
a self-protective abstention; outside the story, it is also an authorial stratagem for pre-
venting the Necronomicon from collapsing into an exhaustible artefact. Joseph P. Lay-
cock observes that “in his letters, Lovecraft discussed ‘bringing the Necronomicon into 
objective existence’ by actually writing such a book. But he listed several reasons for not 
doing so. First, this would be a mammoth undertaking, as one of his stories referenced 
the  751st page. Secondly, he pointed out that the text was only frightening if it was left 
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to the reader’s imagination. Lovecraft had read actual magical grimoires and found them 
banal and disappointing” (187). In this sense, “The Festival” does not merely exemplify 
an occult trope; it crystallizes Lovecraft’s deliberate refusal to complete the artefact he had 
invented, thereby ensuring that the Necronomicon remains, structurally, absent-centered.

If the tale’s method is refusal, the obvious question is what that refusal accomplishes 
for horror as an affect – managing attention, bodily response, and epistemic disturbance. 
In Lovecraft, the disturbance is routinely tied to the collapse of explanatory frames, and, 
more specifically, to the collapse of those humanistic narratives that would normally sta-
bilize a subject’s encounter with terror. Alex Houstoun argues that cosmic horror does not 
function like classic sublime, because there is no recuperative escape, with the effect per-
sisting beyond the initial moment and memory retaining the full weight of the encounter: 
“Both [Immanuel] Kant and [Edmund] Burke wrote about the sublime as a momentary 
effect – once the subject’s sense of awe fades, the sublime experience ends. Cosmic hor-
ror, on the other hand, remains with the subject past the initial moment of awe and terror; 
it is an effect that does not end, as the memory is just as powerful as the moment that first 
generated the horror” (Houston 163). In regard to Lovecraft’s novella At the Mountains of 
Madness (1936), Vivian Ralickas similarly insists that Lovecraft’s cosmic horror negates any 
sublime recuperation by underscoring the failure of the subjectivity on which the sublime 
depends: “From a meta-textual standpoint, the specific connection the Antarctic scene 
invokes in the professor’s mind with a landscape in the Necronomicon undercuts the sub-
lime by framing the crew’s epic mission to penetrate and conquer unknown, virgin territo-
ries into a narrative of horror, where the only possible outcome of their ill-fated quest is the 
debasement of their human subjectivity” (Ralickas 377). What “The Festival” adds to these 
considerations is a bibliographic device for persistence: the Necronomicon is terrifying pre-
cisely because it can be revisited, re-read, skimmed, glossed, paraphrased, refused, avoided, 
and decried; its horror is durable because it is stored in a document whose interior remains, 
by design, beyond full access.

This robustness also explains why “The Festival” is unusually fertile for think-
ing about Lovecraft’s relationship to archival logic and to what Jacques Derrida terms 
“archive fever” (Derrida): the compulsion to archive knowledge despite its dangers. 
As a hoax-weaver, Lovecraft builds an archive that invites scholarly behavior – pinning 
down sources, tracing references, distinguishing real from invented – while simultane-
ously undermining any hope that scholarship can master those artefacts. In “The Fes-
tival,” this is modelled by the instability of the Lactantius epigraph and by the narra-
tor’s refusal to quote more than one paragraph. In both cases, the reader is positioned 
as a researcher whose scholarly tools are simultaneously solicited and compromised. 
Sean Elliot Martin’s observation that the Necronomicon is so believable that even those 
unfamiliar with Lovecraft often believe in its authenticity serves as a demonstration of 
how thoroughly Lovecraft’s archive fosters the reader’s desire to treat the document as 
real, even as it remains a striking reception curiosity. “The Necronomicon is probably the 
most famous book that never existed,” writes Martin: “This fictional text has become so 
believable to readers that even individuals who have never heard of Lovecraft have heard 
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of the Necronomicon, and believe that it is an actual text of great historical significance” 
(109). “The Festival” turns that documentary desire into bibliographic dread by showing 
that access itself is dangerous, that even a single consultation of that archive can forever 
invade the consultant’s dreams.

