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As a tale of weird fiction and cosmic horror, At the Mountains of Madness features 

numerous hallmarks of both genres. The basic premise that a story of weird fiction 

simply cannot be true is self-evident in a narrative of flying vegetable monsters and 

protoplasmic goo monsters; the defining feature of weird fiction is, Lovecraft 

maintains, that it simply cannot be true. There is however also an attempt to make 

it seem semi-real: the scientific jargon, naturalistic explanations of creatures and 

grounding it within the socio-historical context of Antarctic exploration presents a 

tinge of realism that is typical to Lovecraft’s cosmic horror. In terms of weird fiction, 

the characters’ encounter with the Old Ones and Shoggoths engenders the primal 

fear of the eldritch that Lovecraft also considered to be important. In terms of cosmic 

horror, this fear of the eldritch and encounter with its embodiments – the Old Ones 

and the Shoggoths – results in Dyer’s awe at the ruination of a civilisation, as well 

as his subsequent realisation at the relative insignificance of human civilisation. My 

point is that these two genres are intrinsically bound up together, and that At the 

Mountains of Madness paces itself on the border between these two spaces. 

A number of alternative readings arise with my considerations of the story’s weird 

atmosphere and monstrous constructions. Focusing on the colonialist undertones 

of the story presents a valediction against possible exploitation of the Antarctic, 

where the Miskatonic Expedition’s romanticised exploration and arguable 

exploitation of the Antarctic ends with a tremendous loss of life and Danforth’s loss 

of sanity. A modernist reading of the story would privilege the ruined city as 

indicative of the decaying effects of modernity. The Old Ones’ liminality can also 

serve as the focal point of a post-humanist perspective. The Shoggoths’ centrality 

to both the ruined city and the history of the Old Ones can be read as an allegorical 

representation of Lovecraft’s own racially motivated anxieties and prejudices. 

However, the Shoggoths in and of themselves can be appreciated for their arguably 

underdeveloped representation as beings endowed with their own immense and 

unmatched potentiality. The fact that the Old Ones have their own ‘Mountains of 

Madness’ – concealing Kadath and other horrors which are glimpsed momentarily 

only by the unfortunate Danforth – could suggest a rather deconstructive and 

perhaps cynical insight: that there is always some figurative mountain range of evil, 
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made out to be evil simply because it serves as a bulwark against a perpetually re-

occurring unknown, that is itself monstrous simply because it is unknown. For my 

own part, I prefer to appreciate the story for the multiplicity of potential readings 

contained therein. In this sense, At the Mountains of Madness is itself a figuratively 

‘shoggothic’ work. 
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Chapter Three: The Shadow Over Innsmouth 

Overview 

The Shadow Over Innsmouth – written in 1931, and published in 1936 – is written 

as the account of Robert Olmstead.48 Olmstead recounts his accidental discovery 

of the town of Innsmouth during a coming-of-age journey to Arkham to research his 

genealogical heritage. Upon researching Innsmouth, Olmstead finds that the town 

has suffered economic decline in the past century. At present, Innsmouth is reviled 

by the people of Arkham as a case of ‘severe civic degeneration’ (872).  

Traveling to Innsmouth, Olmstead learns – primarily through the stories of a drunk 

97-year-old man named Zadok Allen – of the town’s history. Roughly a hundred 

years before the story’s present setting of 1927, the town begins to suffer economic 

stagnation and impoverishment. Through the machinations of a local sea captain 

named Obed Marsh, the town is brought into contact with a race of deep-sea 

amphibian beings named the Deep Ones. The townspeople are compelled – partly 

through necessity, as well as Marsh’s persuasion, and finally through the Deep 

Ones’ coercion – to make a deal with the Deep Ones: in exchange for wealth in the 

form of gold and fish from the ocean, the people of Innsmouth must occasionally 

hold human sacrifices. Moreover, the pact also guarantees the functional 

immortality of future Innsmouth residents,49 but only through interspecies breeding 

with the Deep Ones. As the creatures can live for millennia, it is through this inter-

species breeding – a possible fictitious and extreme exaggeration of miscegenation 

on Lovecraft’s part – that future Innsmouth descendants will become functionally 

immortal: they will be born human, then transform steadily into Deep Ones as they 

 

48 The name comes from Lovecraft’s own notes on the story. The narrator never explicitly announces 

himself to be Robert Olmstead. 

49 Innsmouth descendants will morph into the Deep Ones as they grow older, thus forcing them to 

live underwater. As Deep Ones, the Innsmouth descendants will not die of old age when underwater, 

thereby rendering them functionally immortal. 
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grow older. The native townspeople of present-day Innsmouth are therefore hybrid 

beings, in various stages of transformation into Deep Ones.  

After parting ways with Allen, Olmstead is forced to spend the night at the town’s 

only hotel: the Gilman House.50 Unable to sleep, Olmstead hears Innsmouth 

denizens trying to get into his room, then flees through the window. Thereafter 

Olmstead is hunted through the town by its denizens, who seek to stop him from 

escaping the town with the knowledge of their bargain. Barely escaping, Olmstead 

makes a frantic phone call for help that then sets into motion the government’s 

bombing of Devil Reef – a local landmark believed to mark the location of a Deep 

One city – and arrest – and subsequent disappearance – of the townspeople. The 

story begins with Olmstead giving a brief report of the government’s actions towards 

Innsmouth; he then restarts the account with his hearing of Innsmouth in Arkham at 

the start of his account.  

After his escape from Innsmouth and phone call, Olmstead’s account goes on to 

describe his attempt to return to his regular life. However, Olmstead eventually 

begins to research his genealogical heritage once more. Olmstead’s research 

reveals that his great grandmother was the daughter of Obed Marsh, the man who 

set up the deal between Innsmouth and the Deep Ones. It is implied – and later 

confirmed – that Olmstead’s great grandmother was part-Deep One, meaning that 

Olmstead himself is part-Deep One. Upon making this discovery, Olmstead is 

visited by his grandmother – now fully transformed into a Deep One with the 

passage of time – in his dreams, who communicates with him via psionic connection 

and begins to initiate him into knowledge of the Deep Ones. Initially contemplating 

 

50 The name ‘Gilman’ is significant for three reasons. Firstly, it is the surname of one of the town’s 

major families. Secondly, it can be interpreted as an allusion to the fact that the Innsmouth residents 

are literally ‘gilled men’ – so to speak – as they literally have gills due to their Deep One genes. 

Lastly, Gilman can also be read as a veiled reference to another one of Lovecraft’s stories – ‘Dreams 

in the Witch House’ – in which the protagonist’s surname is also Gilman. Incidentally, Gilman suffers 

a horrific death in the room in the titular Witch House.  
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suicide as various relatives have done in the past after learning of their heritage, 

Olmstead eventually relents and begins to willingly explore his Innsmouth/ Deep 

One heritage, resolving eventually to return to the town. Before doing this, Olmstead 

intends to first free a relative – also of Deep One descent – who has been confined 

to an asylum for having similar dreams. With his intentions declared, Olmstead ends 

the account. 

 

Weird atmosphere – corruption in a small American town 

The first proper mention of Innsmouth – or rather, the first time Olmstead learns of 

Innsmouth – is in conversation with a ticket seller in Newburyport. Olmstead finds 

himself there because he is ‘celebrating [his] coming of age by a tour of New 

England—sightseeing, antiquarian, and genealogical—[with a plan] to go directly 

from ancient Newburyport to Arkham, whence [his] mother’s family [is] derived’ 

(Lovecraft, [1936] 2016:867).51 The intended contents of this tour – sightseeing, 

antiquarian, and genealogical – foreshadow what Olmstead will see during his time 

in Innsmouth: horrific sights of decay and liminal humanity (the sightseeing), ruined 

and dilapidated buildings constructed in the colonial era (the antiquarian), and an 

ultimate realization of Olmstead’s own descent from the hybrid fish-people of 

Innsmouth (the genealogical). That Olmstead learns of Innsmouth in the way he 

does – from the talkative ticket-seller (868) – is represented as being entirely 

accidental; yet he would eventually learn of Innsmouth in any case, given his intent 

to conduct genealogical research into his heritage.  

 

51 I will henceforth refer to the story through page numbers. The full reference is given in the 

bibliography, but given here as well for the sake of clarity: Lovecraft, H.P. 1936. The Shadow Over 

Innsmouth. In: Lovecraft, H.P. 2016. The Complete Works of H.P Lovecraft (pp. 866-923). Edited by 

Milton Creek Digital Services. New York, NY: Chartwell Books. 
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Innsmouth and its people are widely detested in neighbouring areas, and ‘[n]obody 

[in] [Newburyport] or Arkham or Ipswich will have anything to do with [them]’ (870). 

In talking to Olmstead about Innsmouth’s ill-repute, the ticket-seller says:  

the real thing behind the way folks feel is simply race prejudice […] I s’pose you 

know […] what a lot our New England ships used to have to do with queer ports 

in Africa, Asia, the South Sea, and everywhere else, and what queer kinds of 

people they sometimes brought back with ‘em. […] [T]hat old Captain Marsh 

must have brought home some odd specimens when he had all three of his 

ships in commission back in the twenties and thirties. There certainly is a 

strange kind of streak in the Innsmouth folks today—I don’t know how to explain 

it, but it sort of makes you crawl. You’ll notice a little in Sargent if you take his 

bus. Some of ‘em have queer narrow heads with flat noses and bulgy, stary 

eyes that never seem to shut, and their skin ain’t quite right. Rough and scabby, 

and the sides of their necks are all shrivelled or creased up. Get bald, too, very 

young. The older fellows look the worst—fact is, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a 

very old chap of that kind. (869-870) 

The ‘race prejudice’ that people in surrounding areas hold towards Innsmouth 

suggests the presence of perceptibly non-white groups, a presence which itself 

could only be possible through immigration. The supposed reason for Innsmouth’s 

ostensible degeneration is implied to be the presence of foreign people: ‘odd 

specimens’ brought from ‘queer ports in Africa, Asia’ by Captain Obed Marsh. Such 

phrasing is evocative of the racist discourses that fuelled slavery practices during 

and between the sixteenth century and eighteenth century. In the United States the 

1807 Act Prohibiting Importation of Slaves forbade the importation of slaves from 

outside of the country, effectually removing – or at least trying to remove – the 

United States from the then-dying transatlantic slave trade. The 1807 Act was not 

wholly effective. Despite numerous attempts in subsequent decades to limit slavery 

practices, it was only with the end of the American Civil War in 1865 that slavery 

was outlawed in its entirety by the enforcement of Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation. Despite the earlier prohibition of the importation of slaves into the 

United States, the last known ship to – illegally – bring slaves into the United States 
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from outside of the country was the Clotilda in 1859. Since Captain Obed Marsh’s 

ships are supposed to have brought back ‘odd specimens’ during the ‘twenties and 

thirties’ of the early nineteenth century, it seems likely that the passengers aboard 

Marsh’s ships were illegally smuggled slaves. The continued survival of these 

slaves through their descendants is thus implied to be the reason for that perceptibly 

‘strange kind of streak in the Innsmouth folks today’. The ticket seller’s mistaken 

belief that the Innsmouth townspeople’s strange physiologies can be attributed to 

miscegenation – and that they are thus reviled because of ‘race prejudice’ – evinces 

a key preoccupation in The Shadow Over Innsmouth: the perceived loss of a racially 

pure Anglo-Saxon majority – Lovecraft’s ideal conception of ‘humanity’ – with the 

steady influx of foreign, non-Anglo-Saxon people. 

Wöll (2020:5) notes that ‘the arrival of 25 million “racially ambiguous” newcomers 

from Southern and Eastern Europe between 1880 and 1920, among them many 

Catholics and Jews, sparked fears among white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. […] 

Anxieties of cultural and ethnic alienation were not limited to nativist political 

backlash and inflammatory newspaper articles but also surfaced in works of fiction’. 

The period 1901-1910 saw an influx of 8 795 386 European immigrants into the 

States, followed by 5 735 811 between 1911-1920, and, finally, 2 344 599 between 

1921-1924 (Daniels, 2004:217). Over the course of the twentieth century America 

would attempt to limit immigration into the country, in varying degrees of severity, 

and with varying degrees of success.52  There were numerous reasons for this: 

world crises – such as the World Wars – that resulted in refugee immigrants, 

vacillating public opinion between harbouring and refusing immigrants, as well as 

socio-economic and geo-political necessity.  

 

52 There were in fact already restrictions on immigration prior to the start of the twentieth-century. 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 has been thought of as ‘the hinge on which all American 

immigration policy turned’ (Daniels, 2004:216). 
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The greatest fears associated with immigration at the time were – as The Shadow 

Over Innsmouth parallels – of a cultural and genetic inclination. Immigrants brought 

with them their own cultures, and genes. The previous cultural majority was feared 

to be at risk of suffering dilution and decay, which would subsequently bring about 

the loss of America’s normative Anglo-Saxon social order. Such paranoia was not 

strictly limited to the United States: Oswald Spengler’s Der Untergang des 

Abendlandes, commonly translated to The Decline of the West, published 

voluminously in 1918 and 1922 before being collected in 1923, is perhaps the most 

famous example of the sentiment that the West/Europe/Occident/Anglo-Saxondom 

was under threat of going extinct by the ostensibly corrosive encroachment of non-

white, non-European peoples and cultures.  

The weird atmosphere of this novella therefore revolves around this narrative of 

perceived corruption: the steady dissolution of an Anglo-Saxon community and its 

values, specifically. The sense of corruption itself is represented along two main 

fronts: the physical dilapidation of the town, and the frog-like atavism of the 

townspeople’s physiologies. While the town’s physical ruination can be read as 

representative of civilizational decline; the human-Deep One hybrids – in their 

capacity as the primary monsters of the story – represent the societal, cultural, and 

biological degeneration that Lovecraft fearfully perceived to be the inevitable 

consequences of miscegenation. The physical ruination of the town of Innsmouth 

functions simultaneously with the physiological Otherness of the townspeople – two 

consistently represented textual elements within the story – to suggest that this 

physiological Otherness is somehow ruinous, undesirable, immoral, or otherwise 

blasphemous. It is also important to keep in mind the underlying sentiment of 

Eurocentric bias – and resulting prejudice towards non-European parties – that 

informs Lovecraft’s representation of Otherness as ruinous in the novella: any strain 

of human not white and descended from British or Western-European stock is 

Other, and therefore monstrous. The fish and frog-like physiology of the Innsmouth 

residents is a highly fictionalised and exaggerated representation of precisely such 

an Other. The key word is ‘corruption’: the corruption of a supposedly superior 

cultural or ethnic group – the Innsmouth residents of the early nineteenth century, a 
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likely majority-white and culturally homogenous group, representative to some 

degree of Anglo-Saxondom – through inter-species breeding with a supposedly 

insidious foreign element – the Deep Ones.  

There is, however, nothing in the story that explicitly suggests the Deep Ones are 

in any way inferior to humans – Lovecraft may have simply assumed that readers 

would arbitrarily decide that for themselves. Anti-miscegenation laws – laws that 

banned interracial marriages – would only be declared unconstitutional in America 

in 1967 with the Loving v. Virginia case. The 1948 Perez v. Sharp case was the first 

instance where an American court ruled that anti-miscegenation laws were in 

violation of the US constitution – almost twenty years after Lovecraft wrote his story. 

This story’s basis in the fear of inter-racial – or rather, inter-species – miscegenation 

is thus reflective of prejudices in Lovecraft’s society. Of course, inter-species 

breeding is a high step up from inter-racial breeding. Nonetheless, both instances 

of procreation can – in a racially prejudiced paradigm – be understood as threats to 

racial purity. Conceptually, the fear of miscegenation underlines both instances. 

This relatively straightforward reading of the text becomes complicated by the twist 

that Olmstead is himself descended from Innsmouth stock. 

One of the chief stylistic features through which Lovecraft explores the theme of 

corruption is in the retrospective, subjective, first-person narration that constitutes 

Olmstead’s account. There is the possibility of subjectivity on Olmstead’s part: it 

may be that neither the Deep Ones nor Innsmouth residents are monstrous in any 

absolute sense. Rather, the dialecticism of ‘monstrous’ means that Olmstead – 

initially representative of a broader hypothetical human perspective, as well as of 

Lovecraft’s own prejudiced personal perspective – understands these forces as 

monstrous, because they are not like him. The inherent subjectivity of Olmstead’s 

changing perceptions can be considered within a binary: where what is within 

oneself is normal and human, and where what is completely different to oneself 

becomes consequentially liable to be interpreted as monstrous. Arkham residents 

view the Innsmouth residents with repulsion and suspicion. Olmstead first learns of 

Innsmouth from the people of Arkham, a pocket of normative humanity that he can 
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identify as being akin to him. Olmstead consequently perceives the people of 

Innsmouth as repulsive and suspicious, just as the people of Arkham do. Once 

Olmstead learns about his relation to Innsmouth, however, he becomes gradually 

less repulsed and more accepting instead. Olmstead’s realisation that he himself is 

descended from Innsmouth stock unsettles the monster/ human binary, thereby 

allowing him to accept that his personhood might fall within the very same 

configurations of alternate humanity that he initially perceives as monstrous: 

hybridity, and post-humanism. Olmstead consequently starts to identify with the 

people of Innsmouth instead, accepting that he is akin to this new iteration of 

‘humanity’. Olmstead’s subjectivity thus becomes especially apparent by the end of 

the story when he begins to openly praise his Deep One ancestors: a near-total 

reversal of his initial perceptions. Monstrous constructions – that is to say, the 

dialectical representations of people and places as monstrous – are therefore 

explicitly shown by Lovecraft to be the opinions and perceptions of individuals, not 

representative of any absolute truth concerning miscegenation.  

Olmstead himself is a bookish character, possibly even a stand-in of sorts for 

Lovecraft given their shared interests in sightseeing, antiquarianism, and 

genealogy. However, it may be restrictive to say that Olmstead is simply a stand-in 

for Lovecraft; there is no way of showing a 1:1 relationship. It is thus preferable to 

suggest that Olmstead is, at most, reminiscent of Lovecraft.53 This reminiscence 

becomes especially compelling when one pairs Olmstead’s Innsmouth heritage with 

Lovecraft’s own compromised Anglo-Saxon heritage. In both instances, there is a 

failure – because of genealogical heritage – to differentiate oneself from a 

prospective Other: Olmstead from the Innsmouth denizens and Deep Ones, 

 

53 This is not an isolated incident: there are several focal characters in Lovecraft’s fiction that are 

reminiscent of him. Randolph Carter in ‘The Dreamquest of Unknown Kadath’ and other stories is 

the most clear-to-see example of this.  
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Lovecraft from ethnic groups he would have considered inferior to Anglo-Saxons.54 

One possible interpretation of Olmstead’s eventual discovery of his heritage is that 

it evinces Lovecraft’s own prejudices and paranoias: one should fear foreign 

cultures and emissaries, for they are already among us. It is however important to 

acknowledge that, similar to how Lovecraft explicitly uses Dyer to explicitly collapse 

the boundary between human and monster in At the Mountains of Madness with its 

human/ Old One binary by representing the Old Ones as dialectical ‘humans’; The 

Shadow Over Innsmouth – albeit more implicitly – blurs the boundaries between 

man and monster through Olmstead’s human-Deep One hybridity. It is not clear 

how Lovecraft might have felt over the course of his lifetime towards his own 

compromised Anglo-Saxon heritage, nor need it be. The salient point is that in The 

Shadow Over Innsmouth, Olmstead comes to accept and celebrate his own 

compromised heritage. 

Davies (2016) notes that the structuring of Lovecraft’s fiction has been understood 

as chiastic: Burleson (in Davies, 2016:8) ‘describes the role of chiasmus in the 

essay “Lovecraft and Chiasmus, Chiasmus and Lovecraft” from his book, Lovecraft: 

An American Allegory.’ Davies also notes that Joshi (in Davies, 2016:8) ‘in his 

essay, “The Structure of Lovecraft’s Longer Narratives”, found in Lovecraft and a 

World in Transition, identifies four “structural patterns” (Joshi 258) in Lovecraft’s 

longer works (novella or longer): “strict chronology…flashback…double or multiple 

climax…narrative within a narrative” (Joshi 258) and Joshi identifies Shadow as a 

‘doubled climaxed work’. The two climaxes, for Joshi, are Olmstead’s escape from 

the Innsmouth townspeople, and Olmstead’s realisation of his own heritage. 

Davies’s chief contribution to this discussion on the structuring of Lovecraft’s fiction 

is that ‘[t]he division of the metanarrative into “ab” and “ba” halves according to a 

chiastic structure allows for the reading as portraying an anabasis and a katabasis, 

 

54 Refer to the introduction. Lovecraft’s genealogical line was not as esteemed as he wished it to be: 

not purely Anglo-Saxon, and thus not distinguished from races he would have regarded as lesser, 

or Other. 
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with the former unwritten half containing a katabasis, the latter main half containing 

an anabasis. An anabasis (Greek, literally “up-going”) refers to a journey upwards 

or homebound, while a katabasis (Greek, literally “down-going”) refers to a journey 

downwards or into the underworld’ (2016:10). Davies argues that the ways in which 

Lovecraft uses katabatic and anabatic forms result in either a positive/ completed 

atavism, or a negative/ unachieved atavism. Davies subsequently argues that in 

The Shadow Over Innsmouth, Olmstead’s journey ends with positive atavism 

because he embraces his heritage and the oncoming sea-change in society. The 

transformation from human to Deep One – and the liminal hybridity through which 

this process of transformation is reflected – then becomes positive/ desirable 

instead of negative/ undesirable. Where Olmstead’s journey to Innsmouth is 

katabatic (a descent into horror, in this case), the subsequent discovery of his 

heritage and decision to return to Innsmouth is anabatic. 

Lane (2018:139) asserts that ‘Lovecraft’s “mythos” stories always contain thematic 

threads related to human society, communities, families and individuals—and this 

is […] integral to their meaning and impact’. These stories ‘are about the invasion 

and erasure of the human’ (Lane, 2018:139). In The Shadow Over Innsmouth, 

Lovecraft ‘revisit[s] one of his core themes: the conflict between love and fear of 

family’ (Lane, 2018:147). In The Shadow Over Innsmouth, the erasure of humanity 

serves as the catalyst for an ‘alien anabasis’ (Davies, 2016:11), a positive atavistic 

change into something that outlasts humanity. That this positive atavism is centred 

ultimately in Olmstead means that The Shadow Over Innsmouth’s narrative can be 

read as a sort of homecoming – fitting, considering that one of Olmstead’s initial 

aims in his trip to Arkham is to research his genealogical history. For the greater 

part of the story, however, Olmstead is unaware of his genealogical connection to 

Innsmouth. This is, in a sense, uncanny. Innsmouth – and the neighbouring Deep 

One city of Y'ha-nthlei (922) – might be thought of as Olmstead’s ‘true home’: the 

place where his relatives reside, a community where he will be welcomed. This is a 

home – a heritage, a point of origin – made unhomely, familiar yet unfamiliar, 

through Lovecraft’s cultivation of the story’s weird atmosphere. In other words, 

Innsmouth is Olmstead’s secret home: his unheimlich.  
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Other than Olmstead, Zadok Allen and Obed Marsh are – to a lesser extent – 

significant figures in the story. Allen is the story’s resident ‘loremaster’ of sorts: one 

of the last wholly-human inhabitants of the town, traumatised by what he has seen 

over his long life in Innsmouth, and willing to speak of these horrors when drunk 

enough (889). Obed Marsh is significant because he initiates the deal with the Old 

Ones. In Marsh’s travels, he discovers a group of islanders who have struck a deal 

with the Deep Ones: sacrifice and interbreeding – a pointed demand by the Deep 

Ones as a plan to slowly encroach upon above-ground Earth – in exchange for 

economic prosperity (890). Learning how to summon the Deep Ones himself, Marsh 

strikes a similar deal when the people of Innsmouth face dire economic straits (892).   

Interestingly, Lovecraft uses Allen – the one who tells Olmstead these things about 

Obed Marsh – to represent Obed Marsh as a somewhat Faustian figure. Allen 

speculates that Marsh may not have intended for the interbreeding clause to ever 

come into effect (895). The implication is that Marsh does not grasp the significance 

of his deal with the Deep Ones until it is too late. They promise not only economic 

prosperity but immortality too; the finer print of this is that it requires interbreeding 

and cultural assimilation. Marsh is therefore Faustian because he carelessly 

sacrifices humanity – both his and the townspeople’s – in exchange for eternal life, 

food, and wealth. If the horror in The Shadow Over Innsmsouth revolves largely 

around the town’s apparent degeneration because of the bargain, then the damning 

aspect of Obed Marsh’s Faustian bargain is a communal one. There is a sense of 

hubris in Allen’s assumption that Marsh never intended for the town’s bargain with 

the Deep Ones to result in murder, sacrifice, and miscegenation: Marsh’s deal with 

the Deep Ones may have only ever been intended to preserve his stagnating town. 

Regardless of whether Marsh’s intentions are self-serving or altruistic, Marsh’s 

possible tragic flaw here is of an unscrupulous drive to preserve and amass wealth 

in its various forms: food, gold, and life. As Marsh is long-gone, Allen’s words on 

Marsh’s possible feelings towards the deal he struck are ultimately speculative and 

inconclusive. 
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It is also worth noting that the Deep Ones’ policy of assimilating the coast-dwelling 

Anglo-Saxon Innsmouth townspeople into their own society with the promise of 

wealth through a Faustian bargain, as well as the resulting neglect and decay of the 

town’s infrastructure, comes across as rather ironic in its colonial and imperialistic 

basic outline. This is significant insofar as Obed Marsh is implied – by the ticket 

seller at the beginning of the story – to have been a slaver, thus suggesting the irony 

of having a slaver unwittingly initiate a colonising project involving his own people. 

The Deep Ones – as a sort of colonising force – take advantage of Innsmouth’s – 

the Anglo-Saxon community’s – naivete and economic impoverishment to assume 

a position of power: a somewhat ironic mirror of colonial policy in the seventeenth 

century. Furthermore, Marsh’s possible participation in slavery takes place during a 

liminal point in the history of slavery in America, when it was steadily being 

outlawed. This may perhaps suggest a parallel to America in the early twentieth 

century, where challenges to racist discourses were mounting every decade. Such 

parallels evince the notion that Lovecraft’s representation of the perceived 

corruption of Innsmouth – as well as the way in which he subverts this – is, by 

another phrase, an acknowledgement of his living in a liminal point in future 

American history: the fast-growing ethnic diversity of American society.  

The trip to Innsmouth is interspersed both with references to street names, as well 

as detailed descriptions of the surrounding environment. Although the street names 

to both Arkham and Innsmouth are – being fictitious cities – fictitious as well, their 

names carry connotations that suggest a movement downwards, or one from an 

innocuous city to a supposedly stagnant one. In Arkham, Olmstead’s bus ride takes 

him through ‘State Street’ and ‘High Street’(876), as well as ‘[past] the Lower Green 

and Parker River’ (876). Through their names, these places suggest civility, 

loftiness, and fertility, respectively. Other than the street he enters the town through 

being named ‘Federal’ (881), The streets in Innsmouth are named rather differently: 

that Olmstead learns of and walks upon entering Innsmouth are named differently: 

‘Broad, Washington, Lafeyette, and Adams’ (881) are introduced in Olmstead’s 

initial entry into Innsmouth; afterwards, ‘Main’, ‘Martin’, ‘Church’, ‘Water’, and ‘Fish’ 

(885) Streets. Later, ‘Paine’ and ‘Waite’ (887) Streets are also introduced. 
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Washington and Adams are the names of colonial founding fathers: George 

Washington and Samuel Adams. Lafayette is likely a reference to the French 

aristocrat and military commander who became a key figure both in the American 

Revolution, as well as the French Revolution. Also important to note is that ‘Water’ 

and ‘Fish’ are particularly strange street names. The history of Innsmouth – as 

represented by its topography, or cultural landscape – is therefore represented as 

being rooted both in American colonial heritage – Adams, Washington, Lafayette – 

as well as the sea and its denizens – Water, Fish. The effect of these Arkham and 

Innsmouth street names is to suggest a movement from high to low, from a symbol 

of safe civilization to a characteristically isolated community. 

Olmstead notices ‘dead stumps and crumbling foundation-walls above the drifting 

sand’ (876) whilst the bus drives alongside the coast, linking this sight to an ‘old 

tradition quoted’ in his reading on Innsmouth that the countryside was once ‘fertile 

and thickly settled’, but changed ‘simultaneously with the Innsmouth epidemic of 

1846, and [is now] thought by simple folk to have a dark connexion with hidden 

forces of evil’ (876). This setting up of a possible occult – of dark and supernatural 

forces – is represented as being immediately undercut by Olmstead’s rationalistic 

explanation that ‘[a]ctually, it was caused by the unwise cutting of woodlands near 

the shore, which robbed the soil of its best protection and opened the way for waves 

of wind-blown sand’ (876). The superimposition of a rationalistic explanation over 

an occult suspicion is an intentional move to develop a binary between the real and 

the non-real, between the plausible and implausible. Lovecraft proceeds to 

undermine this binary with the sights of Innsmouth. Whilst travelling to the town, 

Olmstead can rationalize away unsettling sights. However, this becomes impossible 

– and is thereby emphasized by contrast to Olmstead’s previous rationalization – 

when Olmstead reaches Innsmouth. This is a mechanism of cosmic horror played 

out at a microlevel: the power to reason and comprehend events in nature and 

society in a causal flow – from A to B, from tree-cutting to erosion, from Innsmouth’s 

ostensible influx of immigrants to Innsmouth’s decay – is undermined by 

increasingly inexplicable and horrifying phenomena – the Innsmouth hybrids, 

Olmstead’s instinctual discomfort in the town (878), the Deep Ones – that cannot 
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be explained in an easy causal fashion, or encapsulated within a human knowledge 

system comprehensively. The Innsmouth ‘epidemic’ of 1846 – in reality, the 

slaughter of those townspeople who would defy the Deep Ones and renege on their 

bargain (895) – is another example of this: the initial overlaying of a rational 

phenomenon on a horrific event, and the eventual disabuse of that rationalistic 

sentiment with the unfolding or explanation of said horror.  

Olmstead’s very first sight of ‘rumour-shadowed Innsmouth’ (877) is represented as 

dense, packed, ruined: 

It was a town of wide extent and dense construction, yet one with a portentous 

dearth of visible life. From the tangle of chimney-pots scarcely a wisp of smoke 

came, and the three tall steeples loomed stark and unpainted against the 

seaward horizon. One of them was crumbling down at the top, and in that and 

another there were only black gaping holes where clock-dials should have 

been. The vast huddle of sagging gambrel roofs and peaked gables conveyed 

with offensive clearness the idea of wormy decay, and as we approached along 

the now descending road I could see that many roofs had wholly caved in. There 

were some large square Georgian houses, too, with hipped roofs, cupolas, and 

railed “widow’s walks.” […] The decay was worst close to the waterfront, though 

in its very midst I could spy the white belfry of a fairly well-preserved brick 

structure which looked like a small factory. The harbour, long clogged with sand, 

was enclosed by an ancient stone breakwater; […] Here and there the ruins of 

wharves jutted out from the shore to end in the indeterminate rottenness, those 

farthest south seeming the most decayed. And far out at sea, despite a high 

tide, I glimpsed a long, black line scarcely rising above the water yet carrying a 

suggestion of odd latent malignancy. This, I knew, must be Devil Reef. As I 

looked, a subtle, curious sense of beckoning seemed superadded to the grim 

repulsion; and oddly enough, I found this overtone more disturbing than the 

primary impression. […] Soon cross streets and junctions began to appear; 

those on the left leading to shoreward realms of unpaved squalor and decay, 

while those on the right shewed vistas of departed grandeur. […] [M]ost of the 

houses were quite old—wood and brick structures of the early nineteenth 

century—they were obviously kept fit for habitation. As an amateur antiquarian 
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I almost lost my olfactory disgust and my feeling of menace and repulsion 

amidst this rich unaltered survival from the past. (877-879) 

I use this relatively long quotation – put together from three pages of the story – 

because it reflects all the key elements that Lovecraft imbues into his narrative’s 

environment to cultivate a weird atmosphere. There is the concrete fact of decay 

and dilapidation: ‘sagging gambrel roofs’, ‘peaked gables’, ‘wholly caved in roofs’, 

‘indeterminate rottenness’, ‘realms of unpaved squalor and decay’, and ‘vistas of 

departed grandeur’. The town’s physical landscape is a desolate one, meant to 

represent to the reader an ever-present ‘wormy decay’. The town is literally 

becoming lower – that is to say, the physical decay represents the steady loss of 

civilization – with the roofs of houses crumbling in varied states of downward 

movement and ruination. In addition to this ever-present rot of civilization, there is 

also the ominous Devil Reef’s suggesting ‘odd latent malignancy’. This imbues Devil 

Reef – inanimate though it might be – with a sense of agency. This same infusion 

of agency into the natural environment is glimpsed in At the Mountains of Madness 

as well: a recurring element in Lovecraft’s fiction, intended to foster an atmosphere 

of dread, to make the environment seem somehow monstrous. Furthermore, the 

absence of hands from the clock Olmstead sees – as well as the gaping hole in 

another church where its clock should be – might suggest the stopping of time. As 

Lovecraft saw time to be humanity’s greatest ‘enemy’, it becomes fitting that 

Innsmouth is a place where time has stopped. Therein lies a promise, and a threat: 

what happens in Innsmouth suggests the overcoming of humanity’s greatest 

conflict: the inevitable nullification of all things with the passage of time. The way in 

which the people of Innsmouth overcome their conflict with time is both desirable 

and undesirable. Time is stopped; civilization will not be lost. Yet, time is stopped 

during the process of decay; decay is still present, if not persistent. Moreover, the 

Deep Ones’ offer of immortality naturally does not extend to the physical city of 

Innsmouth. Life is preserved, but not a human way of life. Civilization is preserved, 

but not strictly human civilization. Immortality is desirable but necessitates the 

gradual loss of all that which was once considered normative.  
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What was once normative within the confines of the narrative – and by extension, 

in Lovecraft’s changing society – is evinced by the mention of churches – 

representative of institutionalized religion – and ‘Georgian houses’ – colonial-era 

architecture. As an avid amateur antiquarian and admirer of Georgian-style 

architecture, Lovecraft’s mention of this style in his representation of Innsmouth’s 

decay evinces a clear link between the narrative and Lovecraft’s personal fears of 

the degeneration of his society’s once-unquestionably normative culture and social 

order in the face of America’s growing cultural diversity because of immigration. The 

physical town of Innsmouth is therefore arguably ‘monstrous’ because it suggests 

that same erosion of Anglo-Saxon cultural supremacy that Lovecraft feared. The 

stimulation of Olmstead’s antiquarian sentiments toward this ‘rich survival’ are at 

odds with his ‘olfactory disgust’ at the stench of fish that pervades the town, 

revealing the tension between desirable survival and the (perceptibly) disgusting 

means through which this survival has been achieved. The invoking of the senses 

as a way to heighten the weird atmosphere is also a recurring element of Lovecraft’s 

fiction: Dyer sees an incomprehensibly vast city, disturbingly smooth walls that mark 

the passage of Shoggoths, and putrid smells that foreshadow the decapitated Old 

Ones; Olmstead smells a nauseating stench of fish, sees physical decay all around 

him, and hears tell of odd and disquieting sounds from the ostensibly abandoned 

houses of Innsmouth (882). 

The Shadow Over Innsmouth might be read as prototypal folk horror. Keetley 

asserts that folk horror’s most basic component is its ‘root[ing] in the dark “folk tale”, 

in communal stories of monsters, ghosts, violence, and sacrifice that occupy the 

threshold between history and fiction’ (2020:4). This preoccupation with histories of 

monsters, ghosts, violence, and sacrifice is evocative of the tropes that characterize 

Gothic Romance/ Horror: ghostly apparitions and superstitions, centred around 

castles, typically suggest a great wrong or conspiracy – normally on the part of a 

dastardly nobleman – that necessitates a correction – and incidental rescuing of 

some hapless heroine – by the protagonist. This is worth mentioning because it 

explains how The Shadow Over Innsmouth can be read as folk horror: Lovecraft’s 

transposition of Gothic tropes – namely the monsters (Deep Ones), ghosts 
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(Olmstead’s grandmother), and conspiracy (Olmstead’s secret heritage) – into a 

communal setting coincidentally lends itself to a folk horror reading.  

The likeness to folk horror goes further: ‘While “folk” on the one hand designates a 

group or community of people, it can “also be construed as an adjective meaning 

‘traditional’,” bound up in the processes of “intergenerational transmission and 

localized culture” (2017:1). Indeed, folk horror is distinctive in rooting its horror in 

the local community bound together by inherited tales’ (Bronner in Keetley, 2020:4). 

The inherited tale in The Shadow Over Innsmouth, traditionally held by sailors in the 

region, is of strange sea creatures associated with Devil Reef (869). Following from 

this, what is ‘horrific’ about folk horror can therefore be thought as either the present-

wrongness of ancient tradition, or the disintegration of presently-held tradition. In 

The Shadow Over Innsmouth, the traditions of the Innsmouth townspeople – their 

pact, their integration with the Deep Ones – are at odds with the dissolution of Anglo-

Saxon hegemony and tradition. Keetley argues that ‘folk horror reanimates the 

notion of the “peasant” or “primitive”, the local and isolated community, as the 

repository of (often orally-transmitted) folk traditions and rituals. Folk horror actively 

works against the critical arc of folklore studies, forging a divide between tradition 

and modernity that has otherwise been all but eroded’ (2020:5). Folk horror can 

therefore often be understood as atavistic, set in opposition to modernity. With all 

this, it becomes even clearer how The Shadow Over Innsmouth can be retroactively 

classified as a folk horror: there is the isolation of a community, the recurrence of 

orally-transmitted histories and suspicions (the ticket-seller, the store clerk, Zadok 

Allen, Olmstead’s grandmother), and the rejection of modernity in the town’s general 

technological backwardness – the townspeople’s reliance on fishing as the primary 

source of food and income, with only one factory, and the failure of railway projects 

in the area.  

The ‘first link in the folk horror chain is landscape – specifically a “topography”, often 

but not always rural, that has “adverse effects on the social and moral identity of its 

inhabitants”. These adverse effects are crucial to the second link in the chain, 

“isolation”: the landscape must “isolate a key body of characters”, who become “cut 
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off from some established social progress of the diegetic world”’ (Scovell in Keetley, 

2020:7). The centrality of landscape in folk horror ‘can serve both politically 

progressive and conservative ends’ (Keetley, 2020:9), acting as either a reprimand 

or affirmation of modernity. Folk horror landscapes can also help to ‘articulate the 

fact that folk horror embodies an explicitly ecological worldview in which human and 

nature, human and nonhuman, are thoroughly imbricated’ (Keetley, 2020:9). If there 

is any possibility of a political or ecological reading of The Shadow Over Innsmouth, 

it lies in the failure of modernity to reach and account for the town of Innsmouth, 

thereby necessitating their turn to the Deep Ones. Interestingly, the importance of 

topography in folk horror is mirrored by Lovecraft’s own emphasis on weird 

atmosphere. Keetley also writes that ‘[w]hat is crucial to folk horror, rather than “folk” 

more broadly, is a community bound together by shared (folkloristic) beliefs, 

traditions, and practices – a community bound so tightly, in fact, that it constitutes a 

“tribe”’ (2020:11). Importantly, this ‘”tribe’ is – or  is perceived to be – monstrous, 

although its “monstrousness” only emerges through its volatile relationship with the 

“normal”’ (Keetley, 2020:11). This is precisely what happens in the given story: the 

community is initially – and for a large part of the narrative – perceived as monstrous 

by Olmstead.  

It is useful to note that ‘Alexandra Hauke offers a rich theoretical framework for 

understanding US folk horror, one inextricable from the nation’s history of racism 

and colonialism. […] Hauke argues […] that the real “monster” of folk horror is “us”’ 

(Keetley, 2020:24-25).55 Keeping this in mind, The Shadow Over Innsmouth can be 

read not only as a folk horror, but as a distinctly American-flavoured folk horror: 

Innsmouth’s civic degeneration is indirectly linked – namely by the people of Arkham 

– to its past involvement with the transatlantic slave trade. The relevance of racism 

 

55 Keetley’s overview of folk horror is both richly informed by other folk horror theoreticians. Because 

Keetley’s own discussion of folk horror already allows for comprehensive grounds upon which to 

justify a reading of The Shadow Over Innsmouth as folk horror, I will not consider Hauke’s US-centric 

discussion of folk horror.  
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and colonialism in American folk horror is suggestive of a compromised past: 

America’s history as a nation is irrevocably bound up with both the forced 

immigration of slavery, as well as the willing immigration of the following centuries. 

In The Shadow Over Innsmouth, this manifests itself in terms of the Innsmouth 

hybrids and their Deep One companions. This compromised past – one that is 

undeniably bound up with the contributions of slaves and immigrants, yet seeks to 

denigrate and oppress such groups as less than or destructive towards Anglo-

Saxondom – is exemplified by Olmstead’s own descendance from Innsmouth. 

On the matter of Lovecraft’s antiquarianism, Evans (2004:190-191) says:  

Lovecraft used material culture in his stories in two interrelated ways: to create 

a sense of place, and to evoke the past. […] In “The Shadow Over Innsmouth,” 

the hero’s antiquarian travels and genealogical research lead him first to 

uncover the terrible secrets of the town of Innsmouth, and then the even more 

terrible secrets of his own ancestry, which eventually transforms him into a 

monster. This parallels Lovecraft’s own life: proud of his Puritan New England 

ancestors, he could not forget that both his parents died in psychiatric hospitals. 

[…] In Lovecraft’s contradictions—his simultaneous love for and horror of the 

old and traditional, his pride in the greatness of American (and New England) 

civilization and his conviction that 20th century science and technology had 

doomed this civilization—he expressed the anxieties of many artists and 

intellectuals of his time, and did so with a power and vividness that has made 

him one of the most influential horror writers of the 20th century. If Lovecraft’s 

love for the past and disdain for such trends as mechanization and immigration 

were anti-modernist, his fictional depictions of irruptions of the past into the 

present, and the concomitant irruptions of the cosmic into the mundane, were 

embodiments of the characteristically 20th century fear that the “solidarity of 

modernity” will break down into irrationality and chaos (MacCannell 83).  

In all of Lovecraft’s fiction, there is no better representation of his love for 

antiquarianism than The Shadow Over Innsmouth. Not only is Olmstead an 

antiquarian himself, but this antiquarianism – and the subsequent detailed 
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descriptions of the town that result from this – is also used purposefully as a 

foundation on which to develop and emphasise the story’s weird atmosphere of 

decay and corruption. Keeping in mind the ‘compromised past’ of US folk horror, it 

becomes feasible to suggest that the town’s decay and corruption reflects not only 

the possible failure of civilization that modernity might bring about, but the 

unsustainability of the past in Innsmouth’s crumbling colonial architectures as well. 

Life goes on, changing necessarily all the while, whilst the architecture of an era – 

its constructions, and in a figurative sense its institutions – crumble and fall away 

under the signs of their corruption. 

 

The monster – part-man, part-fishfrog 

Anything that Olmstead learns about the story’s monsters – be it from Zadok Allen 

in Innsmouth, or the people in neighbouring areas such as the ticket-seller – is 

heavily bound up with Innsmouth’s history. While Innsmouth and Arkham are of 

course fictional, the history of Innsmouth is derived in part from real life. This is 

significant because it helps to show how the story’s monsters are ultimately cultural 

bodies whose constructions are derived in large part from Lovecraft’s own socio-

historical milieu. 

The ticket-seller who Olmstead meets at the beginning of the novella notes that 

Innsmouth ‘[u]se[d] to be almost a city—quite a port before the War of 1812—but all 

gone to pieces in the last hundred years or so’ (868). The War of 1812 was one 

fought between the United States of America and the United Kingdom.56 While this 

war has no immediate link back to Lovecraft’s own immediate social milieu, there is 

perhaps a conceptual link between the 1812 war and the First World War; in both 

 

56 Participants in the War of 1812 include the British-Canadian colonies, as well as various native 

American Tribes that were almost entirely on the side of the British.  
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instances, there is conflict between two Anglo-Saxon forces – a ‘travesty’ in 

Lovecraft’s opinion when he noted it regarding the First World War. Significant also 

is the fact that Lovecraft represents Innsmouth’s stagnation as directly tied to the 

War of 1812: ‘almost a city’ before 1812, then ‘gone to pieces’ in the hundred years 

that follow. Later in the story, Zadok Allen refers to his participation in the American 

Civil War of 1862. The story itself is set roughly a decade after the First World War, 

jumping between two time periods: 1927 – when Olmstead first travels to Innsmouth 

– and 1930-1931 – when Olmstead resolves to return to Innsmouth. There are then 

a total of three wars in the backdrop of The Shadow Over Innsmouth. War – and 

more specifically, its apparent consequences: economic and civil stagnation – is 

therefore a key component of the story.  