Lovecraft’s bibliographic menace depends on what is withheld and on how language 
inherently fails to express what is only partially disclosed. Lovecraft’s frequent recourse 
to “unnamable” registers this failure as a limit of rational description. James Goho argues 
that “Lovecraft’s use of such words as ‘unnamable,’ ‘unmentionable,’ ‘unnamed,’ and 
‘nameless’ reflect his concern with the perimeters within which language works; and thus 
the limits of rationality” (10). In “The Festival,” this linguistic limit is staged as ethical, 
with the horror becoming inseparable from the act of refusing description. James Kneale, 
quoting the tale’s hybrid creatures, precisely emphasizes this mixture of near-naming 
and interdiction: “There are also many ‘nameless things’ that lurk ‘beyond the radius of 
our sight and analysis’ in Lovecraft’s stories. Some are so hybrid that they can only be 
described as a mixture of things they almost resemble, as in this example from ‘The Fes-
tival’: ‘They were not altogether crows, nor moles, nor buzzards, nor ants, nor vampire 
bats, nor decomposed human beings; but something I cannot and must not recall’” (110-
11). The point is structurally congruent with the Necronomicon scenes: the reader is given 
a taxonomy of near-terms and then denied completion, with the archive felt as pressure 
exerted by what remains unsaid. All of this returns us to the central claim: in “The Festi-
val,” Lovecraft relocates terror from the monstrous object to mediation – and specifically, 
to citation and refusal. The Necronomicon does not terrify because it is a cogent grimoire 
but because it is framed as a manuscript too dangerous to reproduce, and because a single 
reproduced paragraph is styled as a mere glimpse at a more substantial admonitory mass. 
In Jamneck’s terms, “numerous concepts about writing, reading, and interpretation are 
bound together in Lovecraft’s fictional grimoire” (137). The narrator’s act of translating 
a paragraph is, thus, an enactment of interpretive danger, with narrative disclosure arriv-
ing as a secondary effect. Translation becomes a partial domestication of the forbidden, 
and the refusal to translate more becomes an admission that domestication fails.

If bibliographic menace depends on absent-centered textuality, then one should 
expect the Necronomicon to invite material completions, and its reception history demon-
strates exactly that. Because bibliographic menace is produced by under-elaboration and 
procedural restriction, the Necronomicon is structurally designed to solicit completions 
that can display the object while preserving the interior as haze. The book’s cultural 
transferability – its ability to traverse media, subcultures, and belief systems – follows 
from Lovecraft’s under-elaboration, from bibliographic menace. The irony is telling: the 
grimoire remains most powerful in Lovecraft because it is absent-centered, yet it becomes 
culturally pervasive precisely because that absence invites completion. Hoaxers write 
it; occultists ritualize it; filmmakers show it; gamers collect it; fans police its mystery. 
Lovecraft’s refusal, meant to preserve dread, also produces an empty space that others 
can fill. Beyond the 1970s paperback Necronomicons and related hoaxes, “a particular sub-
set of [Lovecraft’s] adherents have taken a step further from the norms of appreciation, 
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emulation, and inspiration, and into the realms of quasi-religious adulation” (Engle 
85). Into this admixture is added a surprising reversal of the expected flow of influence: 
“An inveterate borrower of other writers’ and thinkers’ work, evidenced throughout the 
Book of the Law and his later Thelemic work, [Aleister] Crowley clearly adapted some of 
his ritual language from Lovecraft’s fiction. The names of characters from the Book of the 
Law bear a striking resemblance to some of Lovecraft’s pantheon” (Engle 90). Further, 
in 1972, “Kenneth Grant, a magician who once served as Aleister Crowley’s personal sec-
retary, wrote The Magical Revival, in which he suggested Lovecraft’s imagination was, in 
fact, a kind of occult revelation. That same year Anton LaVey of the Church of Satan pub-
lished The Satanic Rituals, which featured rituals for invoking Cthulhu and other Love-
craftian entities” (Laycock 191). The Necronomicon has clearly become, in such contexts, 
a threshold object whose authority is relocated from historical provenance to ritual effi-
cacy, with “The Festival” anticipating this by presenting the book as something that can 
pollute a reader’s dreams merely by being consulted.