Although it is not given in the story, there is an historical basis for economic 

stagnation post the War of 1812. The War of 1812 was followed by various 

economic complications for America that resulted in the Panic of 1819 and a 

nationwide depression. This should sound familiar when one considers that 

Lovecraft wrote The Shadow Over Innsmouth in 1931: two years into the Stock 

Market Crash of 1929, and the same year in which the American economy began a 

depressionary spiral after sustained losses from the 1929 Crash. Both the Great 

Depression in the 1930s and the Panic of 1919 are attributable – at least in part – 

to irresponsible fiscal policies, or the lack thereof necessary ones. The Panic of 

1819 began for various reasons: the downturn of European markets as a result of 

the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815); the collapse of the First Bank of the Unites 

States in 1811 that left state banks free from regulations for five years until the 

establishment of the Second Bank of the United States in 1816; and the careless 

speculation on public land during the time which led to inflation and unrestricted 

issuing of paper money, which led in turn to the purchase of over-expensive land 

on credit. In 1929 the American Great Depression was similarly caused – in large 

part, at least – by careless speculation of stock prices, making of loans to invest in 

stocks, widespread offloading, subsequent depreciation of stock values because of 

a sudden loss of confidence in stock values, and subsequent chaos when people 
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had debts to pay on stocks that they had never had the money to buy without loans 

in the first place.  

The American Great Depression, fresh and unavoidable for 1930s America, 

therefore has a mirror in the War of 1812, and subsequent recession during the 

Panic of 1819. In both historical instances American society has recently come from 

a war, enjoys prosperity that comes laced with dangerous speculation on sustained 

prosperity, and subsequently suffers economic stagnation in the resulting recession. 

However, it must be clarified that economic circumstances are rarely mentioned in 

the story; there is no explicit condemnation of government or fiscal policy. This 

economic stagnation is instead implicitly tied back to immigrants who are said to 

have ingratiated themselves into Innsmouth society, and have thus brought about 

its civic degeneration. It may be possible that this is a displacement on Lovecraft’s 

part. Not necessarily fully understanding the fiscal policies that led to economic 

recessions in his own society, Lovecraft may have simply chosen to blame a 

perceived Other; as I note in the introduction, Lovecraft’s capacity to diagnose the 

issues of his society with unexpected perspicacity tends to become compromised 

by his prejudices. Regardless, there is an emphasis on representing the historical 

processes that have led Innsmouth into its present-day pact with the Deep Ones. 

The mention of the War of 1812 and the consequently implied Panic of 1819 are 

then purposefully chosen by Lovecraft: represented as foundational to the story’s 

setting to show the allegorical link between this story and Lovecraft’s socio-historical 

context.  

Outside of the text, the Panic of 1819 meant that ‘many state efforts directed 

towards internal improvements such as canals and turnpikes’ – infrastructure, in 

other words – ‘were temporarily derailed by the Panic’ (Haulman, 2010:24). In-text, 

post-1812 Innsmouth also becomes steadily more isolated: […] gone to pieces in 

the last hundred years or so. No railroad now—B. & M. never went through, and the 

branch line from Rowley was given up years ago’ (868). ‘B. & M.’ – as well as the 

‘branch line from Rowley’ – refers to the Boston and Maine railroad that ran through 

New England in the mid-seventeenth-century, thus showing how the real-world 
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halting of infrastructure projects is also represented in-text, with important 

consequences. Its failure to reach Innsmouth suggests an economic stagnation and 

isolation. This is echoed by the limited means of getting to Innsmouth; one needs to 

take a bus that runs between Arkham and Innsmouth. This is curious: the town’s 

economic stagnation occurs inversely to increasing industrialisation and 

mechanisation. Lovecraft was not fond of either of these things: he writes that the 

‘man-displacing machine’ (‘Some Repetition on the Times’ in Miscellaneous 

Writings, 1995) undermines any ‘guarantee of food, clothing, and shelter in 

exchange for work performed’. This in turn produces a destructive consequence: 

‘when a person has nothing to gain from an existing social order, he feels free to act 

against it. If a sufficiently large minority become convinced that an honest 

willingness to work under the present system will no longer gain them a living, they 

cannot be expected to do otherwise than strike out for another system’.  

Applied to the story at hand, it may be that the failure of the railway system to reach 

Innsmouth is a failure of an increasingly mechanised society to account for the 

townspeople, thereby assuring the town’s isolation and stagnation. Following from 

that, the alternative system to an increasingly mechanised and industrialised society 

– as represented by the railway system – is offered by the Deep Ones: wealth and 

immortality in exchange for human sacrifice and interbreeding. It may be ironic – 

and this is a debatable point – that the Deep Ones offer Innsmouth an alternative to 

the economic stagnation it faces as a seeming consequence of war. However, this 

does not stop Zadok Allen from associating the Deep Ones with the possibility of 

war: ‘No use balkin’, fer they was millions of ‘em daown thar. They’d ruther not start 

risin’ an’ wipin’ aout humankind, but ef they was gave away an’ forced to, they cud 

do a lot toward jest that’ (896). Allen’s somewhat garbled speech suggests that the 

Deep Ones are not necessarily interested in war; yet, if they were to be forced into 

confrontation, they could easily win a war against humanity. Curiously, the Deep 

Ones do not retaliate against the US government’s bombing of the presumed 

location of one of their cities. The Deep Ones do however engage in wholesale 

slaughter of the townspeople in 1846, when the latter attempt to renege on the 

interspecies Faustian bargain. These two instances are contradictory; and yet, 
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these things still affirm the Deep Ones’ desire for peace – the significant addendum 

to this is that they are also willing to commit mass murder to achieve their version 

of peace.  

The Innsmouth hybrids and Deep Ones can therefore be understood as cultural 

bodies – the first Monster Thesis – because their entry into Innsmouth society 

begins partly because of war, and more specifically the economic stagnation that 

comes about because of war. This confirms the first Monster Thesis insofar as it 

suggests an allegorical representation of twentieth century American society on the 

part of Lovecraft: the War of 1812 leads to the Panic of 1819, leading eventually to 

Innsmouth’s deal with the Deep Ones; the First World War is eventually followed by 

the Great American Depression, while immigration rates rise between the war and 

depression. The Deep Ones themselves are implied to be capable of war on an 

even greater scale than that evinced by the First World War and War of 1812; this 

suggests society’s sustained fear towards future wars because of the horrors of past 

wars.  Moreover, the way in which Lovecraft represents the physical appearances 

of Innsmouth hybrids and Deep Ones – as well as Olmstead’s ensuing revulsion – 

shows that they are also derived from the then-prevalent scientific racism of the 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century. 

Lovecraft represents the capture, isolation, and disappearance of the Innsmouth 

community at the beginning of the novella in discreet terms: ‘There were vague 

statements about disease and concentration camps, and later about dispersal in 

various naval and military prisons, but nothing positive ever developed’ (866). The 

implication is that the Innsmouth townspeople are split up and hidden away in 

various camps and prisons. However, this physical isolation does not translate to 

any immediate revelation of their natures: ‘Complaints from many liberal 

organisations were met with long confidential discussions, and representatives were 

taken on trips to certain camps and prisons. As a result these societies became 

surprisingly passive and reticent. Newspaper men were harder to manage, but 

seemed largely to coöperate with the government in the end’ (866). The 

townspeople are locked away; anyone who attempts to find out more about them 
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are quickly – and quietly – hushed by being told the truth. Interestingly, there is the 

suggestion that the truth behind Innsmouth is of itself shocking enough to guarantee 

silence; Lovecraft represents this as knowledge that self-evidently should not be 

known – the hallmark incomprehensibility of cosmic horror. The true nature of the 

Innsmouth townspeople is therefore kept from the wider public, thereby allowing the 

hybrids to escape a greater ontological capture. The same goes for the Deep Ones: 

they escape both physically and ontologically. The bombing of the ‘marine abyss 

just beyond Devil Reef’ (867) seems to be only attempt in the story by the US 

government to engage with the creatures. The bombing does not however seem to 

have any effect: ‘Y’ha-nthlei57 was not destroyed when the upper-earth men shot 

death into the sea. It was hurt, but not destroyed. The Deep Ones could never be 

destroyed’ (922). The ambiguity of ‘upper-earth men’ suggests that the Deep Ones 

might be interpreted as lower-earth men, so to speak – the ‘lower’ part being the 

ocean. Furthermore, it affirms that the Deep Ones are beyond the means of human 

society to engage with and disperse them. An attempt at war-making here – the 

dropping of the torpedoes into the abyss – is the most extreme example of an 

attempt to ‘engage’ with the Deep Ones. War with the Deep Ones would affirm that 

they are indeed ‘Other’: enemy, non-human, threat. And yet, the Deep Ones seem 

unfazed: ‘For the present they would rest; but some day, if they remembered, they 

would rise again’ (922). Forever out-of-reach for so long as they choose, the Deep 

Ones will certainly bring a new war – possibly even a new World War – should they 

choose to return to the surface in full force.  

The physiological abnormality of the ‘Innsmouth look’ (880) bespeaks the 

townspeople’s categorical hybridity. The ticket-seller notes that some ‘of ‘em have 

queer narrow heads with flat noses and bulgy, stary eyes that never seem to shut, 

and their skin ain’t quite right. Rough and scabby, and the sides of their necks are 

all shrivelled or creased up. Get bald, too, very young. The older fellows look the 

 

57 The underwater city of the Deep Ones that lies in the abyss off the coast of Innsmouth. This city 

is the target of the US government’s torpedoes. 
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worst’ (870). Their ‘narrow heads’, ‘flat noses’, ‘bulgy’ eyes, and early-onset 

baldness all suggest characteristics of a fish. Their skin ‘ain’t quite right’ because it 

is ‘[r]ough and scabby’, or by another word: scaly. The fact that the sides of their 

necks are ‘shrivelled’ and ‘creased up’ suggests the presence of gills. Finally, the 

fact that the ‘older fellows look the worst’ suggests that the Innsmouth people grow 

steadily more fishlike as they grow older. The Innsmouth townspeople are therefore 

caught up in a liminal space between human and fish; their physiological 

deformations imply a deeper moral, spiritual, or cultural decay: that loss of Anglo-

Saxondom. However, these physiological deformations are still concretely physical. 

Contrasting the physiological category crisis of the Innsmouth hybrids, the Deep 

Ones present a dialectical category crisis. Zadok Allen struggles to give these 

creatures a name58: ‘frog-fish monsters’ (890), ‘toad-lookin’ fishes’ (890), ‘god-

things’ (890), ‘water-beasts’ (891), ‘sea-gods’ (891), ‘sea-things’ (891), and ‘fish 

things’ (891). The word ‘things’ is repeated thrice: a vague and unspecific phrase, 

always linked to another clearer word – god, sea, fish – that suggests either the 

approximation of the creatures to the noun, or the exceeding of the ontological 

parameters of the noun. Almost all these words – frog, fish, water, sea – are 

synonymous with the ocean, thereby redirecting the reader back to the Deep Ones’ 

point of origin. However, this says nothing about their physical characteristics. The 

best Allen can do is to approximate them to things that are already encapsulated 

within human knowledge systems: frog, fish, toad, beast – all creatures that have 

typically been thought as less important, less possessed of agency than humans in 

the chain of being.  

Zadok Allen’s use of such words then suggests an attempt not only to encapsulate 

the Deep Ones within pre-existing knowledge systems, but an attempt to do so in a 

way that also affirms the continued superiority of human beings in the chain of being. 

The use of ‘thing’ therefore suggests the exceeding of these descriptive nouns. 

 

58 It is Olmstead who identifies them as Deep Ones; he only does this at the end of the story.  
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These hyphenated words represent, on a stylistic level, the dialectical category 

crisis of the Deep Ones. The first word is typically one that falls within the boundaries 

of human knowledge systems; the second word then is bathetic or negates and 

suggests the exceeding or negation of the first word. A ‘god-thing’ is the most 

interesting of all these. Allen cannot categorise the Deep Ones within systems of 

animalia; nor can he sufficiently describe them through reference to their 

geographical point of origin. Following the failure of these two different lines of 

reasoning, Allen approximates them to gods – or monsters – instead. This is likely 

because Deep Ones are long-lived to the point of being functionally immortal. 

Furthermore, this is not the only instance in the story when Lovecraft represents the 

Deep Ones in terms of religious terminology. Lovecraft represents the Deep Ones 

and Innsmouth residents as categorical crises that, when put together, make up a 

binary. The Innsmouth residents present a physiological categorical crisis; the Deep 

Ones present a dialectical categorical crisis. 

The Deep Ones themselves are rarely shown or described; there are two definite 

instances in which they are represented. The first instance59 occurs in Newburyport, 

when Olmstead visits the local museum to glean more information on Innsmouth. 

While there, he is shown a collection of ‘strange jewellery vaguely associated with 

Innsmouth’ (872); the most notable piece in the collection is a certain tiara: 

It was tall in front, and with a very large and curiously irregular periphery, as if 

designed for a head of almost freakishly elliptical outline. […] All other art 

objects I had ever seen either belonged to some known racial or national 

stream, or else were consciously modernistic defiances of every recognised 

stream. This tiara was neither. It clearly belonged to some settled technique of 

infinite maturity and perfection, yet that technique was utterly remote from any—

 

59 The second instance will only come towards the end of the novella. 
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Eastern or Western, ancient or modern—which I had ever heard of or seen 

exemplified. It was as if the workmanship were that of another planet. (873) 

The Deep Ones are not yet known, not yet glimpsed. Instead, the first and most 

concrete hint of their existence comes from the description of an object which was 

(presumably) made by Deep Ones, for Deep Ones – the tiara seems to have been 

made for a head that is clearly not human, a head with a ‘freakishly elliptical outline’. 

Moreover, this tiara’s craftmanship is seemingly inhuman: not Eastern, not Western, 

not a relic from antiquity, not a modernist defiance of artistic traditions from antiquity. 

Most importantly, this tiara evidences a ‘settled technique of infinite maturity and 

perfection’: the Deep Ones are expert artists and craftsmen – crafts-monsters. This 

is important because it provides one of the first hints in the story that the Deep Ones 

are not merely monsters, not merely brutish creatures. The categorical crisis that 

the Deep Ones might otherwise present if Lovecraft were to blatantly represent them 

in the story is also displaced into their art, thereby heightening an ominous and 

weird atmosphere of dread. 

Olmstead’s continues to elaborate upon his dread towards the jewellery: 

However, I soon saw that my uneasiness had a second and perhaps equally 

potent source residing in the pictorial and mathematical suggestions of the 

strange designs. The patterns all hinted of remote secrets and unimaginable 

abysses in time and space, and the monotonously aquatic nature of the reliefs 

became almost sinister. Among these reliefs were fabulous monsters of 

abhorrent grotesqueness and malignity—half ichthyic and half batrachian in 

suggestions—which one could not dissociate from a certain haunting and 

uncomfortable sense of pseudo-memory, as if they called up some image from 

deep cells and tissues whose retentive functions are wholly primal and 

awesomely ancestral. At times I fancied that every contour of these 

blasphemous fish-frogs was overflowing with the ultimate quintessence of 

unknown and inhuman evil. […] [The tiara] was labelled as of probably East-

Indian or Indo-Chinese provenance, though the attribution was frankly tentative. 

(873-874) 
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The categorical crisis that the tiara presents might be better described in this 

instance as an epochal crisis: the tiara suggests secret and unimaginable periods 

of time and space, a seemingly impossible time and space when these ‘fish-frogs’ 

might have ruled supreme. Curiously, the fish-frogs are described in scientific terms 

before the admittedly silly phrase ‘fish-frog’ is used: ichthyic is fishlike; batrachian is 

froglike. And yet, these scientific terms are quickly abandoned because the Deep 

Ones cannot be categorised as one or the other within the animal kingdom. Once 

more, Lovecraft is at work cultivating a weird atmosphere because the ‘pseudo-

memory’ he refers to is eerily similar to the concept of instinctual dread that he 

argues in SHL to be strongest emotion known to mankind. It is significant that 

Lovecraft represents Olmstead as fancying that these fish-frogs are ‘evil’: Olmstead 

is simply imagining that they are evil because he cannot fathom them. Following 

from that, the erroneous attribution of the tiara to ‘East-Indian or Indo-Chinese 

provenance’ is little more than an orientalising reaction: because the tiara’s true 

origin is not fathomed, it is instead exoticized and mysticised as coming from the 

Orient.  

The Innsmouth people are – according to a friendly grocery boy originally from 

Innsmouth who Olmstead finds and speaks to in Innsmouth – ‘as furtive and seldom 

seen as animals that live in burrows’ (881). They seem ‘sullenly banded together in 

some sort of fellowship and understanding – despising the world as if they ha[ve] 

access to other and preferable spheres of entity’ (881). There is the repeated 

blurring of line between human and animal in the grocery boy’s observation of the 

townspeople as ‘furtive and seldom seen’. Their fellowship is – unbeknownst to the 

grocery boy – the result of their pact with the Deep Ones: they do indeed have 

‘access to other and preferable spheres of entity’ because they are destined to 

become Deep Ones themselves. The Innsmouth townspeople therefore stand at a 

liminal point between one form of humanity – that form best understood as homo 

sapiens, and a new form: the Other but still figuratively – dialectically – ‘human’ 

identity of the Deep One. In this sense, the Innsmouth people straddle – and 

therefore police, govern, represent, and violate – the border of possibility that lies 

between one framework of humanity, and a new one. 
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The town’s economic stagnation after the War of 1812 sets into motion the eventual 

deal with the Deep Ones; Obed Marsh sets the deal into motion. Allen recalls Obed 

Marsh ‘callin’ all the folks stupid fer goin’ to Christian meetin’ an bearin’ their burdens 

meek an’ lowly. Says they’d orter git better gods like some o’ the folks in the Injies—

gods as ud bring ‘em good fishin’ in return for their sacrifices, an’ ud reely answer 

folks’s prayers’ (889). The initial argument that Obed delivers for the Deep Ones’ 

intercession is thus predicated on the instability of the townspeople’s Christian 

religion: the Christian God allows these townspeople to suffer, so they should turn 

to other more exotic – orientalised, mysticised – religious worship instead. This 

alternative religion – devotion to the Deep Ones – necessitates human sacrifice 

(893-894) and interspecies breeding in exchange for what are, conceptually 

speaking, seemingly positive things: food, wealth, and immortality. Taking the 

concepts of food, wealth, and immortality and re-envisioning them as gestalt might 

then yield something approximative to a ‘heaven’: the reward of religious devotion 

to the Deep Ones – a devotion ensured through the deal’s institutional counterpart 

within Innsmouth: ‘the Esoteric Order of Dagon’ (874).  

Lovecraft’s representation of the monsters – the Innsmouth residents and Deep 

Ones – as having something desirable – the food, the wealth, the immortality – is 

particularly interesting when considered in relation to the Esoteric Order of Dagon. 

Despite the religious institution that might connotate supernatural intervention, 

possession of these desirable things is not acquired through any magical means: 

no fish multiplying in lunchboxes60, no unending wine61, and no miraculous returns 

from death. Instead, the ‘heaven’ that the Deep Ones offer is an explicitly material 

one: it is (with the exception of immortality) little more than assured self-sufficiency 

and economic stimulation. The fish would be driven toward Innsmouth by the Deep 

 

60 As Jesus does. 

61 As Jesus does. 
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Ones, the gold for their jewellery would come from deep-sea deposits, and the 

immortality comes about as a result of the Deep Ones’ long lives. 

Relating this back to the socio-historical context of 1920-1930s America, The 

Shadow Over Innsmouth was written in 1931: two years after the Wall Street Crash 

of 1929, the beginning of the Great Depression. The precise benefits – wealth, food, 

immortality – Lovecraft chooses to represent in the deal with the Deep Ones are 

thus undeniably relevant to his own society. The Great Depression’s stock market 

crash ensured the tremendous and sustained loss of wealth in every stratum of 

American society – wealth that, at the bottom line, could be represented in its most 

basic approximation as food. The Wall Market Crash not only announced the Great 

Depression, but closed the ‘Roaring Twenties’ as well. With that, the hopes and 

idealisms of the American Dream and its enraptured public were forcibly curbed in 

what had up until that point been an easy roll to continued prosperity, following the 

First World War. American prosperity was now shown not to be guaranteed, the 

American Dream not easily achievable, and Capitalism not infallible.  

Such idealisms could be said to form part of a reactionary and materialistic attitude 

that arose from the devastation and religious uncertainty of the First World War. 

Post-war America was suitably more industrialised than it been prior to the war, 

relatively free from any major losses in the war, and with an economy that had been 

fast-tracked by wartime trade. The first decade following the First World War was 

therefore a time of prosperity for America, but made finite by the dangerous money-

lending practices that came about partly because of overconfidence in American 

prosperity. Christian faith became increasingly substituted by faith in American 

prosperity, as well as in the American Dream – and by extension, the American 

Dream’s underlying reality of ruthless competition and capitalism. The resulting 

materialism that arose in American culture in the 1920s is, in a way, reflected in the 

benefits of the Deep Ones’ deal: food and gold are both material things, albeit with 

different values. Furthermore, Lovecraft’s representation of this deal as being 

mediated through religious institution – the Esoteric Order of Dagon – suggests the 

rise of one kind of religious devotion – or rather, the rise of a new reified entity in 
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the form of the Deep Ones – over another – Christianity and its spiritual, non-

materialist teleology. 

Returning to what Obed Marsh says – that his people ought to get ‘better gods’ – 

now yields a more salient meaning: exchange a dogmatic god for pragmatic ones. 

These pragmatic gods – the Deep Ones – are more desirable because they are 

represented as undeniably real, material. Moreover, they can provide a heaven on 

earth (of a sort) through practical means. The only catch – over and above the loss 

of humanity – is that instead of systems of capitalism and consumerism, the people 

of Innsmouth must conduct human sacrifices. This deal means that the denizens of 

Innsmouth can satisfy the materialistic desire that had by the time of Lovecraft’s 

writing become popular in American society. At the same time however, the 

denizens of Innsmouth are also able to avoid the problematic systems of capitalism 

and consumerism that propagated this materialistic desire in 1920s and 1930s 

America. The inherently materialistic basis of the entire bargain is also in 

contradiction of the metaphysical inclination to be found in Christian dogma. The 

religious institution – that is to say, the overlaying ontological framework that gives 

its adherents purpose and meaning – remains. There is still also the implication of 

a sort of religious dogma: church members are forced to take oaths, the priests wear 

robes that signify their station, perform rites, and worship three central figures 

referred to as Dagon, Mother Hydra, and Cthulhu (896). Beyond that, the oaths are 

simply a way to codify discretion and maintain the continued secrecy of the religion. 

The wearing of robes is still a material gesture; the rites performed are presumably 

bound up with the material exchanges of the bargain: a human sacrifice (894), the 

dropping of trinkets into the ocean (895), and mating rituals. The true exchange 

represented here is therefore of metaphysical faith for faith in the material.  

On material exchange and sacrifice, Shershow and Michaelson say: 

Sacrifice is, arguably, a fundamental part of human civilisation: ‘everywhere in 

the world, in the mists of time, we became “human” and “civilized” only through 
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the practice of human sacrifice [.] […] Frazer62 protects us from this startling 

knowledge at every turn. He is very clear that to understand the prior human 

eras of religion, mythology, and ritual, we must think of them as failures of 

human science. Thus, all religion, mythology, and ritual amounts to early and 

bad science. […] Thus, on one side, Frazer tells us that we are born in acts of 

violence against the other, but he everywhere mitigates its implications by 

comprehending the ancients as proto-rationalists studying cause and effect: if I 

slay this child, the fishing will improve. Once it is historically determined that 

human sacrifice doesn’t work, we move on to other practices, such as limiting 

catch and stocking lakes and studying patterns of fish migration and 

reproduction. Now the children are safe, and the sacrifice of the other has been 

converted into the self-sacrifice of the man of science. (2017:119-120)  

The Deep Ones’ desire for human sacrifices may therefore be understood as either 

a brutal call-back to ancient history, or a ‘sacrifice to end all sacrifices’ of sorts. In 

sacrificing their children, the people of Innsmouth guarantee a future for their 

children where there will be no more need for sacrifice63. Furthermore, this is in 

defiance of the already-established Capitalist, consumerist system of ‘sacrifice’ that 

had – at the time of Lovecraft’s writing the story – been shown to be unsustainable 

with the Stock Market Crash of 1929. Historically speaking, the loss of certainty in 

a preconceived metaphysical framework – Christianity, undermined by the ravages 

of the First World War and, further pushed undertow by the rising decadence and 

materialism of the 1920s – thus translated into a renewed faith in materially-oriented 

frameworks – government, economic policy, social ordering. In-text, however, these 

frameworks are absent in the highly isolated Innsmouth, thus necessitating the 

Deep Ones’ bargain. The desire here is therefore representative of 1920s America’s 

desire to escape the religious anxiety brought on by the First World War, as well as 

 

62 My own footnote, not Michaelson and Shershow’s. The two draw from James Frazer’s The Golden 

Bough (1890-1915) in their discussion on sacrifice.  

63 And yet, this is not a fool proof argument. There will always be some form of sacrifice, some sort 

of exchange, be it breath for life, or a greeting for a greeting. 
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the anxiety towards the destructive escape from such anxiety that helped to bring 

about the Great Depression. It is possible to identify another kind of desire in The 

Shadow Over Innsmouth: the desire to leave behind an age-old system of 

exchange, of trade, of sacrifice. This is contradictory: the Deep Ones demand literal 

human sacrifice. Yet, Shershow and Michaelson (2017:116) note that the deaths of 

the human sacrifices are never explicitly shown, and so it may be that the Deep 

Ones are interbreeding with the sacrifices rather than killing them. Furthermore, 

‘[s]ince the off-spring of this intercourse eventually become fish-frogs who are, 

moreover, immortal, aren’t the fish-frogs breeding themselves out of the sacrifice 

business? Could one even say that the fish-frogs are making humanity a free gift of 

ever-lasting life?’ (2017:116) 

Olmstead’s escape from the town during the chase sequence (903-917) warrants 

mentioning. Close to the end of the chase, Olmstead is forced to make his way 

across an relatively open stretch of space. Fearful of being spotted by the Innsmouth 

hybrids in this space, Olmstead decides to ‘cross it boldly and openly; imitating the 

typical shamble of the Innsmouth folk’ (909). Finding success in this ploy, Olmstead 

does it again a few moments later: ‘Once more in shadow, I resumed my former 

dog-trot past the leaning and decrepit houses that stared blankly into the night. […] 

It was a long dog-trot to the ruined station’ (913). This movement of Olmstead’s – 

where he shambles and dog-trots in imitation of the Innsmouth hybrids to avoid 

rousing suspicion – is a foreshadowing of his connection to Innsmouth. 

Furthermore, the use of the word ‘shamble’ is evocative of a different kind of 

monster altogether: the zombie. 

Shambling is a definite aesthetic motif of the zombie: one typically envisions 

zombies as walking or running in some disjointed, non-ergonomic fashion – 

dragging feet, waving arms, grunting, and moaning mindlessly. McReynolds 

(2015:149) ‘trace[s] the lineage of the cinematic zombie, the first movie monster 

nearly without precedent in non-cinematic art forms, from the “voodoo zombie” of 

the thirties and forties, through the “slow zombie” of George Romero and Romero-

inspired films, to the fast zombie of the post-millennial era’. Lovecraft wrote his story 
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in 1931; White Zombie – generally considered to be the very first zombie film – was 

released in 1932. There is therefore no way that Lovecraft could have been 

influenced by the rise of zombie cinema; however, his representation of the 

Innsmouth mob searching for Olmstead at the end of the novella is nonetheless still 

evocative of the zombie form. McReynolds argues that 'the voodoo zombie of early 

zombie movies such as White Zombie (1932) and I Walked with a Zombie (1943) 

serves as a signifier for slavery and colonization’ (2015:149): 

[…] the object of terror is not the voodoo zombie, who is a figure to be pitied 

rather than feared, but the zombie master. The zombification of black Haitians 

is, in these films, not a plot point. It is rather taken as a matter of course, as if 

this is merely an extension of the disempowered, abject lives of black workers. 

The plots of films such as White Zombie (1932), Ouanga (1935), and I walked 

with a Zombie (1943) turn upon the zombification of whites, which is perceived 

as a violation of white supremacy. The zombie master who is typically a creole, 

neither black nor properly white, represents illegitimate uses of power and the 

undermining of the social order. (McReynolds, 2015:151)   

Zombies ‘[express] fantasies about absolute control and anxieties about loss of 

agency and autonomy’ (McReynolds, 2015:151). In that vein of thinking, the people 

of Innsmouth are then hybridised – or zombified, in a functional and aesthetic sense 

– by the Deep Ones – the possible ‘zombie master’. While The Shadow Over 

Innsmouth comes before White Zombie and therefore could not have been inspired 

by it64, there is nonetheless still a shared concern of the loss of white or Anglo-

Saxon supremacy in the face of non-white forces.  

 

64 McReynolds also writes: ‘[…] according to Peter Dendle the figure of a voodoo zombie made its 

way into American popular culture by way of William Seabrook’s The Magic Island which, in turn, 

inspired a Broadway play’. The Magic Island was first published in 1929, so it may have served as 

an inspiration for Lovecraft. However, this seems dubious: Lovecraft likely did not intend to write 
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In addition to its shared thematic concern of white anxiety with voodoo zombie 

cinema, The Shadow Over Innsmouth can also be thought of as containing – albeit 

implicitly – the same significatory transformations that the zombie has undergone 

since its voodoo conception. In George Romero’s zombie films65, zombification and 

the subsequent loss of identity contained therein is linked – through idiosyncratic 

vestiges of the zombies’ previous selves – to ‘a culture overrun by mass-produced 

goods consumer goods made possible by the industrial revolution’ (McReynolds, 

2015:157): the zombies’ drive to consume human flesh reflects, in some sense, the 

mass-consumption that arose from America’s transformation into a consumeristic 

and materialistic society in the early twentieth century. Lovecraft’s incidental 

representation of the Innsmouth people as being zombie-like at times can therefore 

be understood as analogous to the issues of consumerism and materialism that had 

already come up in American society by the time he wrote The Shadow Over 

Innsmouth. The implication may be that Lovecraft is offering a critique: the failure of 

increasingly industrialised American society to account for such places as 

Innsmouth forces the townspeople into their bargain, and into their new form of 

humanity.66 

McReynolds also argues that the final phase of the zombie evolution – the non-

shambling ‘fast zombie’ seen in twenty-first century zombie films such as 2015 

World War Z – can be read as representing problems with the Anthropocene. 

Humanity’s well-established capacity and propensity to affect monumental changes 

to the environment in the twenty-first century is analogous to the consumptive drive 

 

voodoo zombies into his fiction. Rather, voodoo zombies are relevant here because they were 

originally representative of the white anxiety that also underpins Lovecraft’s work. 

65 Night of the Living Dead (1968), Dawn of the Dead (1978), Day of the Dead (1985), Land of the 

Dead (2005), Diary of the Dead (2007), and Survival of the Dead (2009). 

66 Similarly, the zombies in Romero’s Night of the Living Dead might also be read as ‘offer[ing] “an 

allegorical condemnation of the atrocities of [the] Vietnam [War], violent racism, and the opposition 

to the Civil Rights Movement”’ (Bishop in Cohen, 2012:403). 
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of the zombie: where the zombie threatens to destroy humanity, humanity now 

threatens to destroy the environment. Cohen (2018:410-411) states: 

This inhuman ecology is a part of our Zombie Oriented Ontology, one in which 

we realize it is not simply the human body that is assemblage of discordant, 

agential and envitalized objects, but the earth itself. “Undead” means “differently 

alive.” The very ground we walk upon, our future tombs, is alive in its supposed 

inertness, forever on the move, a foundation as well as our ruin, the undead 

material from which we construct our worlds. […] Zombies without apocalypse 

might offer a future in which we recognise the suffering, the possibilities, the 

potency, and the dignity of our fellow humans and our fellow nonhumans alike. 

The Innsmouth hybrids are indeed ‘differently alive’. By the end of story, there is 

little distinction between the Deep Ones and the Innsmouth hybrids, thereby 

signifying the disappearance of individual personalities into the ‘teeming horde of 

shapes’ (910) of ‘undulant motion’ (914) that might elsewhere be called a zombie 

horde. And yet, the horde does not simply shamble: it lopes (911), hops (912), 

swims (912), flops (915), patters (915), snarls (915), bays (916), croaks (916), and 

even bleats (916). Let it be said that most of these are implied to originate from the 

Deep Ones, yet the Innsmouth hybrids are still Deep Ones-in waiting. Despite 

Olmstead’s attempts to describe them as alien and repellent, Lovecraft 

representation of the Deep Ones and Innsmouth hybrids – through all these 

descriptive, sometimes animalistic phrases – suggest multitudinous life.  

Similar to Cohen’s argument for a zombie-oriented ontology, MacCormack 

(2016:206) argues that in Lovecraft’s fiction ‘[m]ateriality, animality, life, and reality 

are part of the vast connective tissue collapsing all thought and, by doing so, 

opening it out into infinity’. This serves as ‘the very antithesis of the homogeneity  

human knowledge perpetuates by converting all elements to beings defined and 

evaluated through their relation with the human subject’ (MacCormack, 2016:206). 

The multitudinous Innsmouth-Deep One horde embodies this breakdown between 

human subject and non-human; Olmstead’s own status as both monster and 

narrator – the reader’s link to the text – could then potentially extend this breakdown 
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of distinctions to the reader. Moreover, the inseparability of the Deep One-

Innsmouth community from their environment – the ominous shores, the dilapidated 

town – suggests that ‘we are inextricable from the territory; connected as part of a 

singular living infinite. […] Lovecraft collapses the alien and the terrestrial, just as 

he collapses dream and reality, flesh and earth/space, and the within/without’ 

(MacCormack, 2016:207).  

While the Deep Ones are – similar to the Old Ones – mistakenly conflated with myth, 

the Innsmouth hybrids’ existence is founded on a genetic basis. As art-objects, they 

are all primarily fusion figures. Shershow and Michaelson (2017:112) argue that the 

fish-like appearances – the ‘narrow head[s]’, ‘bulging’ eyes, and ‘flat noses’ – of the 

Innsmouth hybrids ‘all too obviously echo the discourses of nineteenth century 

scientific racism, in which the sizes and shapes of noses, lips, ears, crania, and the 

like were always treated as ineluctable racial signifiers’. In drawing from Bernd 

Hüppauf’s ‘The Frog’s Two Bodies’, however, Shershow and Michaelson also argue 

that in antiquity, ‘frogs were most generally on the sides of magic, women, fertility, 

and imagination’ (2017:122). They further argue that frogs have in recent times been 

‘viewed and visually deployed by science as female, martyred, a machine-like 

assemblage of parts, and incapable of suffering’. The fish-frog Deep Ones are 

therefore not simply clear-cut monsters (though no monster is), not simply 

coalescent beings formed from racial discourses and anxieties. Rather, they might 

be thought of as coalescent forms of fertility, of imagination, of possibility. Their very 

existence bespeaks the possibility of a different form – or rather, mode – of being. 

This is a multi-cultural mode, one where the defunct Anglo-Saxon majority (the 

Innsmouth people) integrate with the formerly abject Other (the Deep Ones). That 

Olmstead himself is an Innsmouth hybrid is extremely important because it suggests 

a process of becoming: a gradual internalisation – possibly on the part of Lovecraft 
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himself, in his own life, in his own socio-historical context – of racial and cultural 

diversity as a new normative mode of being.67 

 

Drawing conclusions 

The Shadow Over Innsmouth is perhaps the least ‘cosmic’ of the chosen stories. 

The most ‘cosmic’ element of this story would be the Deep Ones, if one were to 

consider that At the Mountains of Madness reveals their extra-terrestrial origins. Yet, 

this is not mentioned in The Shadow Over Innsmouth: this is not important. Rather, 

the Deep Ones are allegorical immigrants of a sort. Subsequently, the hybridity of 

the Innsmouth townspeople and their decaying town can be thought of as 

representing Lovecraft’s fears that immigration would bring about the ruination of 

his civilization – or rather, his ideal vision of a purely Anglo-Saxon civilization. 

Keeping in mind the anti-miscegenation and immigration restriction laws that were 

in place at the time of Lovecraft’s writing of the story, such sentiments were not 

misplaced or reprehensible in 1920s-1930s America. Yet, The Shadow Over 

Innsmouth is a homecoming narrative at its core: Olmstead finds and accepts his 

own monstrous heritage. Just as Olmstead must come to face with his own 

compromised past, so too would the American public slowly begin to turn against 

its own country’s institutionalised racism. There is nothing cosmic about this. The 

centrality of the homecoming narrative in The Shadow Over Innsmouth suggests 

that, far from being a story of cosmic horror, this is a folk horror story concerned 

with domesticity. At the same time that he was writing on a grand cosmic scale of 

another ‘human’ race and civilization – the Old Ones in At the Mountains of 

Madness, whom Dyer willingly accepts as dialectically ‘human’ – Lovecraft was also 

 

67 Although I do not – for the purposes of space – draw on it, Annalee Newitz’s ‘The Undead: A 

Haunted Whiteness’ – collected in Weinstock’s 2020 The Monster Theory Reader – provides an 

excellent discussion on the representation of zombies in relation to race and the history of 

colonialism, as well as a brief discussion on the zombie-like figures in The Shadow Over Innsmouth. 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

 156

formulating a story in which the narrator would be compelled – and eventually 

become willing – to accept a personal monster: a domestic monster, the monster of 

a colonial past, and of a racially diverse present. 
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Chapter Four: ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ 

Overview 

Written in 1926 and published in 1928, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ is a nested narrative 

composed of three sections. Francis Wayland Thurston – the frame narrator – 

discovers his late relative George Gammell Angell’s research on the ‘Cthulhu Cult’ 

(Lovecraft, [1928] 2016:383).68 Angell’s notes consist primarily of two accounts, 

thereby constituting the first two sections of the story. Thurston travels to Norway to 

follow up on his deceased relative’s research, finding a manuscript that provides the 

story’s third account/ section. Within Thurston’s frame narration falls the tale of three 

dissimilar men: artist Henry Anthony Wilcox and his bizarre dreams (whom Angell 

corresponded with), the tale of police inspector John Raymond Legrasse’s 

encounter with one of the aforementioned Cthulhu Cults (recorded in Angell’s 

notes), and finally Gustaf Johanson’s account of his encounter with the titular 

Cthulhu itself. Finally, it is also important to note that the entire story is prefaced by 

a note that it has been found in the work of the ‘late’ Francis Wayland Thurston. The 

implication is that Thurston’s reading of his relative’s notes and subsequent 

investigation into Cthulhu has led to his untimely death.  

When considered without the frame narrative in which they are placed, these three 

stories form something analogous to a triptych painting: each story represents a 

different way the titular ‘call of Cthulhu’ is heard, and acted upon. Each part of the 

story therefore involves an encounter with the story’s monstrous constructions in 

different ways. Wilcox dreams of Cthulhu in the sunken city of R’yleh, consequently 

sculpting his likeness and painting scenes from his dreams. Legrasse interrupts a 

Cthulhu Cult ritual involving human sacrifice. Johanson accidentally finds R’yleh – 

 

68 I will henceforth refer to the story through page numbers. The full reference is given in the 

bibliography, but reproduced here for clarity: Lovecraft, H.P. 1928. ‘The Call of Cthulhu’. In: 

Lovecraft, H.P. 2016. The Complete Works of H.P Lovecraft (pp. 381-407). Edited by Milton Creek 

Digital Services. New York, NY: Chartwell Books. 
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and the sleeping godlike monstrosity contained therein – itself. These different 

perspectives create a multi-faceted representation of Cthulhu as something 

undeniably analogous to a god: it has agency to potentially enter the in-text physical 

world and, barring that, to influence the actions and imaginings of humanity 

regardless. Although I place emphasis on the three accounts as a triptych-like 

representation of Cthulhu; the frame narration is also important insofar as it carries 

forward an attitude of scientific disbelief in such chthonic beings. This voice of 

scientific reason and disbelief – typical of Lovecraft’s narrators – presupposes the 

gradual onset of cosmic horror, acting as a counterbalance to the unsettling 

phenomena taking place in each account. Lovecraft’s structuring of the story as 

such helps to build up the weird atmosphere, building up to that final explicitly 

horrifying encounter between Johanson’s crew and Cthulhu.  

‘The Call of Cthulhu’ can be thought of as a detective story at its core: Thurston’s 

narrative is one where, through the accounts of other parties almost all conveniently 

captured in one source (Angell’s notes), he begins an investigation into mortally 

dangerous phenomena.69 This is interesting because detective fiction had become 

a staple genre in pulp fiction at the time of Lovecraft’s writing. More importantly, the 

detective tone of the frame narrative is significant because it sets the first half of the 

story up to read as realistic and possessed of a sense of verisimilitude. This then 

makes the eventual onset of explicit cosmic horror – where realism disappears – at 

the story’s climax more effective, because this horror is – by virtue of the horrific 

phenomena’s causal inextricability and functional senselessness – diachronically 

opposed to the measured and reasonable tone of the story’s first half. Secondly, 

‘The Call of Cthulhu’ was written by Lovecraft at an earlier time than either The 

Shadow Over Innsmouth or At the Mountains of Madness, but still after his return 

from New York. This is important because its earlier dating implies the possibility of 

 

69 The story begins by noting that the account has been taken from the papers of the ‘late Francis 

Wayland Thurston, of Boston’ (381). By the end of the story, the implication of this is that Thurston’s 

investigation cost him his life. 
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a more blatant racism, one that does not necessarily contain the subversive 

reinterpretation of these prejudices that can be seen in Lovecraft’s later work. Such 

context is useful to note because it means that the story can be seen as a precursor 

of sorts to the explicitly subversive racial representations of The Shadow Over 

Innsmouth, as well as the more philosophical acknowledgement of different modes 

of humanity in At the Mountains of Madness.  

‘The Call of Cthulhu’s’ titular monster Cthulhu is one of the most straightforward 

monsters in Lovecraft’s bestiary, and certainly the most easily recognisable within 

popular culture. Lovecraft does not represent Cthulhu in physiologically racist terms 

as he does with the Innsmouth hybrids in The Shadow Over Innsmouth. While he 

does represent Cthulhu through the same discursive ‘Othering’ as in At the 

Mountains of Madness, there is an exception in the fact that Cthulhu never becomes 

successfully integrated into – or rather, integrated into and thereby ‘redeemed’ as 

acceptable within the parameters of – human knowledge systems as the Old Ones 

are. Instead, Cthulhu remains monstrous in its literal and figurative gigantism – its 

incomprehensibility, indestructibility, and inescapability. And Cthulhu is represented 

as a godlike monster – in terms of scale, durance, and influence upon humanity. In-

text, its gigantic scale also presupposes the associations that its cult followers make 

with it to godliness. Outside of the text, Cthulhu may be read, as I shall show, as 

emblematic of the unfathomed expanses of the universe – hence the absence of 

racializing discourses in the creature’s construction. 