Lovecraft’s own letters reveal that he had already envisioned that those “fabled Elder 
Things in ‘Necronomicon’” – as he describes them in At the Mountains of Madness (37) – could 
easily escape his own fiction, especially after “several of his friends contributed to the myth 
of the Necronomicon [by incorporating it into their own tales], including Frank Belknap 
Long, Robert E. Howard, Clark Ashton Smith, Robert Bloch, and R. H. Barlow” (Loucks 
216). After Willis Conover provided him with a review of the fictive Necronomicon, Love-
craft wrote back: “Thanks immensely for the transcript of [Donald A.] Wollheim’s spoof 
[…] about which he had never breathed a word. If the Necronomicon legend continues to 
grow, people will end up by believing in it and accusing me of faking when I point out the 
true origin of the thing!” (Lovecraft and Conover 103). He also wrote to Conover: “Only 
the other day I had a letter from a San Francisco librarian asking about the Necronomicon. 
It’s really a dirty trick to add to the already great bewilderingness of antiquarian scholar-
ship!” (Lovecraft and Conover 112–13). Lovecraft’s anxieties involve, in miniature, the same 
ethics of refusal staged in “The Festival”: to quote too much is to mislead, yet to quote too 
little is to intensify aura. Lovecraft’s art depends on managing that tension.

Adaptation further complicates this tension, since both cinema and comics demand 
display; Lovecraft’s most effective horror, however, depends on withholding it. Rebecca 
Janicker argues that “comics is intrinsically suited to conveying Lovecraft’s distinctive 
and influential visions,” and emphasizes that “Lovecraft was captivated by the visual arts 
from his earliest years. In a 1916 letter, he comments on the way an edition of Paradise Lost 
illustrated by Gustave Doré not only fueled his imagination but was also the likely origin 
of the fearsome creatures he termed ‘night-gaunts,’ which […] frequently disturbed his 
childhood slumber and eventually found their way into his tales” (Janicker 469-70). Yet 
the Necronomicon remains one of the most useful adaptation-bridges precisely because it 
can be shown as a prop while keeping its interior vague. The grimoire can sit on a table, be 
opened, be chanted from – without ever becoming exhaustively legible. This is why it has 
become a recurring emblem in horror cinema and beyond: “[Lovecraft’s] works inspired 
an essential canon of horror writers and storytellers including Stephen King, Alan Moore, 
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Guillermo del Toro, Neil Gaiman, John Carpenter, and many more. His stories have been 
adapted into countless formats including video games, comic books, TV series, and mov-
ies” (Meyer 175). Especially the films The Evil Dead (1981) and Evil Dead II (1987), both 
directed by Sam Raimi, fashion “the Necronomicon as the key plot point and connecting 
object” (Norris 151). As for the visual arts, Christopher Sharrett observes that the Swiss 
artist H. R. Giger, known for his “biomechanical designs and alien creature [that] are 
darkly Lovecraftian […] produced his own Necronomicon” (24). The Necronomicon thus 
functions transmedially as a title, an icon, a signal, and an image, marking the presence 
of an archival dread that exceeds narrative and becomes bibliographic menace.

Read holistically, “The Festival” concentrates Lovecraft’s Necronomicon technique 
with unusual clarity: the grimoire’s most characteristic function – dread generated by 
under-specification – appears as a literal scene of supervised reading. Hence, the visit to the 
Miskatonic University library functions as the structural hinge that converts the grimoire 
from background curiosity or prop into an active horror device. By allowing the narrator 
to quote only one paragraph, Lovecraft makes citation itself the very site of fear, producing 
bibliographic menace. The paragraph’s archaic authority suggests immense textual depths; 
the narrator’s refusal affirms that this depth is contaminating; the library’s order harbors 
a book whose textuality threatens that order through quiet insertion into catalogue and 
archive; and spectacle is beside the point. Bibliographic menace illuminates not just “The 
Festival” but techniques in weird fiction and gothic literature more generally: an archive 
constructed by absence; the conjuring of whole systems through fragments and interdic-
tions; and the conversion of reading into an event that permanently sullies the reader. This 
model also clarifies why the Necronomicon is “probably the most famous book that never 
existed,” and why its non-existence has never prevented it from behaving as an active arte-
fact in culture. Lovecraft’s hoax-weaver care has produced a grimoire that feels archivally 
real; his refusal to write its 751 or so pages keeps it atmospherically potent; and that com-
bination makes it infinitely adaptable. The Necronomicon can be turned into a paperback, 
a ritual manual, a movie prop, a game item, an exhibition title, and a fan rule-set – precisely 
because Lovecraft’s most decisive act was to treat it as a book whose interior must remain 
unfathomable. In “The Festival,” that act becomes overtly visible as form: terror by quota-
tion and refusal, in which bibliographic menace names the dread produced when an archive 
proves institutionally real and procedurally guarded, yet remains structurally larger than 
any quotation – or reader – can responsibly carry away.
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