 

Wilcox – ‘Horror in Clay’ 

Part I – ‘The Horror in Clay’ (381) – begins the entire story with an epigraph: 

The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind 

to correlate all its contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance in the black 

seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far. The sciences, 

each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some day 
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the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas 

of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from 

the revelation or flee from the deadly light into the peace and safety of a new 

dark age. (381) 

This quotation establishes a number of key premises: that humanity is unable to 

fully comprehend the universe, that science has the capacity to harm human 

civilisation despite having not done so yet, and that one day the piecing together of 

knowledge of the universe through scientific endeavours could potentially spell the 

ruination of civilisation as a consequence of denying or fleeing that knowledge. The 

emphasis on human knowledge systems as inadequate to understanding the 

universe – as well as the insanity promised in knowing, or trying to know, too much 

– is a clear and consistent note of cosmic horror. A link between these tropes of 

cosmic horror and religion is then established immediately after the prior passage: 

‘Theosophists have guessed at the awesome grandeur of the cosmic cycle wherein 

our world and human race form transient incidents’ (381). Over and above the 

emphasis on impermanence in the representation of humanity as a ‘transient 

incident’, Lovecraft’s narrator suggests that this fact of universal incomprehension 

is best grasped through the religious sentiments of Theosophy: gods might help to 

bridge the gap – in an ontological capacity – between humanistic determinism and 

the apparent senselessness that arises from one’s failure to grasp the nature of the 

universe. It is important to note the initiatory placement of this idea, as it foregrounds 

the soon-to-come first mention and description of Cthulhu. From the very start, 

Theosophy is therefore positioned and brought to the reader’s attention as a lens 

through which to better understand potential cosmic horrors within the universe’s 

‘black seas of infinity’ (381). 

The story’s opening paragraphs establish the minutiae of how Thurston has come 

to be the narrator: ‘My knowledge of the thing began in the winter of 1926-27 with 
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the death of my grand-uncle George Gammell Angell’ (832)70. The ‘thing’ in question 

is as-of-yet unspecified, but the titular Cthulhu. Thurston explains that Gammell ‘had 

been stricken whilst returning from the Newport boat; falling suddenly, as witnesses 

said, after having been jostled by a nautical-looking negro’ (382). Gammell’s death 

is represented as suspicious: a man of African descent is implied to be closely tied 

to Gammell’s death. Over and above the fact of Lovecraft’s own racism seeping 

once more into the text, Gammell’s death is also interesting insofar as it constitutes 

a (thus-far) unsolved mystery. Nonetheless, the man’s death is quickly dismissed 

in-text – at least for the time being – as coming about from natural causes. Gammell 

is concluded by physicians to have died from ‘some obscure lesion of the heart’ 

(382); though the African man is still implied to have had a hand in the matter: the 

story is still realistic, and in the realm of detective fiction. As his ‘grand-uncle’s heir 

and executor’, Thurston is expected to ‘go over [Gammell’s] papers with some 

thoroughness’ (382). In doing so, Thurston finds a strange box amidst his relative’s 

possessions. Upon unlocking the box,71 Thurston finds a ‘queer clay bas-relief’ 

alongside ‘disjointed jottings, ramblings, and cuttings’ (382). 

Thurston’s first encounter with Cthulhu is in the form of a ‘queer clay bas-relief’ (382) 

found in a box belonging to his late relative, along with ‘disjointed jottings, ramblings, 

and cuttings’ (382) from newspapers and interviews that Gammell conducted. The 

bas-relief – assumed by Thurston to be ‘of modern origin’ (383), and ‘evidently 

 

70 I use Gammell and Angell interchangeably in referring to Thurston’s deceased grand-uncle. 

‘Angell’ is a noteworthy name for two reasons. Firstly, that it spells ‘angel’ (with the addition of a 

second ‘l’) suggests that Gammell is represented as a purely virtuous. Secondly, ‘Angell’ is evocative 

of ‘Anglo’, thereby emphasising the loss of a figure who might otherwise occupy a privileged position 

in Lovecraft’s own biased outlook towards the cultural and ideological construct of Anglo-Saxondom. 

This then equates Anglo-Saxondom with virtuousness – another instance of Lovecraft’s own bias 

towards Anglo-Saxondom. 

71 The box itself is noteworthy as a potential metaphor for bodies of knowledge that are – as Thurston 

and the reader might come to realize over the course of the story – best left unknown and locked 

away in an otherwise innocuous box. 
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pictorial intent’ (383) – depicts ‘a sort of monster, or symbol representing a monster, 

of a form which only a diseased fancy could conceive’ (383). Moreover, Thurston’s 

‘extravagant imagination yield[s] simultaneous pictures of an octopus, a dragon, and 

a human caricature’ (383). However, Thurston goes on to clarify – wishing not to ‘be 

unfaithful to the spirit of the thing’ (383) that it has a ‘pulpy, tentacled head 

surmounted by a grotesque and scaly body with rudimentary wings’, with the 

‘general outline of the whole’ making it ‘most shockingly frightful’, and the ‘vague 

suggestion of a Cyclopean architectural background’ (383). Accompanying this bas-

relief is a manuscript (compiled by Angell) entitled ‘Cthulhu Cult’: this thing is the 

central object of worship for the cult. From the outset, the implied relationship 

between the bas-relief and cult suggests that the tentacled dragon-like humanoid 

thing is a god of sorts for the cult. This monster is also a physiological hybrid, defying 

easy categorisation: an octopus head, dragon features (its wings), and humanoid 

form. It is an in-text cultural body because of its status as cult – cultural – deity. Yet, 

there is no immediate link back to Lovecraft’s own socio-historical context. It may 

be that Thurston’s perception – that if it is not a monster, then at the very least a 

‘symbol representing a monster’ – holds the answer. Over and above the fact that 

most if not all monsters are inherently symbolic of something, Thurston’s first 

impression might be taken to mean that this seemingly-deific creature is symbolic 

of monstrosity in a general or conceptual sense: a monster god, or a god of 

monstrousness. The ‘Cyclopean architectural background’ against which the 

creature is set also foreshadows the importance of the environment as constitutive 

of weird atmosphere. Here is the same sense of unified, overwhelming architecture 

that features in the Old Ones’ ruined city in At the Mountains of Madness, 

foreshadowing the non-Euclidean dangers of the city of R’yleh at the story’s end.  

The manuscript that accompanies the statuette – ‘headed “CTHULHU CULT” in 

characters painstakingly printed to avoid the erroneous reading of a word so 

unheard of’ (383) – is ‘divided into two sections’: the story of H. A. Wilcox, and the 

story of Inspector John R. Legrasse. Beyond this, a handful of key phrases and texts 

– real texts, not fictitious – suggest a web of underlying inspirations and sources 

that Lovecraft used in writing ‘The Call of Cthulhu’:  
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[…] other manuscript papers were all brief notes, some of them accounts of the 

queer dreams of different persons, some of them citations from theosophical 

books and magazines (notably W. Scott-Elliot’s Atlantis and the Lost Lemuria), 

and the rest comments on long-surviving secret societies and hidden cults, with 

references to passages in such mythological and anthropological sourcebooks 

as Frazer’s Golden Bough and Miss Murray’s Witch-Cult in Western Europe. 

The cuttings largely allude to outré, mental illnesses and outbreaks of group 

folly or mania in the spring of 1925. (382)  

In the twenty-first century, none of these texts are regarded as founts of wisdom. In 

the twentieth century however, these books – while not particularly revered, or even 

respected as factual – were catalysts for new speculative imaginings on the possible 

anthropological bases of myths and folklore. The mention of Atlantis and the Lost 

Lemuria can be read as a foreshadowing of the sunken city of R’yleh rising from the 

oceans in the last section of the story.  

Murray’s The Witch-Cult in Western Europe – a book that Lovecraft himself 

recommended on occasion to others72 – serves as both a real-life inspiration for 

Lovecraft, and as an in-story device used to cultivate a sense of conspiracy around 

the Cthulhu Cult. Murray, ‘an Egyptologist caught up in the early twentieth century’s 

fascination with folklore and myth ignited by James Frazer’s The Golden Bough 

(1890), argued that Paleolithic and Neolithic fertility rites had survived long after the 

emergence and growth of Christianity’ (Poole, 2016:218). Gaskill (in Poole, 2016: 

218) notes that ‘”some historians criticized  Murray but most ignored her” (25)’. This 

‘did nothing to harm [the book’s] popularity […] [which] thrived and influenced the 

way two generations understood the witch trials’ (Poole, 2016:218). Lovecraft was 

especially influenced by The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, and ‘not only 

accept[ing] Murray’s thesis as a matter of historical truth, but […] expand[ing] on it 

[…] for some of his most significant fictions’ (Poole, 2016:218). Lovecraft 

 

72 S. T. Joshi’s 2013 I Am Providence: The Life and Times of H. P. Lovecraft. Chapter Fourteen. 
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‘racialize[s] the idea of the witch cult and connect[s] its primitive rites to his notion 

of a hierarchy of primitive and superior races’ (Poole, 2016:220), and does so most 

notably in ‘The Call of Cthulhu’. Although they will be introduced at a later point in 

the chapter, the members – and implied members – of the Cthulhu cult are all 

members of what Lovecraft would have considered to be the ‘primitive races’.  Poole 

(2016:218) argues that ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ ‘depends on the idea of a global witch 

cult for both its atmosphere and narrative’, namely through the Cthulhu cult’s implied 

‘conspiratorial magic’ (2016:223) and behaviours: The mysterious deaths of various 

individuals throughout the accounts, the grotesque ritual of the cult witnessed later 

on, and the guarding of the sunken city of R’yleh by its members towards the end 

of the story. 

The association of mass insanity with 1925 is important as the year in which all the 

principal events of the story take place. The first principal event is of artists all over 

the world having visions and dreams of a certain alien landscape. Angell’s 

manuscript records that ‘on March 1st, 1925,73 a thin, dark young man of neurotic 

and excited aspect had called upon Professor Angell bearing the singular clay bas-

relief, which then was exceedingly damp and fresh’ (383). The young man is Henry 

Anthony Wilcox: ‘youngest son of an excellent family’ (384), ‘precocious youth of 

known genius but great eccentricity’ (384), and possessed of an ‘excited attention 

through the strange stories and odd dreams [that] that he was in habit of relating’ 

(384). Wilcox is recorded describing himself as ‘psychically hypersensitive’ (384) – 

the ostensible reason for his dreams. This psychic hypersensitivity has resulted in 

Wilcox having particularly strange dreams: dreams that prompt his creation of the 

bas-relief, and inscription of its hieroglyphics. His reason for calling on Professor 

Angell is to ask ‘for the benefit of his host’s archaeological knowledge in identifying 

the hieroglyphics on the bas-relief’ (384). This is – logically speaking – a ridiculous 

request: Wilcox inscribed the hieroglyphics himself, and very recently. Wilcox’s 

 

73 Thurston only reads Angell’s papers – thereby learning of all that follows – during the winter of 

1926: a year after Wilcox visits Angell. 
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justification is no less absurd, stating that he ‘made [the bas-relief the night before] 

in a dream of strange cities; and dreams are older than brooding Tyre, or the 

contemplative Sphinx, or garden-girdled Babylon’ (384). The bas-relief – and its 

depicted monster – are therefore contrasted against (and thereby associated with) 

locations of legend and antiquity. Significantly, the city of Tyre is given agency as 

‘brooding’; the mythological connotations of the Sphinx as a great thinker and riddler 

are alluded to with reference to its ‘contemplative’ aspect; and the mythological 

Hanging Gardens of Babylon are evoked in the mention of ‘garden-girdled Babylon’.  

The contents of Wilcox’s dreams are as follows: 

It was then that he began that rambling tale […]. There had been a slight 

earthquake tremor the night before, the most considerable felt in New England 

for some years; and Wilcox’s imagination had been keenly affected. Upon 

retiring, he had had an unprecedented dream of great Cyclopean cities of titan 

blocks and sky-flung monoliths, all dripping with green ooze and sinister with 

latent horror. Hieroglyphics had covered the walls and pillars, and from some 

undetermined point below had come a voice that was not a voice; a chaotic 

sensation which only fancy could transmute into sound, but which [Wilcox] 

attempted to render [to Angell] by the almost unpronounceable jumble of letters, 

“Cthulhu fhtagn.” (384) 

The earthquake is significant as it returns later and underpins the principal events 

of the story. The language of contradiction is also evident here: there is a ‘slight’ but 

‘considerabl[y] felt’ earthquake; the dream is ‘unprecedented’ but stated earlier as 

being – by its nature as a dream – immensely old; and there is ‘a voice that [is] not 

a voice’. The discourse of contradiction serves to develop the motif of confusion and 

senselessness that is typical of cosmic horror: not a fundamental senselessness, 

but a perception of apparent senseless within human perception. The contradictory 

language is therefore a stylistic feature that could help to further emphasise this 

perceived senselessness: human language is inadequate, and so contradicts itself 

– folds in on itself – when one attempts to apply it to cosmic horror phenomena.  
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Additionally, the landscape of ‘great Cyclopean cities of titan blocks and sky-flung 

monoliths’ are reminiscent of Lovecraft’s later writing in At the Mountains of 

Madness, where the same imagery of cyclopean architecture characterises the Old 

Ones’ lost city. In its most literal sense, ‘cyclopean’ refers to the construction of 

buildings during the ancient era using irregularly shaped – not uniform or identical 

– blocks. In terms of its etymology, however, ‘cyclopean’ derives from the one-eyed 

cyclopes of Greek mythology74. It is perhaps feasible, then, to suggest an overlaying 

of the mythical cyclops – namely its monstrous connotations – with the architecture 

of this lost city. The city Wilcox dreams of is monstrous because it is ‘unprecedented’ 

– that is to say, as-of-yet to be fully comprehended; seemingly ancient; inextricably 

constructed; ‘dripping in green ooze’, and thus associated with active decay or filth; 

covered in hieroglyphics, thereby becoming further incomprehensible; and 

containing a seemingly incomprehensible ‘chaotic sensation’ that Wilcox 

approximatively ‘transmute[s] into sound’. Finally, its spelling is puzzling: ‘Cthulhu 

fhtagn’. At this point in the story, the phrase remains untranslated. In the second 

story, however, inspector Legrasse’s inquiries will lead to further revelations on this 

phrase’s meaning. As such, I reserve my discussion of this phrase for the next level 

of the story. The salient point here is that the city Wilcox dreams of contains the 

motifs of both monstrous construction and cosmic horror.  

Angell’s notes suggest his prior familiarity with the city of Wilcox’s dreams: Angell 

‘trie[s] to connect [Wilcox] with strange cults [and] societies’, seems interested in a 

potential ‘admission of membership in some widespread mystical or paganly 

religious body’, and finally – after becoming convinced that Wilcox is ‘indeed 

ignorant of any cult or system of cryptic lore’ – obligates Wilcox to report back on 

any dreams he might have in the future (385). The religious body – the cult – in 

question is the Cthulhu Cult, or cults. It is interesting that Angell himself wishes to 

join the cult; however, it is unclear whether Angell wishes to do this for the sake of 

 

74 Like the cyclops’ own one-eyed and thus asymmetrical face, cyclopean architecture is unsettlingly 

irregular and uneven in the composition of its constituent parts. 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

 167

knowledge, or for self-gain. Wilcox continues to report back on his dreams of ‘terrible 

Cyclopean vista[s] of dark and dripping stone, with a subterrene voice or intelligence 

shouting monotonously in enigmatical sense-impacts uninscribable save as 

gibberish’ (385). Significantly, the ‘two sounds most frequently repeated are those 

rendered by the letters “Cthulhu” and “R’lyeh”’ (385). Though it has not yet been 

made clear, the bas-relief is a representation of Cthulhu; the city of Wilcox’s dreams 

is R’lyeh. Wilcox continues to dream until he fails to appear in an appointment with 

Angell on March 23; upon inquiring as to his whereabouts, Angell discovers that 

Wilcox has lapsed into alternating fits of ‘unconsciousness and delirium’ (385). In 

his moments of ostensible delirium, Wilcox provides the next description of Cthulhu: 

‘a gigantic thing “miles high” which walk[s] or lumbers about’ (385). Angell becomes 

convinced that this ‘thing’ is ‘identical with the nameless monstrosity’ that Wilcox 

‘sought to depict in his dream-sculpture’ (385). On April 2, however, Wilcox makes 

a miraculous recovery in which he has forgotten all that he saw – or ostensibly 

imagined – since March 22, with ‘[a]ll traces of strange dreaming […] vanish[ing] 

with his recovery’ (385-386).  

Ceasing contact with Wilcox once it becomes clear that he no longer dreams of 

Cthulhu and R’lyeh, Angell initiates a ‘prodigiously far-flung body of inquiries’ (386) 

that yields interesting results: a range of dreams – similar to Wilcox’s – experienced 

in creative-minded and artistic individuals; a relatively ‘almost completely negative 

result’ among ‘[a]verage people in society and business—New England’s traditional 

“salt of the earth”’; and  a slightly more positive reaction from scientific men, save 

‘fugitive glimpses of strange landscapes’ (386). Significantly, these reported dreams 

– as well as the lack thereof – all fall within the period ‘between March 23rd and April 

2nd—the period of young Wilcox’s delirium’ (386). A number of the dreamers 

‘confes[s] acute fear of the gigantic nameless thing visible toward the last’ (386). To 

end off the first part of the story, a number of stories – similar for their basis in the 

same dream but varied in outcomes – are then told in quick, short succession: ‘a 

widely known architect with leanings toward Theosophy and occultism’ goes 

‘violently insane on the date of Young Wilcox’s seizure’, dying after ‘incessant 

screamings to be saved from some escaped denizen of hell’ (387); a ‘lone sleeper 
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[…] leap[s] from a window after a shocking cry’ in London; a ‘fanatic deduces a dire 

future from visions he has seen’ in South America; a ‘theosophist colony’ in 

California ‘don[s] white robes en masse for some “glorious fulfilment” which never 

arrives’; ‘serious native unrest toward the end of March’ begin in India; ‘[v]oodoo 

orgies multiply in Hayti’; ‘African outposts report ominous mutterings’; ‘American 

officers in the Philippines find certain tribes bothersome about this time’; ‘New Yok 

policemen are moved by hysterical Levantines on the night of March 22-23’;  the 

‘west of Ireland, too, is full of wild rumour and legendry’; ‘and a fantastic painter 

named Ardois-Bonnot hangs a blasphemous “Dream Landscape” in the Paris spring 

salon of 1926’ (387). The globally-shared visions of Cthulhu and R’lyeh do not only 

affect the imaginations of humans: it affects their behaviour, leading to actions of 

wildly varying degrees.  

Robinson (2010:127-128) argues that Lovecraft’s teratonyms – such words as 

Cthulhu, or R’lyeh – ‘play a central role in the creation of [his] nightmarish universe’, 

contributing to a ‘complete and absolute estrangement implied by an alien linguistic 

paradigm’. These seemingly nonsensical words are meant to be ‘unpronounceable’, 

for they necessitate ‘a production of sounds that are foreign to human speech’ 

(Robinson, 2010:128). Consequently, ‘Lovecraft’s teratonyms are not only names 

that designate monsters and their hellish abodes, but onomastic constructions 

which are in and of themselves monstrous in sound, form, and sense’ (Robinson, 

2010:128). These teratonyms can be classified into one of two groups. The first 

group’s words ‘borrow or imitate the sound of foreign ancient languages’, thereby 

helping them to acquire – because of their ‘highly connotated pre-existing vocables’ 

– ‘cultural associations of place and time’ (Robinson, 2010:132). Examples of such 

words in the first group are ‘Nyarlathotep’ (Egyptian suffix), or ‘Abdul Alhazred’ 

(cognate derived from Arabic). The second group’s words ‘introduce patterns that 

do not appear to be associated with a specific foreign idiom, but nonetheless lie 

outside or run counter to the ordinary sounds and forms of English (Robinson, 

2010:130). Words in the second group are ones such as ‘R’lyeh’ or ‘fhtagn’. Words 

in this second groups, specifically, are not intended to be easily pronounceable. 

They ‘represent transliterations of vocables of extra-terrestrial origin’, are ‘not meant 
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to conform to any known human tongues’, create ‘a sense of linguistic monstrosity, 

and ‘heightens their affective import, while consequently obscuring their semantic 

values’ (Robinson, 2010:132-133). Keep in mind some of the key motifs of cosmic 

horror: incomprehension and unfathomability; senselessness and insensibility. With 

that in mind, Lovecraft’s teratonyms – the second group specifically, as the first 

group maintains its own function in cultivating a sense of antiquity and mythicism – 

are therefore linguistic devices well-suited to developing a weird atmosphere of 

cosmic horror: they are inherently meaningful in their meaninglessness. When faced 

with such a paradox, an individual might come to one of two conclusions: either the 

word means nothing, or it means something beyond the parameters of human 

knowledge, and thus exceeds the boundaries of language that might articulate this 

knowledge. The former – and more plausible answer – quickly becomes unsettled, 

and then eventually impossible, as the horrifying signified things – Cthulhu, and 

Cthulhu’s lost city – are revealed in and of themselves, independent of the signifiers 

– the names ‘Cthulhu’ and ‘R’lyeh’ – that presuppose them in the text.  

As for the phrase ‘Cthulhu’, its point of origin could lie in the phrase ‘chthonic’; 

suggesting connotations of ancient life, durance, and even Cthulhu’s spatial 

placement under the sea and earth – that is to say, in the underworld. While this is 

productive insofar as it further builds upon the mythic dimensions of the god-being 

Cthulhu, there is another point to be made. In-text, the name ‘Cthulhu’ is 

represented as an (inadequate) phonetic rendering of an otherwise unwritable word. 

Outside of the text, the word is meant by Lovecraft to be both unwritable and 

unpronounceable – or at the very least, extremely difficult to pronounce with human 

vocal chords – because it is represented as an alien sound. However, the written 

word is human, thereby allowing for considerations of human etymological 

connotations. The inherent drift between alien sound and human word suggests a 

minor semiological crisis, centred around the god-being, and reinforcing its 

unfathomability. 

The above two points are also not incompatible, despite the crucial difference that 

one lies within the text (unfathomability of the monster), and the other without 
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(Lovecraft’s possible etymological inspirations). If one were to briefly collapse the 

distinction between these two levels (in-text, and out-of-text), it would allow another 

to appreciate that the etymological connotation of “Cthulhu’ as ancient is an 

arbitrary, post-haste interpretation based on the alien sound/ human word binary, 

and ensuing semiological conundrum. It is, in other words, convenient for the human 

etymological connotations to match the actual alien’s nature. Excluding the fact that 

Lovecraft as author could have intended to represent Cthulhu with such 

connotations, it then becomes eerier – uncanny – that the god-like alien being is 

continually affirmed – albeit at times implicitly – as godlike. 

It may be useful to return to the title of the story for a moment, to consider the 

possible ‘call of Cthulhu’ taking place here, as well as throughout the story. Burleson 

(2009:82) suggests that the ‘call’ is a gerund, while the ‘of’ is ambiguous: Cthulhu 

‘calls’ to human beings in dreams, whilst cultists – as we see later in the story – call 

to Cthulhu in rituals. The ‘bidirectionality of the notion of calling – this capacity of the 

title to suggest that Cthulhu calls and is called, that he calls to be called – establishes 

a movement across boundaries and into and out of frames’ (Burleson, 2009:82-83). 

‘The Call of Cthulhu’ is a ‘multilayered frame story’ (Burleson, 2009:82-83), and as 

such these calls across frames function to make these frames – borders – ‘self-

deconstructing’ (Burleson, 2009:83). Cthulhu and its associated landscape R’lyeh 

manifest to dominate the dreams of creative individuals: artists, poets, painters, 

sculptors. If Cthulhu’s calling effectively deconstructs the story’s constituent borders 

and frames, then it may be that Thurston himself is being ‘called’. Moreover, it may 

also be that the reader of the story – in a metatextual sense – is being ‘called’ to 

Cthulhu. In effect, this functions to develop a sense of Cthulhu’s potency and 

virulence as a monster, as an idea, as a symbol. In other words, Cthulhu becomes 

desirable in a sense, or at the very least undeniable. 
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Inspector Legrasse – conference and raid 

The second story that Thurston reads and recounts belongs, in part, to inspector 

John Raymond Legrasse. Angell’s apparent familiarity with the sights of Wilcox’s 

dreams is owed to an encounter – the contents of this second story75 – that he had 

in 1908. At the annual meeting of the American Archaeological Society, Angell is 

approached by Legrasse: carrying a ‘grotesque, repulsive, and apparently very 

ancient stone statuette whose origin he [is] at a loss to determine’, Legrasse seeks 

an ‘expert solution’ (388) at the Archaeological Society. Legrasse’s possession of 

the ‘statuette, idol, fetish, or whatever it [is]’ is the result of his ‘raid on a supposed 

voodoo meeting’ in the ‘wooded swamps south of New Orleans’ (388). The events 

of this raid are reportedly so ‘hideous’ that ‘the police [cannot] but realise that they 

[have] stumbled on a dark cult totally unknown to them, and of infinitely more 

diabolic than even the blackest of the African voodoo circles’ (388). As a result, the 

New Orleans police are eager ‘for any antiquarian lore which might help them to 

place the frightful symbol’ – the statuette that Legrasse has brought to the meeting 

– ‘and through it track down the cult to its fountain-head’ (388).  

The result of the Archaeological Society’s learned people looking at the statuette is, 

simply put, confoundment: the society’s members can only ascertain its ‘vast, 

awesome, and incalculable age’, its total non-conformity with ‘any known type of art 

belonging to civilisation’s youth’, that ‘its very material [is] a mystery’, and that its 

inscribed hieroglyphics are ‘equally baffling’ insofar as it lacks ‘even [the] remotest 

linguistic kinship’ (389) to human languages. The most the men are able to 

contribute is that the statuette’s material – a ‘soapy, greenish-black stone with its 

golden or iridescent flecks and striations’ – is not of this earth, and that ‘subject and 

material, belon[g] to something horribly remote and distinct from mankind as we 

know it; something frightfully suggestive of old and unhallowed cycles of life in which 

 

75 ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ is thus told in an achronological, fragmented fashion.  
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our world and our conceptions have no part’ (389). The statuette is the same as 

Wilcox’s bas-relief, albeit described in-text with more detail:  

It represented a monster of vaguely anthropoid outline, but with an octopus-like 

head whose face was a mass of feelers, a scaly, rubbery-looking body, 

prodigious claws on hind and fore feet, and long, narrow wings behind. This 

thing, which seemed instinct with a fearsome and unnatural malignancy, was of 

a somewhat bloated corpulence, and squatted evilly on a rectangular block or 

pedestal covered with undecipherable characters. (389) 

While the basic description is the same as Wilcox’s bas-relief, additional details are 

given to further develop the creature. Its body is now ‘rubbery-looking’, corpulent; 

the creature is a bloated or gelatinous – and thus perhaps physiologically repulsive 

– figure.  In keeping with the represented ‘instinct’ of a ‘fearsome and unnatural 

malignancy’, the creature squats with its ‘cephalopod head […] bent forward’ (389), 

possibly a predatory stance. Furthermore, the creature’s stature and stance 

exceeds the foundation of its pedestal: ‘[t]he tips of the wing touc[h] the back edge 

of the block, […] the long, curved claws of the doubled-up, crouching hind legs gri[p] 

the front edge and exten[d] a quarter of the way down toward the bottom of the 

pedestal’ (389). The creature’s ‘facial feelers’ are also emphasised: it is not only 

seemingly predatory, but a probing – that is to say, ‘feel[ing], determining, thinking 

– being.  

Aside from the emphases on other individual anatomical parts – wings and claws – 

that could be connotated to predatory creatures, the particulars of these individual 

features are such that they threaten to exceed the physical space provided by the 

base of the statuette. Similarly, this creature – as-of-yet directly named, seemingly 

ancient, horrifying, and unsettling – overwhelms the society’s tentative, semiological 

attempt to identify it. The creature presents, then, not only a physiological category 

crisis, but a semiological one as well. However, one person at the meeting can 

provide more information: ‘William Channing Webb, Professor of Anthropology in 

Princeton University, and an explorer of no slight note’ (389). Webb claims that 
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‘forty-eight years before, in a tour of Greenland and Iceland’, he encountered a 

‘singular tribe or cult of degenerate Esquimaux whose religion, a curious form of 

devil-worship, […] nameless rites and human sacrifices […] addressed to a 

supreme elder devil or tornasuk’, had been centred around a certain ‘fetish’ (389-

390). Incidentally, this fetish is roughly the same as Legrasse’s statuette and, by 

extension, Wilcox’s bas-relief. 

Webb attracts Legrasse’s attention, prompting them to compare notes – Webb’s on 

the tribe/ cult he spent time with, and Legrasse’s on the cult that his men have raided 

– with the intent of deciphering the statuette’s inscription. Webb’s notes involve a 

‘careful phonetic copy from an aged angekok or wizard-priest’; Legrasse’s notes 

contain a transcribed copy of ‘an oral ritual among the swamp cult-worshippers’ 

(390). Following an ‘exhaustive comparison of details, and a moment of really awed 

silence when both detective and scientist agre[e] on the virtual identity of the phrase 

common to two hellish rituals so many worlds of distance apart’, Legrasse and 

Webb come to a phrase: ‘Ph’nglui mglw’nafg Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn’, 

translating roughly76 to ‘In his house at R’lyeh dead Cthulhu waits dreaming’ (390). 

The association of the name ‘Cthulhu’ to the statuette only occurs a few pages on 

from the first mention of this translated phrase (395), but this phrase foregrounds 

Cthulhu’s explicit naming by connotating the name to personifying actions: whatever 

is named ‘Cthulhu’ waits, dreams, has a house, is gendered as a ‘he’,77 and is – 

paradoxically – dead. It is therefore possessed of some agency – insofar as waiting 

is an action – and identity – insofar as dreaming suggests a consciousness with 

fears and desires, or pasts and futures, to be the foci of dream. And yet, dead things 

have no agency and identity other than that found in the memories of others. While 

contradictory language is still present, here it underscores the interconnectedness 

of Cthulhu to its cult: the seemingly deific being is bound up in – and undeniably 

 

76 Webb is seemingly able to translate because of his time spent with aforementioned tribe. 

77 Lovecraft’s gendering of the tentacled monster is not consistent; Cthulhu is also referred to as ‘it’. 
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connected to – the human institutions of religious worship centred around it. 

Moreover, that Cthulhu is connotated as having a house suggests that this creature 

is not merely a beast, but a civilised entity. A house also suggests a community in 

which the house might be found, thereby suggesting that Cthulhu belongs to a 

structured order even bigger than itself. At this point in the story, Cthulhu comes up 

in the text only in relation to, or as a consequence of, human experience – be it 

human dreams, or human cults. With the phrase translated, the rest of Angell’s 

second account concerns Legrasse’s raid on the cult. 

On ‘November 1st, 1907’, after a ‘frantic summons from the swamp and lagoon 

country’ by ‘squatters’ described as ‘mostly primitive but good-natured descendants 

of Lafitte’s men’, Legrasse and his subordinates – ‘in a body of twenty police’ – 

conduct a raid on a reported ritual of ‘soul-chilling chants and dancing devil-flames’, 

situated ‘far within the black haunted woods where no dweller venture[s]’ (390-391). 

A number of important motifs are set up here: a distinction between ostensibly 

‘good-natured’ squatters and the contrastingly – presumably – degenerate ritualists; 

a cultivation of the weird atmosphere through the poeticising of space in the double 

alliteration of the ‘ch’ sound on ‘chilling’ and ‘chants’, and ‘d’ on ‘dancing’ and ‘devil’; 

and the establishment of an ‘ugly’, ‘malignant’ (391) Other environment with the 

mention of ‘black haunted woods’. The physical environment implies the same 

physical corruption and dilapidation that Lovecraft represents in The Shadow over 

Innsmouth. Rotting walls (391) suggest the falling-away of civilisation as Legrasse 

and his men head deeper into the swamp’s ‘black arcades of horror’: areas that their 

squatter guides will eventually ‘refus[e] point-blank to advance another inch toward’, 

for fear of the waiting ‘scene of unholy worship’ (391).  

These black arcades of horror, curiously, are ‘substantially unknown and 

untraversed by white men’: a racializing element that foreshadows Lovecraft’s 

representation of the fictitious cult members’ ostensible racial and genetic 

degeneracy. Once more, this suggests a parallel to the racially-charged descriptions 

of Innsmouth hybrids in Lovecraft’s later writing. Moreover, the swamps are the 

centre of curious legends:  
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There were legends of a hidden lake unglimpsed by mortal sight, in which dwelt 

a huge, formless white polypous thing with luminous eyes; and squatters 

whispered that bat-winged devils flew up out of caverns in inner earth to worship 

it at midnight. They said it had been there before D’Iberville, before La Salle, 

before the Indians, and before even the wholesome beasts and birds of the 

woods. It was nightmare itself, and to see it was to die. But it made men dream, 

and so they knew enough to keep away. The present voodoo orgy was, indeed, 

on the merest fringe of this abhorred area[.] (391) 

The ‘hidden lake’ is characterised by a technical contradiction: it is ‘unglimpsed by 

mortal sight’ yet features in mortal – human – legend. It is therefore self-negating: a 

legend without a basis – that is to say, evidence of sight. In and of itself, this is not 

necessarily significant; there are many legends, arguably, without a basis. Yet it is 

the language of contradiction Lovecraft uses that brings contradiction to forefront, 

thereby suggesting the possibility of a deconstruction of the legends to follow. The 

‘white polypus thing’ is fittingly ‘formless’, indescribable, and physically ‘huge’. It is 

a prototypal monster, not yet developed enough to have any definitive features other 

than being large and formless: incomparable by virtue of being ‘indescribable’. It 

dwells in a lake; ‘bat-winged devils’ will exit the ‘caverns [of] inner earth to worship 

it at midnight’. There are allusions to Christianity here. The thing dwells in a lake; 

the fallen angel Lucifer dwells upon a frozen lake. The thing is worshipped by devils 

at midnight; devils are but former angels, fallen to hell – that ‘inner earth’ – during 

Lucifer’s rebellion. The thing’s seemingly ancient presence is also emphasised, 

having come before a list of names that connotate their respective epochs. Its prior 

existence to ‘wholesome beasts and birds’ – the phrase suggesting, as an aside, 

that the polypus thing is by contrast unwholesome – suggests that it is unnatural, 

and has existed since before nature as it is commonly understood by humans. There 

is also a parallel in that both this creature and Cthulhu cause humans to dream. 

Moreover, devils worship the creature at midnight, whilst humans dream of Cthulhu 

at the same time. It may be that this legend of the white polypus thing is a microcosm 

of the soon-to-come legend of Cthulhu. 
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Despite being forewarned by the terrible sounds coming from the ritual, the police 

officers are no less shocked by what they see: 

Four of them reeled, one fainted, and two were shaken into a frantic cry which 

the mad cacophony of the orgy fortunately deadened. Legrasse dashed swamp 

water on the face of the fainting man, and all stood trembling and nearly 

hypnotised with horror. In a natural glade of the swamp stood a grassy island 

of perhaps an acre’s extent, clear of trees and tolerably dry. On this now leaped 

and twisted a more indescribable horde of human abnormality than any but a 

Sime or an Angarola could paint. Void of clothing, this hybrid spawn were 

braying, bellowing, and writhing about a monstrous ring-shaped bonfire; in the 

centre of which, revealed by occasional rifts in the curtain of flame, stood a great 

granite monolith some eight feet in height; on top of which, incongruous with its 

diminutiveness, rested the noxious carven statuette. From a wide circle of ten 

scaffolds set up at regular intervals with the flame-girt monolith as a centre 

hung, head downward, the oddly marred bodies of the helpless squatters who 

had disappeared. It was inside this circle that the ring of worshippers jumped 

and roared, the general direction of the mass motion being from left to right in 

endless Bacchanal between the ring of bodies and the ring of fire. It may have 

been only imagination and it may have been only echoes which induced one of 

the men, an excitable Spaniard, to fancy he heard antiphonal responses to the 

ritual from some far and unillumined spot deeper within the wood of ancient 

legendry and horror. […] He went so far as to hint of the faint beating of great 

wings, and of a glimpse of shining eyes and a mountainous white bulk beyond 

the remotest trees […]. (392) 

The monstrousness of sound and sight is thus emphasised through the visceral 

reactions of the police officers. Moreover, there is a hint of romantic adventure – for 

Legrasse ‘dash[es] swamp water on the face’ of a frightened companion – undercut 

by the horrific scene unfolding before the men. As for the horrific scene itself, the 

first significant feature of the orgy is the ‘indescribable horde of human abnormality’. 

Again, unfathomability – the indescribability of the orgy’s participants – is a primary 

descriptor of the horror. Interestingly, that unfathomability is tied to a miscegenative 

Other: the ‘mongrel celebrants’ (392). Like the later written The Shadow Over 
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Innsmouth, there is a focus on sound in the ‘braying’ and ‘bellowing’ of the horde. 

The alliteration on ‘b’ in ‘braying’ and ‘bellowing’ suggests a certain forceful rhythmic 

progression that conflates ritualism – or rather, patterned sound-making and 

movement such as 'bellowing’ and ‘writhing’ – with animalistic aggression. The 

reference to ‘Angarola’ and ‘Sime’ link the described scene to the work of Anthony 

Angarola – a modernist painter who lived from 1893-1929 – and Sidney Sime – 

illustrator for many of Lord Dunsany’s (one of Lovecraft’s key influences) books.  

In the orgy, there are several atmospheric elements arranged in concentric ‘rings’ 

(392) around the Cthulhu statuette. The ritual is conducted on a ‘natural glade of 

the swamp’ on a ‘grassy island’ (392), therefore isolating physically it from the 

surrounding environment. There is an initial auditory barrier of sorts in the ‘mad 

cacophony of the orgy’ (392). This is followed by the physical barrier of water. Next 

comes a visually gruesome sight of ‘ten scaffolds set up at regular intervals’, holding 

the ‘oddly marred bodies of the helpless squatters’. Finally, there is the physical 

barrier of fire. All these barriers are intrinsically bound up with sensory perceptions 

and threaten to overwhelm or harm one’s sensory perception in three of the four 

instances: the cacophony is auditorily unsettling, the scaffolded corpses visually 

repulsive, and the fire physically harmful. Those who partake in the orgy are only 

separated from the statuette – conveniently placed out of their reach upon its 

monolithic stand – by the fire: they are further engrossed and more well-versed in 

the lore of their monstrous god. This ritual plays out as another microcosm – just as 

it does with the white pulpous mass in the lake – of the relationship dynamic 

between Cthulhu and its followers: they are unable to see more than mere glimpses 

of it, unable to directly interface with it, but their worship sustains its longevity all the 

same. 

My attention to the concentric rings of the ritual is derived from Burleson’s 

discussion of the story in his Lovecraft: Disturbing the Universe. Burleson (2009 

[1990]:80) asserts that ‘notions of centrality and presence are likely to be 

problematic. […] [I]n the matters of the New Orleans fetishists and the Greenland 

cultists, Cthulhu himself is not present’. The cultists worship a Cthulhu statuette in 
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place of the real Cthulhu; the cultists themselves are separated from the proxy 

Cthulhu. Consequently, Burleson suggests that ‘[w]e are structurally and 

linguistically separated from Cthulhu, thereby emphasising that ‘Cthulhu is most 

significant, here as elsewhere, precisely for his effects in absence—his power from 

afar’: ‘[t]o the extent that Cthulhu seems in any way central, he becomes an 

allegorization of the textually necessary absence of a center’ (2009 [1990]:81). This 

idea of an absent centre becomes more important than it already is when one 

considers what the ‘centre’ may have been during the 1920s in American society.  

Drawing on a range of sources, Gendzel (2004:28) asserts that the ‘1920s brought 

dramatic changes in American morals and standards of behaviour inherited from 

the Victorian era. Historians often cite this decade as a cultural turning point, when 

the nineteenth century work ethic gave way to a new ethic of leisure and 

consumption (Horowitz 1985; Cohen 1990; Dumenil 1995)’. The steady dissolution 

of a Victorian-derived centre is arguably represented in this story by the sexual 

freedom – and ostensible depravity – of the ritual’s orgiastic participants. While that 

is the most clear-to-see immediate link, the idea of a lost centre was certainly not 

unprecedented in Lovecraft’s era, albeit not necessarily in America’. W.B. Yeats’ 

1919 ‘The Second Coming’ has a similar preoccupation as the one Burleson notes 

in this Cthulhu ritual: ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;/ Mere anarchy is 

loosed upon the world,’ (ll.3-4); ‘Surely the Second Coming is at hand’ (l.10); ‘And 

what rough beast, its hour come round at last,/ Slouches towards Bethlehem to be 

born?’ (ll.21-22). Here is Lovecraft’s own ‘rough beast’, albeit in a state of constant 

absence and displacement. 

The particulars are of this religious hierarchy’s ‘loathsome faith’ (393) are revealed 

after the raid’s successful conclusion: 

They worshipped, so they said, the Great Old Ones who lived ages before there 

were any men, and who came to the young world out of the sky. Those Old 

Ones were gone now, inside the earth and under the sea; but their dead bodies 

had told their secrets in dreams to the first men, who formed a cult which had 
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never died [...] and would always exist and always would exist, hidden in distant 

wastes and dark places all over the world until the time when the great priest 

Cthulhu, from his dark house in the mighty city of R’lyeh under the waters, 

should rise and bring the earth again beneath his sway. Some day he would 

call, when the stars were ready, and the secret cult would always be waiting to 

liberate him. (393-394) 

Numerous points come up in this passage. This passage is followed by elucidations 

that result from police’s questioning of an ‘immensely aged mestizo named Castro’ 

(394).78 The ‘Great Old Ones’79 are reputed to have come ‘to the young world out 

of the sky’. This can be read as an affirmation of the Old Ones’ extra-terrestrial 

origins, but in terminology that would befit a primitivistic origin myth. This likeness 

of an origin myth is evinced through the personification of the earth as ‘young’. This 

suggests a need to understand vast epochs of time through an approximation to the 

human passage of time from young to old, rather than through any decimal unit of 

time. That this reads like an origin myth helps to further the story’s thematic 

preoccupation with religion. Cthulhu is revealed to be but one member of a 

polytheistic pantheon of rumoured god-beings. The chief characteristics, intentions, 

and histories of these other ‘Old Ones’ are not expanded upon in any depth. Their 

introduction here seems only to give more weight to the significance of Cthulhu’s 

own relative – relative to the absent-Old Ones80, at least – proximity to humanity. 

 

78 Castro claims ‘to have sailed to strange ports and talked with undying leaders of the cult in the 

mountains of China’ (394). This is an allusion to the esoteric Mysticism associated with the undying 

‘Masters’. This allusion can therefore be understood as a figurative ‘mining’ of a certain niche cultural 

vein of esoterica. The significance of this lies in its consequent interspersing of myth and legend in 

the real world with Lovecraft’s own fictitious mythos. There is something to be said here on reader 

receptivity: that Lovecraft draws on and anticipates references to real-world esoterica, to help 

develop the sense of a storied esoteric component to how his mythos is acted upon in his fictitious 

settings. 

79 These are not the same Old Ones in At the Mountains of Madness. 

80 August Derleth, upon becoming the executor of Lovecraft’s estate, would go on to expand upon 

these Old Ones. Derleth’s authority over the Cthulhu Mythos would lead him to re-envision the 
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Once more, Cthulhu is represented alongside ‘his dark house in the mighty city of 

R’lyeh’, described soon thereafter as a ‘great stone city […] with its monoliths and 

sepulchres’ (395).81 The monster and its environment are continually represented 

alongside one another, irretrievably bound up with one another. Moreover, there are 

connotations of the city’s own centrality in the Cthulhu Cult – potentially as a holy 

place – with its ‘sepulchres’ and its apparent ruling under Cthulhu. The sepulchral 

city of R’lyeh is made ‘holy’ within the framework of the cult because it is the resting 

place of the cult’s religious figures. 

The cycle of life and death as it stands for the Old Ones – and by extension, Cthulhu 

– is a paradoxical one: 

When the stars were right, They could plunge from world to world through the 

sky; but when the stars were wrong, They could not live. But although They no 

longer lived, They would never really die. They all lay in stone houses in Their 

great city of R’lyeh, preserved by the spells of mighty Cthulhu for a glorious 

resurrection when the stars and the earth might once more be ready for Them. 

But at that time some force from outside must serve to liberate Their bodies. 

The spells that preserved Them intact likewise prevented Them from making 

an initial move, and They could only lie awake in the dark and think whilst 

uncounted millions of years rolled by. They knew all that was occurring in the 

 

relationship between Cthulhu and the other god-beings of the mythos. These revisions commonly 

lean toward the creation of moral binary: of good versus evil. The problem with this is that it lies 

completely besides Lovecraft’s own point: that humanity is insignificant relative to the histories, 

actions, and intentions of these god-beings. As such, I am unwilling to consider Derleth’s 

categorizing of the various god-like beings – the Old Ones, the Outer Gods, and such – in the Cthulhu 

Mythos: this study is focused on Lovecraft’s – not Derleth’s – reading of his own society through his 

monsters. 

81 This additional information comes from Castro’s account in the pages following the indented 

quotation. Much of what Castro says is redundant, given my discussion of the current story’s first 

section. In the interest of avoiding redundancy, I have therefore omitted parts of Castro’s account, 

and interspersed what remains in the following discussion. 
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universe, but Their mode of speech was transmitted thought. […] When […] the 

first men came, the Great Old Ones spoke to the sensitive among them by 

moulding their dreams; for only thus could Their language reach the fleshy 

minds of mammals. (394) 

The ‘stars [are] wrong’, and so the Old Ones ‘[can] not live’. However, ‘They [will] 

never really die’. The Old Ones seem to exist outside the commonly known cycle of 

life and death. It is important that their traversal between states of life and death is 

linked to whether ‘the stars [are] right’. This can be interpreted to suggest that the 

Old Ones are not simply capable of overcoming death. Rather, the Old Ones simply 

exist in a cycle of life and death that exceeds a humanistic understanding of such a 

cycle: if one were to consider the movement of stars between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ as 

metonymy for the greater causal processes of the universe, the processes by which 

the Old Ones suffer life and death are unaccounted-for within a human 

epistemology. The failure to account for the nature of beings such as the Old Ones 

and Cthulhu therefore results in their approximation to god-like beings through the 

plain-language religious tone of Castro’s account. 

The most important detail to come out of the raid and Castro’s account is the 

prophesied return of Cthulhu: 

Th[e] cult would never die till the stars came right again, and the secret priests 

would take great Cthulhu from His tomb to revive His subjects and resume His 

rule of earth. The time would be easy to know, for then mankind would have 

become as the Great Old Ones; free and wild and beyond good and evil, with 

laws and morals thrown aside and all men shouting and killing and revelling in 

joy. Then the liberated Old Ones would teach them new ways to shout and kill 

and revel and enjoy themselves, and all the earth would flame with a holocaust 

of ecstasy and freedom (395). 

Cthulhu is another conflation of material but obscure teratological origin with 

mythmaking and legend. In Cthulhu’s case however, its associated myth and legend 

are given primacy for their immediate importance to the story. These myths are not 
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relayed as far-gone historical accounts as in At the Mountains of Madness or as 

isolated secrets as in The Shadow Over Innsmouth, but as a coming apocalypse. 

The reason for this final piece of the account’s importance lies in humanity’s 

supposed future: ‘mankind would have as the Great Old Ones; free and wild and 

beyond good and evil’. It is here that the link back to Lovecraft’s own society 

becomes once more apparent. The future represented here is an amoral one that 

comes long after the death of god-like beings: a time where laws and morals of ages 

past have become defunct – ‘thrown aside’ – in the interests of ‘shout[ing] and 

kill[ing] and revel[s] – a time, perhaps, of modernity. The future represented here is, 

perhaps, a future that Lovecraft envisioned for his own society. The death of god-

like beings – or for all intents and purposes, gods – is evocative of the loss of 

religious certainty following the First World War. Incidentally, religion in American 

society would – for the remainder of the twentieth century – continue to fray and 

fragment into various movements. The ‘laws and morals thrown aside’ are perhaps 

representative of the questioning of values that came after the First World War. The 

notion of ‘new ways […] to kill’ is evocative of the widespread chemical warfare and 

increasing use of mechanised warfare during the First World War, as well as of the 

invention of the nuclear bomb during the Second World War82. 

Egan (1982:362) argues that Lovecraft had a ‘nearly pathological hatred of religion 

generally and of Christianity specifically’. This is evinced by an ‘early letter in which 

[Lovecraft] concludes that religion offers only “paradisal dreams” for the “credulous”; 

“personal” and “loving” gods, as well as spirits and demons, he notes in the same 

letter, are merely delusions’ (Egan, 1982:362). Lovecraft held that ‘religion is a 

destruction delusion, a form of lying which inhibits the “search for ultimate reality”’ 

(Lovecraft in Egan, 1982:363). And yet, here is a religious cult that posits its own 

 

82 Lovecraft died before the start of the Second World War, so the notion of an allusion to nuclear 

warfare is unfeasible. Nonetheless, the prophesied destruction of Cthulhu’s second-coming is eerily 

prophetic of the horrors still to come for the remainder of the twentieth-century. 
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‘ultimate reality’ – as religions are wont to do – centred around Cthulhu’s eventual 

return. Perhaps more terrifying than the prospective lack of an ultimate reality – that 

failure of a ‘Unified Theory’ that Cohen (1996:3) refers to – is an ultimate reality that 

does contain a god – or at least a godlike being – whose active existence will bring 

about the ruination of humanity.  

Lovecraft ‘make[s] use of the traditional paraphernalia and trappings of myths, yet 

the underlying reality and the frame of reference is not the Christian (or any other) 

religion, but natural scientific materialism or cosmic indifferentism’ (Honegger, 

2014:115-116). As such, ‘some critics therefore consider Lovecraft’s version of the 

“Cthulhu Mythos” an “antimythology”’ (Schultz in Egan, 1982:116). An 

‘antimythology’ is by definition a negation of mythology, thereby suggesting an 

active engagement with – and a consequent presence of – mythology. Cthulhu – 

that instantly recognisable, iconic figure of the Cthulhu Mythos – is therefore only 

made out to be anti-mythical through processes of mythologisation, hence the 

constant mythological allusions that Lovecraft makes. In noting Lovecraft’s 

fondness for ‘distorting a concept into grotesquerie’ (1982:364), Egan argues that 

Cthulhu’s prophesied Christ-like resurrection is exactly that: a grotesque distortion 

and parodying of the Christian Second-Coming (1982:375). This is but one instance 

in what Egan refers to Lovecraft’s ‘wide ranging’ (1982:375) parody of Christianity 

in his fiction; this parodying reflects the chosen story’s basis in the socio-historical 

context of Lovecraft’s time.  

Lippy (2004:413) notes that at ‘the very end of the nineteenth century, rapid 

industrialisation and urbanisation helped spawn the Social Gospel movement; 

Social Christianity sought to transform society into the kingdom of God on earth’. 

However, ‘world war, global depression, and then another world war shattered the 

optimism undergirding these political and religious movements’ of twentieth century 

America. Mainline religion would subsequently become undermined, then become 

replaced in part by an emphasis on ‘lived religion’, and ‘”spirituality”’ (Lippy, 

2004:414). Cthulhu’s prophesied return then subverts two important facets of 

Christian religion in the twentieth century: the Second Coming, as well as the 
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‘heaven on earth’ aspiration of the Social Gospel movement. Far from a ‘heaven on 

earth’, Cthulhu’s return promises instead a hell on earth. 

It is not necessary to go into any depth discussing the rest of the story’s second 

section. Perturbed, Thurston is unable to deny the consistencies in the accounts he 

has read thus far. Thurston resolves to visit Wilcox, eager to reprimand him for what 

Thurston erroneously believes to be a wilful deception and manipulation of the 

deceased Angell. Upon reaching Wilcox, Thurston realises – chiefly through 

Wilcox’s apparent obsession with depicting his dreams in paintings and sculptures 

– that Wilcox’s dreams were no hoax. Thurston becomes convinced that Angell’s 

death therefore could not have been an accident, and so resolves not to investigate 

any further for fear of his own life. 

 

Gustaf Johansen – ‘The Madness from the Sea’ 

The last section of ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ involves Thurston’s accidental discovery of 

a story in the Sydney Bulletin (398). The story tells of a mysterious happening at 

sea, where a ship – the Vigilant (399) – arrives in Sydney with a repurposed yacht 

– the ‘disabled but heavily armed steam yacht Alert’ (399) – in tow. On board the 

Alert is only one survivor: Gustaf Johansen (399). Johansen is found clutching ‘a 

horrible stone idol of unknown origin’ – another Cthulhu statuette – alongside the 

body of a deceased man (399).  

Johansen brings ‘an exceedingly strange story of piracy and slaughter’ (399); the 

story is subsequently reported by the Sydney Bulletin, then read by Thurston. 

Johansen sets out on the twentieth of February aboard the Emma. The ship is then 

‘delayed and thrown widely south of her course by the great storm of March 1st, 

going on to encounter the Alert on March 22nd. Manned ‘by a queer and evil-looking 

crew of Kanakas and half castes’, the Alert gives warning for the Emma to turn back, 

then ‘beg[ins] to fire savagely and without warning upon the [Emma] with a peculiarly 
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heavy battery of brass cannon’ (399). The Emma soon begins to sink but her men 

‘[show] fight’, managing – somewhat implausible – to ‘heave alongside their enemy 

and board her’ (400). The Emma’s crew is ‘forced to kill them all, the number being 

slightly superior, because of their particularly abhorrent and desperate though rather 

clumsy mode of fighting’ (400). With the enemy crew dead and their own ship sunk, 

the crew of the Emma – albeit slightly reduced after the death of three crewmembers 

– decide to ‘navigate the captured yacht, going forward, and ‘land[ing] on a small 

island, although none is known to exist in that part of the ocean’ (400). Johansen is 

‘queerly reticent’ about events on the island, although ‘six of the men’ (400) die 

ashore. The crews of the opposing ship are set up to be of contrasting character. 

The ‘Alert [is] well known […] as an island trader […], b[earing] an evil reputation 

along the waterfront’, and ‘owned by a curious group of half-castes whose frequent 

meetings and night trips to the woods attracted no little curiosity’ (400). The group’s 

activities are similar to that of the Cthulhu Cult in the second section of the story: it 

is therefore reasonable to assume that the men of the Alert have formed another 

Cthulhu Cult. The ‘Emma and her crew’ by contrast has ‘an excellent reputation, 

and Johansen is described as a sober and worthy man’ (400).  

The Sydney Bulletin article starts a ‘train of ideas’ in ‘[Thurston’s] mind’: ‘new 

treasuries of data on the Cthulhu, and evidence that it had strange interests at seas 

as well as on land’ (400). The article also engenders a host of questions on 

Thurston’s part: ‘What motive prompted the hybrid crew to order back the Emma as 

they sailed about with their hideous idol? What was the unknown island on which 

six of the Emma’s crew had died, and about which the mate Johansen was so 

secretive? […] And most marvellous of all, what deep and more than natural linkage 

of dates was this which gave a malign and now undeniable significance to the 

various turns of events so carefully noted by my uncle?’ (400-401). This final 

question is necessary to answer before the other questions: it is once more the 

titular ‘call of Cthulhu’ at work. Now, it is useful to refer to Thurston’s own account 

of dates in the text: 
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March 1st—our February 28th according to the International Date Line—the 

earthquake and storm had come. From Dunedin the Alert and her noisome crew 

had darted eagerly forth as if imperiously summoned, and on the other side of 

the earth poets and artists had begun to dream of a strange, dank Cyclopean 

city whilst a young sculptor had moulded in his sleep the form of the dreaded 

Cthulhu. March 23rd the crew of the Emma landed on an unknown island and 

left six men dead; and on that date the dreams of sensitive men assumed a 

heightened vividness and darkened with dread of a giant monster’s malign 

pursuit, whilst an architect had gone mad and a sculptor had lapsed suddenly 

into delirium! And what of this storm of April 2nd—the date on which all dreams 

of the dank city ceased, and Wilcox emerged unharmed from the bondage of 

strange fever? What of all this—and of those hints of old Castro about the 

sunken, star-born Old Ones and their coming reign; their faithful cult and their 

mastery of dreams? Was I tottering on the brink of cosmic horrors beyond man’s 

power to bear? If so, they must be horrors of the mind alone, for in some way 

the second of April had put a stop to whatever monstrous menace had begun 

its siege of mankind’s soul. (401) 

The ‘call of Cthulhu’ has, at this point in the story, been evinced by the various 

principal events of each section of the story, as we saw above: in the dreams of 

artists, in the depraved orgy of a New Orleans cult, and, now, in the actions of the 

Alert. Moreover, all these events have occurred, one after the other, in close 

succession. It is important to note that Thurston finds himself likening these events 

back to the prophesied ‘star-born Old Ones and their coming reign’ (401). 

Compelled to follow up on this final lead in the Sydney Bulletin, Thurston travels to 

Sidney to see the Alert’s recovered ‘cuttlefish head, dragon body, scaly wings, and 

hieroglyphed pedestal’ (401) Cthulhu statuette, ‘finding it a thing of balefully 

exquisite workmanship’ (401). Next, Thurston resolves to find and question 

Johansen himself in Oslo.  
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Upon arriving in Oslo, Thurston learns that Johansen has died after a mysterious 

incident at a nearby dock.83 Thurston retrieves a ‘long manuscript’ of ‘“technical 

matters”’ from Johansen’s widow written in English, presumably to ‘safeguard her 

from the peril of casual perusal’ (402).84 Within this script is Johansen’s full account 

of what happened at sea, involving the final climactic sequence of the story: an 

encounter with Cthulhu itself. After the encounter with the Alert on March 22nd, the 

crew of the Emma ‘sight a great stone pillar sticking out of the sea, and in S. Latitude 

47’ 9’, W. Longitude 125’ 43’ come upon a coast-line of mingled mud, ooze, and 

weedy Cyclopean masonry which can be nothing less than the tangible substance 

of earth’s supreme terror—the nightmare corpse-city of R’lyeh’ (403). That R’lyeh is 

a ‘corpse-city’ suggests several things. Firstly, the city is personified as a once-living 

thing. This suggests its complete abandonment. Finally, this could be read as 

representative of another ruined modernity – the same theme that Lovecraft is able 

to further expand upon, as we shall see, in his later At the Mountains of Madness. 

As is evinced by Thurston’s linking of the sight to R’lyeh, Thurston immediately 

assumes that this is the place housing ‘great Cthulhu and his hordes, hidden in 

green slimy vaults and sending out at last, after cycles incalculable, the thoughts 

that spread fear to the dreams of the sensitive and [call] imperiously to the faithful 

to come on a pilgrimage of liberation and restoration (403). The strange behaviour 

of the Alert’s crew is then retrospectively re-envisioned as a holy pilgrimage. The 

threat of Cthulhu is now revealed to be real, not imaginary or fantastic, not a 

collective psychosis or mass hysteria as Thurston initially imagines it to be. All of 

this ‘Johansen [does] not suspect’, and could not have known, but as Thurston 

attests: ‘God knows he soon saw enough!’ (403). All that has been hinted at and 

prophesied in the story’s initial and medial sections comes to fruition here, at the 

 

83 Presumably, this is the work of the Cthulhu Cult. 

84 Johansen’s wife is Norwegian, and thus presumably unable to read English. There is something 

to be said both about the convenience of having an English manuscript for the narrator’s easy 

perusal, as well as the convenient incapability of the only woman in the entire story, but we digress. 

If anything, this detail furthers the running preoccupation with unfathomability, and barriers to 

comprehension.  
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climactic terminal point: Johansen and his crew landing ashore of a newly-risen 

island. 

Thurston prefaces Johansen’s account of what happened on the island with his own 

suppositions: 

I suppose that only a single mountain-top, the hideous monolith-crowned citadel 

whereon great Cthulhu was buried, actually emerged from the waters. When I 

think of the extent of all that may be brooding down there I almost wish to kill 

myself forthwith. Johansen and his men were awed by the cosmic majesty of 

this dripping Babylon of elder daemons, and must have guessed without 

guidance that it was nothing of this or of any sane planet. Awe at the 

unbelievable size of the greenish stone blocks, at the dizzying height of the 

great carven monolith, and at the stupefying identity of the colossal statues and 

bas-reliefs with the queer image found in the shrine on the Alert, is poignantly 

visible in every line of the mate’s frightened description. (403) 

Several important things come up here. Firstly, Thurston gives paradoxically explicit 

hints that this is the once-sunken city of R’lyeh. Representations of Cthulhu – be 

they as statuettes, in dreams, or in prophesy – have up until this point in the story 

been inseparable from R’lyeh. Here the city is represented in its full ‘cosmic majesty’ 

as the ‘dripping Babylon of elder daemons’. The city is set up with an allusion to 

ancient Babylon, but with the additional detail that it ‘drips’. While this would 

otherwise be taken to refer to the fact that the city is newly risen from the ocean, 

and thus still dripping water; here, the absence of an explicit reference to water 

suggests that the stones themselves are somehow ‘dripping’. In other words, R’lyeh 

is of a similarly mythic dimension as Babylon, but not simply locked away in history 

as a static thing: it is dripping, runny, viscous, and therefore actively engaged in the 

causal mechanics of a concrete reality. The soapstone material shared across the 

statuettes is shown to exist here, but in ‘greenish stone blocks’ of ‘unbelievable size’. 

The sense of scale is important because it sets up a parallel between the smaller 

amounts of soapstone material composing the Cthulhu statuettes from earlier in the 

story, and the ‘unbelievable size[s]’ of the stone blocks here. If the parallel holds, it 
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suggests that the actual Cthulhu is of a similarly extreme – and terrifying – 

proportion to its statuette counterpart. The ‘identity of the colossal statues’ – notice 

the reference to a singular and not collective identity – is not clarified, but ostensibly 

‘stupefying’. It is clear who these statues are intended to represent: Cthulhu. Cthulhu 

been represented throughout the story with leitmotifs of unfathomability, and as a 

catalyst for insanity and creativity in equal measure. Here, the creative work of art 

is unrecognisable to the point of reducing one’s own cognition (its ‘stupefying 

identity’), thus signifying Cthulhu. 

I wish to first preface the climactic encounter on the island with the input of 

secondary sources. Hull (2006:10) asserts that Lovecraft ‘consciously utilised 

mathematical concepts to help build the mood for which he was striving’. Hull’s 

reference to ‘mood’ is especially relevant to this study, and suggests that Lovecraft’s 

use of mathematical concepts as one of the inspirations for his horror can be 

categorised under the umbrella of weird atmosphere. Moreover, ‘[i]n letters that he 

wrote to friends, it is clear that Lovecraft possessed a somewhat detailed 

understanding of Einstein’s theory of relativity and through this he would have 

become exposed to the concept of non-Euclidean geometries’ (Hull, 2006:11). 

Keeping in mind Fisher’s assertion that the ‘weird’ is something that cannot be but 

is, it then becomes clear that R’lyeh’s forthcoming non-Euclidean oddities are the 

end-result of the way in which Lovecraft ‘chooses to use the concept of higher 

dimensional space as a device to make the weird plausible’ (Hull, 2006:12).  

Hull asserts that ‘no literary critics discuss how mathematics helps shape the mood 

of “cosmic horror” for which Lovecraft is famous’ (2006:12). And yet: 

[…] in all of these stories we see twin ideas concerning mathematics. On the 

one hand, math concepts are used to describe the indescribable—to attempt to 

convey, in as concrete a manner as possible, a sense of the alien and the 

unknown in the reader. On the other hand, we see that mathematics is clearly 

one of the keys to understanding secrets of the universe, a universe which 

would drive one babbling mad if only a fraction of it were comprehended. After 

all, most of the population is terrified and intimidated by math, yet most people 
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recognise the power of mathematics. What better logical support is there for 

inspiring a mood of terror and the unknown? (Hull, 20016:12) 

It is useful to consider Hull’s argument in terms of the key scientific discovery of the 

early twentieth century: the theories of relativity. Pursell (2004:450) writes of 

America in the first half of the twentieth century: ‘So great was the prestige of 

physics […] that “practical” application was not always necessary. Giant and very 

expensive projects like the super-collider could be undertaken with not even a 

pretense of any gain beyond the vague virtues of “advancing scientific knowledge.”’ 

Although Lovecraft would not live to see it, America’s growing infatuation with 

scientific advancements in the realm of physics – advancements made possible by 

Einstein’s theories of relativity and their consequent implications for atoms, as well 

as the scientific experiments conducted thereon – would bring about unprecedented 

destruction in the form of the atom bomb. This becomes significant when one 

considers the monster at this story’s core: a monster trapped in a dimension locked 

away from the everyday space-and-time of humanity, who distorts spacetime and 

affects its surrounding environment in unprecedented ways, and whose whose 

return promises an apocalyptic future for the earth – a figurative ‘nuclear weapon’. 

Cthulhu can therefore be thought of as a fictitious rendering – a creative 

interpretation – of relativity made incarnate, chaotic, and godlike. More importantly 

however, Cthulhu’s destructive potential satisfies a criterion of the Monster Theses: 

it stands at the gates of possibility, representing (albeit fictitiously) a potential future 

– and a new potential force  – for humanity. Such ideas are excellent primers for 

this final climactic encounter, where the relevance of physics’ effect upon the 

popular imagination of early twentieth century American society becomes 

undeniable. 

R'lyeh itself is, to all intents and purposes, monstrous: 

Without knowing what futurism is like, Johansen achieved something very close 

to it when he spoke of the city; for instead of describing any definite structure or 

building, he dwells only in broad impressions of vast angles and stone 
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surfaces[.] […] [Thurston] mention[s] his talk about angles because it suggests 

something Wilcox had told [him] of his awful dreams. He said that the geometry 

of the dream-place he saw was abnormal, non-Euclidean, and loathsomely 

redolent of spheres and dimensions apart from ours. Now an unlettered seaman 

felt the same thing whilst gazing at the terrible reality. […] Johansen and his 

men landed at a sloping mud-bank on this monstrous Acropolis, and clambered 

slipperily up over titan oozy blocks which could have been no mortal staircase. 

The very sun of heaven seemed distorted when viewed through the polarising 

miasma welling out from this sea-soaked perversion, and twisted menace and 

suspense lurked leeringly in those crazily elusive angles of carven rock where 

a second glance shewed concavity after the first shewed convexity. (404) 

The sense of scale is important here: ‘broad impressions of vast angles and stone 

surfaces’, ‘titan oozy blocks which could [not be a] mortal staircase’. The city itself 

is not simply large in the sense that it is sprawling, but large in terms of its 

proportions: the functional layout of the city – as evinced by the ostensible staircase 

– is built proportionate to gigantic beings. There is again that repetition of a dripping 

motif in the ‘oozy blocks’, but this time with an additional clarification that it is indeed 

‘sea-soaked’, the dripping-off of ocean water. Nonetheless, that this clarification 

only comes after the repetition of the oozing/ dripping motif could be interpreted as 

an intentional choice to confuse the boundaries between reasonable and 

unreasonable inferences, between sense and non-sense. The ‘cosmic majesty’ – 

that is to say, the cosmic horror – of this sight is also shown to be a universal fact 

in human perception; as both the ‘unlettered seaman’, the (literally) tormented artist, 

and the sceptical narrator are struck by a sensation of otherworldliness. That 

otherworldliness is also important in its expression as ‘loathsomely redolent of 

spheres and dimensions apart from ours’. This calls to the mind the classical 

visualisation of the three-sphere in Christian dogma, subverting such a visualisation 

through an emphasis on its apparent ‘apart[ness]’. This is emphasised through the 

paradoxical attempt to represent the geometrical functions of this newly risen 

‘sphere as inane, and contradictory: ‘crazily elusive angles of carven rock where a 

second glance shewed concavity after the first shewed convexity’. What this means 

is that the geometrical layout of the city does not remain consistent, that it literally 
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‘oozes’ and ‘drips’ in the sense that it cannot remain fixed and concrete in ‘normal’, 

consensual reality. The likening the city to an ‘Acropolis’ once more establishes a 

precedent in historical legend and myth. Lastly, the all-important ‘weird atmosphere’ 

is finally represented outright: the light of heaven is ‘distorted’ in this place (religious 

connotation) of ‘polarising’ (language of contradiction) ‘miasma’ (atmosphere). This 

place is saturated with the ‘twisted menace and suspense’ of a weird atmosphere. 

All this calls to mind the motifs of monstrosity for several reasons. Firstly, this non-

Euclidean geometry can only be imagined and – perhaps unsuccessfully – 

represented through the negation of real-world universal Euclidean geometry: this 

monstrous environment is a ‘cultural body’ insofar as it is directly opposed to – and 

can only be represented as a negation of – the geometrical dimensions of the real 

world outside of the text. It ‘escapes’ insofar as it is beyond human agency to 

change or to terraform; the laws of physics surrounding R’lyeh are of an entirely 

different ‘sphere’ – again, this religious connotation underpins the horror of what is 

unfolding – or dimension. It is a categorical crisis insofar as it cannot remain 

concave or convex, but switches between these two classifications between 

glimpses. There is a trace of difference in the sense that this city retrospectively 

confirms the myths that have been referred to throughout the story, namely Atlantis. 

Here is something that corresponds with the mythological location of Atlantis as a 

sunken city, thereby suggesting that the division between fact and fiction that 

humans have made over the span of history is not necessarily accurate, and not 

necessarily absolute. Once again, the close interlinking of R’yleh with Cthulhu 

makes it so that R’lyeh stands at the gate of possibility: if it exists, then Cthulhu does 

as well. Despite the horror, R’lyeh is still possessed of a ‘majesty’: it is still beautiful 

in some way, still desirable in some sense. Finally, keep in mind that this city is 

represented as being analogous to futurism, a real-world artistic movement 

proceeding after the turn of the twentieth century: this city is another possible 

allegory – similar to At the Mountains of Madness – on the dangers of humanity’s 

future. 
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Heading deeper into the city, the men find an ‘immense carved door with the now 

familiar squid-dragon bas-relief’, like ‘a great barn-door’, and assumed to be as such 

because of the ‘ornate lintel, threshold, and jambs around it’ (404). It is unclear 

whether it ‘lay[s] flat like a trap-door or slant-wise like an outside cellar-door, owing 

to the fact that the ‘geometry of the place [is] all wrong[:] [o]ne [cannot] be sure that 

the sea and the ground [are] horizontal, hence the relative position of everything 

else seem[ing] phantasmally variable’ (404). Now comes what lays behind the door: 

Briden pushed at the stone in several places without result. Then Donovan felt 

over it delicately around the edge, pressing each point separately as he went. 

[…] Then, very softly and slowly, the acre-great panel began to give inward at 

the top; and they saw that it was balanced. Donovan slid or somehow propelled 

himself down or along the jamb and rejoined his fellows, and everyone watched 

queer recession of the monstrously carven portal. In this phantasy of prismatic 

distortion it moved anomalously in a diagonal way, so that all the rules of matter 

and perspective seemed upset. (404) 

It is the sailors’ fumbling with the ostensible door that causes it to open: it is their 

hubris, their capacity for exploration and adventure that opens the door. This rings 

as a clear note for a recurring theme in Lovecraft’s fiction: the danger of knowledge, 

and the hubris of increasing it – whether by design or accident – beyond the human 

mind’s capacity to comprehend it. The doorway is represented as a ‘portal’, as well 

as ‘monstrously carven’. Why exactly it is monstrous might be attributed to the non-

Euclidean dimensions of the doorway, as well as to its sheer size as defying human 

expectation. The portal-like aspect of this doorway suggests that it is a gateway to 

another reality; an idea that is then evinced by the way in which it ‘move[s] 

anomalously in a diagonal way, so that all the rules of matter and perspective [seem] 

upset’. This is significant because it suggests that the portal is not simply a gateway 

to another reality, but to another dimension. There are three main dimensions of 

space – backward and forward, upward, and downward, and sideways – with one 

dimension of time. The doorway opens in a way that is perceptively non-conformist 

to these spatial dimensions – not sideways, not upward or downward, thus 

suggesting a loosening of these spatial dimensions. 
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With the door opened, its contents begin to spill out:  

The aperture was black with a darkness almost material. That tenebrousness 

was indeed a positive quality; for it obscured such parts of the inner walls ought 

to have been revealed, and actually burst forth like smoke from its aeon-long 

imprisonment, visibly darkening the sun as it slunk away into the shrunken and 

gibbous sky on flapping membraneous wings. The odour arising from the newly 

opened depths was intolerable, and at length the quick-eared Hawkins thought 

he heard a nasty, slopping sound down there. Everyone listened, and everyone 

was listening still when It lumbered slobberingly into sight and gropingly 

squeezed Its gelatinous green immensity through the black doorway into the 

tainted outside air of that poison city of madness. (405) 

There are various sensory descriptions here: a ‘nasty, slopping sound’; an ‘odour 

arising from the newly opened depths [that is] intolerable’, and an invasive darkness 

that spreads out from the aperture. Before the as-of-yet unnamed ‘It’ appears 

outright, the weird atmosphere is represented in a near-tangible form as that umbral 

aperture with ‘a darkness almost material’. The otherwise intangible ambience of 

ungraspable darkness is now implied to be perceptively material. Moreover, this 

material darkness is not just the negation or absence of light, but possesses a 

‘positive quality’: it exists and spreads independent of light, independent of the 

refraction – or lack – of sunrays. It is implied to have a lifelike quality in its 

representation as ‘membranous wings’ unfolding and spreading invasively into the 

sky. There is a sense of the apocalyptic here as it ‘visibly darken[s] the sun’ in the 

‘shrunken and gibbous sky’. This last phrase relates back to the non-Euclidean 

geometry that overrides this scene: this could be interpreted as meaning that the 

sky – or rather, the sight of the sky – is somehow going farther away from the 

viewer’s eyes, and that its general state of night or day has begun to fluctuate in 

response to the opening door. 

When ‘It’ finally appears, the sense of touch is evoked in its ‘lumber[ing] and 

‘gropin[g]’. Its ‘gelatinous green immensity’ does not easily fit through the doorway, 
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thereby evoking once more the idea of its excess, of its being exceeding frames and 

boundaries: 

 […] Of the six men who never reached the ship, [Johansen] thinks two perished 

of pure right in that accursed instant. The Thing cannot be described—there is 

no language for such abysms of shrieking and immemorial lunacy, such eldritch 

contradictions of all matter, force, and cosmic order. A mountain walked or 

stumbled. God! What wonder that across the earth a great architect went mad, 

and poor Wilcox raved with fever in that telepathic instant? The Thing of the 

idols, the green, sticky spawn of the stars, had awakened to claim his own. The 

stars were right again, and what an age-old cult had failed to do by design, a 

band of innocent sailors had done by accident. After vigintillions of years great 

Cthulhu was loose again, and ravening for delight. (405) 

The ‘Thing cannot be described’, hence Cthulhu’s naming as ‘Thing’ in this initial 

impression of its being. Curiously, the capitalisation of the word contradicts its 

apparent anonymity. As opposed to the insignificance that ‘thing’ would otherwise 

imply, ‘Thing’ suggests that this being’s alterity is of profound importance. 

Importantly, meaning is suggested as coming to a terminus in the makeup of this 

being in its representation as ‘abysms of shrieking and immemorial lunacy’. It is 

important that Cthulhu is represented not simply as a singular figurative abyss of 

meaning, but multiple abysses: ‘matter, force, and cosmic order’. These are the 

most important parameters along which Cthulhu exceeds and defies human 

knowledge systems. Its existence, resurrection, and location contradict the rules of 

spacetime: the figurative ‘abyss’ of matter – or rather, a symbolic black hole in which 

the rules and meanings of spacetime are broken down. Both its size and the scope 

of its physical and oneiric power have been hitherto unfathomed, except in religious 

and metaphorical terms: an abyss of force – or an abject being, who is a god in all 

but name. Its existence confirms the Cthulhu Cult’s prophesy; it affirms Cthulhu’s 

ancient origins, undermines other religious creation myths by contrast, and reveals 

the limitations of human knowledge from a historical standpoint: an abyss of 

memory, in which our understanding of the history of the universe becomes defunct. 
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There is a sense of noumenal sublimity in how Cthulhu is represented: ‘A mountain 

walked or stumbled. God!’ This has a double meaning. The religious invocation can 

be taken to mean on one level that the narrator (either Johansen or Thurston) is 

attempting to invoke the divine protection of a likely-Christian God. On another level, 

it can be taken as an epiphanic deduction: the mountain that walks and stumbles is 

‘God’. And yet, this ‘God’ stumbles: ‘It’ is fallible, not omnipotent. Moreover, this 

implicative emphasis on Cthulhu’s mass can be related back to the surrounding 

environment’s non-Euclidean geometry. Einstein’s theory of special relativity holds 

that objects with sufficient mass will weigh down upon and distort the spacetime 

they are within. By ‘1929, [Lovecraft] welcomed [Einstein’s theories of relativity] as 

another means to bolster a modified materialism that still outlawed teleology, 

monotheism, spirituality, and other tenets he rightly believed to be outmoded in light 

of nineteenth-century science’ (Joshi, 2018).85 Lovecraft uses his fiction as the 

staging ground to stretch the parameters of his worldview to the utmost limits of 

credulity; Lovecraft’s acceptance of Einstein’s theories of relativity allow him to 

apply these theories to his fiction in creative – that is to say, weird – ways. Keeping 

that in mind, an implicative emphasis on Cthulhu’s mass suggests that the being’s 

existence within spacetime is responsible for the spatial, environmental chaos that 

the sailors have found themselves in. Reacting accordingly to Cthulhu’s mass, the 

geometrical dimensions of the city are being affected, inverted. The city’s geometry 

continues to fluctuate because Cthulhu Itself is in a transitional state: walking, 

stumbling, awaking. As It does these things, the space and time – hence the 

ambiguously ‘dripping’ state of the city that might now be taken to suggest the 

quicksand-like erosion of time – around It continue to fluctuate in kind. ‘It’ is hailed 

as a ‘spawn’ of collective material entities: ‘the Thing of the idols, the green, sticky 

spawn of the stars’. This is significant because it suggests that Cthulhu may be 

emblematic of those material things from which It derives Its origins. 

 

85 Chapter Fourteen. 
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Cthulhu is implied to be of a possessive and consumptive nature in the final lines. It 

has ‘awakened to claim his own’, and is ‘ravening for delight’. The fact that both of 

these descriptors are present in the same passage suggest a conflation of the two: 

ownership and consumption are one and the same. That ‘his own’ is not made clear 

suggests the absence of any limitation to what Cthulhu might consume: the being 

is godlike in terms of destruction, not creation:  

Three men were swept up by the flabby claws before anybody turned. God rest 

them, if there be any rest in the universe. […] Parker slipped […], and Johansen 

swears he was swallowed up by an angle of masonry which shouldn’t have 

been there; an angle which was acute, but behaved as if it were obtuse. [O]nly 

Briden and Johansen reached the boat, and pulled desperately for the Alert as 

the mountainous monstrosity flopped down the slimy stones and hesitated 

floundering at the edge of the water. (405) 

Carnage ensues in Cthulhu’s sweeping of three men with ‘flabby claws’ immediately 

after the first true sight of Cthulhu. Next, the language of contradiction again comes 

into play: claws are keratinous, and therefore hard. Cthulhu’s claws are ‘flabby’, 

contradicting the traditional connotations of claws as hard and sharp. This also 

suggests that Cthulhu’s substance – its material being – is inherently malleable. The 

environment opposes the men’s efforts to escape, changing itself to misdirect and 

trap the men. The environment is therefore represented as something hostile, and 

malevolent. It is not necessarily either of these things but represented as such a 

final climactic step in the development of the story’s weird atmosphere. 

If the environment’s spacetime and geometry is unstable because of Cthulhu’s 

inhabitancy of the space, then Cthulhu’s now-active engagement in the story 

translates to an increased fluidity and chaos in R’lyeh’s geometrical dimensions. 

The alliterative repetition of an ‘m’ sound on ‘mountainous and monstrosity’ creates 

a sense of repetition, emphasising the overwhelming fact of Cthulhu’s size, as well 

as the compelling nature of this being. Cthulhu is, in a sense, ‘magnetic’. I mean 

this in two ways: firstly, that Cthulhu is simply a compelling monstrous construct; 

secondly, that Cthulhu could be literally possessed of some gravitational pull – 
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hence the erosion of spacetime around the being. And yet, once more: Cthulhu is 

clumsy, ‘flounder[s]’, ‘hesitat[es], and ‘flop[s]’. Cthulhu is not graceful, not elegant; if 

it is a god, then it is intentionally represented as a physically unseemly and 

unattractive one: 

Steam had not been suffered to go down entirely, despite the departure of all 

hands for the shore[.] […] Slowly, amidst the distorted horrors of that 

indescribable scene, she began to churn the lethal waters; whilst on the 

masonry of that charnel shore that was not of earth the titan Thing from the 

stars slavered and gibbered like Polypheme cursing the fleeing ship of 

Odysseus. Then, bolder than the storied Cyclops, great Cthulhu slid greasily 

into the water and began to pursue with vast wave-raising strokes of cosmic 

potency. Briden looked back and went mad, laughing shrilly as he kept on 

laughing in intervals till death found him one night in the cabin whilst Johansen 

was wandering deliriously. (405-406) 

The only two men who manage to make it back to the ship – Briden and Johansen 

– now begin to make their escape. Once more, the environment is represented as 

dangerous in the ‘churn[ing]’ of ‘lethal waters’ and a ‘charnel shore’. This second 

phrase suggests a holiness of sorts on this physical space: that is a place of death 

and decay, and that this decay is of a religious or spiritual significance. There are 

links to Greek mythology raised in these next lines: the ‘titan’ – reminiscent of beings 

from the Greek Titanomachy – Cthulhu makes nonsensical ‘gibber[ing] sounds’ that 

are likened to ‘Polypheme cursing the fleeing ship of Odysseus’. Though there are 

various iterations of the legend, the basic outline is that Odysseus blinds and tricks 

the cyclops Polyphemus86, escaping the island and sailing away before Polyphemus 

can catch him. 

 

86 Polyphemus’ name means ‘abounding in songs and legends’. Incidentally, Cthulhu is constantly 

referred to within frameworks of legendry: though prophesy, comparisons to mythological figures, 

and lengthy descriptions of its godlike characteristics. 
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Cthulhu is initially compared to Polyphemus, but then proceeds to exceed the 

parameters of the myth: ‘bolder than the storied Cyclops, great Cthulhu slid greasily 

into the water and began to pursue with vast wave-raising strokes of cosmic 

potency’. Cthulhu does exactly what Polyphemus is unable to do, and to terrifying 

effect; the ‘vast wave-raising strokes’ are themselves extremely dangerous to the 

ship, hence that ‘cosmic potency’. The use of this phrase also draws attention to the 

scale of affect in which Cthulhu’s actions functions: its thoughts cause dreams and 

delirium in the minds of men; its animation distorts reality around it; and its 

movements raise ‘vast’ waves, as opposed for example, to mere ripples. 

Additionally, it may be useful to consider the speed with which Cthulhu acclimates 

itself to the environment; it stumbles, walks, then begins to swim with ‘strokes of 

cosmic potency’. This capacity for comprehension, acclimation, and subsequent 

action could suggest a subsequent capacity for omniscience, as well as 

omnipotence. The mere sight of Cthulhu’s swimming drives Briden insane, causing 

him to ‘laugh shrilly’ up until his death – possibly at the absurd yet horrifyingly 

undeniable reality of a giant monster swimming athletically towards them. Cthulhu 

is primarily a fusion monster, but its status as a magnified figure becomes evident 

here. This magnification is moreover especially important insofar as it has a direct 

bearing on the environment around it, warping and twisting it from moment to 

moment. 

Despite the horror of the scene, Johansen resolves to make a final attempt to 

escape the monster – this time by facing it head-on: 

But Johansen had not given out yet. Knowing that the Thing could surely 

overtake the Alert until steam was fully up, he resolved on a desperate chance; 

[…] the brave Norwegian drove his vessel head on against the pursuing jelly 

which rose above the unclean froth like the stern of a daemon galleon. The 

awful squid-head with writhing feelers came nearly up to the bowsprit of the 

sturdy yacht, but Johansen drove on relentlessly. There was a bursting as of an 

exploding bladder, a slushy nastiness as of a cloven sunfish, a stench as of a 

thousand opened graves, and a sound that the chronicler would not put on 

paper. For an instant the ship was befouled by an acrid and blinding green 
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cloud, and then there was only a venomous seething astern; where—God in 

heaven!—the scattered plasticity of that nameless sky-spawn was nebulously 

recombining in its hateful original form, whilst its distance widened every second 

as the Alert gained impetus from it mounting steam. (406) 

Steering the ship to bring about a head-on collision, Johansen rams the Alert into 

Cthulhu. The end-result mirrors the start of the encounter, carrying forward an 

overload of sensory descriptions. Cthulhu physically explodes in ‘a slushy 

nastiness’, thereby addressing the sense of touch. Its inner form stinks ‘as of a 

thousand opened graves’, emphasising Cthulhu’s liminal state betwixt life and 

death, whilst also addressing the sense of smell. Finally, the ensuing ‘acrid and 

blinding green cloud’ addresses the sense of sight, namely through the temporary 

disabling of the sense itself. There are also constant implications of corruption: the 

seafoam forms an ‘unclean froth’, and the ship’s astern is left ‘venomous [and] 

seething’ with Cthulhu’s substance. This is significant because it suggests that 

Cthulhu’s being is corrosive to the surrounding environment, which echoes 

Cthulhu’s distortion of spacetime. 

There is something to be said about the symbolism of this scene: Johansen – that 

‘brave Norwegian’, represented perhaps as a quintessential European adventurer, 

except in the aftermath of these horrors – steers a steam ship – that symbol of 

mechanisation, of advancing technology – into the embodiment of cosmic horror: 

the godlike being, emblematic of a terrifyingly unfathomed and un-uniform universe. 

Keeping in mind that interpretation of Cthulhu as representative of the noumenally 

sublime cosmos and its hitherto not-completely fathomed workings, this final 

encounter becomes an allegory. In the (symbolic) face of a universe recently 

revealed to be deeper and more complex than once imagined, and with the 

realisation that nineteenth century ways of thinking about and understanding the 

universe – including religious, philosophical, and scientific thought – are not 

absolute, the best solution is to forge on ahead: to steer the ship directly into the 

horror of what is emblematic of a frighteningly large, seemingly unfathomable, and 

subversive universe. And yet, the story’s epigraph suggests that we as a species 
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are unable to simply forge on ahead: that what waits in the depths of the universe 

might bring about the ruination of human civilisation. Accordingly, the exploded 

Cthulhu begins to ‘nebulously recombin[e]’ itself into its ‘hateful original form’. It is 

seemingly unkillable; its ‘plasticity’ calls to mind the Shoggoths in At the Mountains 

of Madness, suggesting here that same atomistic potentiality found in the 

Shoggoths. It is important to appreciate this potentiality is tied to a being that can 

also potentially be seen as emblematic of the greater unknown universe, as well as 

the possible horrors therein. Cthulhu’s plastic physicality can therefore be 

interpreted as the physical representation of this greater unknown. On an allegorical 

note, this suggests that the potential horrors of an unfathomed universe may be 

perpetually recurring: there will be another expanse of the unknown to follow the 

previous expanse – another monster beyond the mountain, and another city under 

the sea. 

Johansen and Briden escape but are unalterably changed by their experience: 

That was all. After that Johansen only brooded over the idol in the cabin and 

attended to a few matters of food for himself and the laughing maniac by his 

side. […] There is a sense of spectral whirling through liquid gulfs of infinity, of 

dizzying rides through reeling universes on a comet’s tail, and of hysterical 

plunges from the pit to the moon and from the moon back again to the pit, all 

livened by a cachinnating chorus of the distorted, hilarious elder gods and the 

green, bat-winged mocking imps of Tartarus. (406) 

Briden is little more than a ‘laughing maniac’, soon to die. Johansen is more 

fortunate, but ‘brood[s]’ and acts only in a ‘few matters of food’. Johansen’s account 

ends with a strangely represented, somewhat psychedelic visualisation of the return 

trip. The implication here may be that they are transitioning through time and space. 

The Alert’s exit from the space of R’lyeh is likened to a trip to and from the moon. 

This motif of moon-travel could be thought of as a synecdoche of the greater horrors 

at work, affirming Lovecraft’s sentiments in the beginning of the story: the story’s 

representatives of mankind are sent back into the comfort of a new dark age – and 

the present modernity thus becomes a ‘dark age’ when it succeeds the ruined past 
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modernity of godlike things – after reaching out too far, seeing too far, and learning 

too much. That final reference to Greek mythology with the mention of ‘Tartarus’ 

suggests that these unknown, unconquered spaces are new hells, represented by 

Lovecraft in ways that acknowledge present discoveries, and portend horrifying 

outcomes: a geometrical hell that subverts the notion of spacetime; a dead god 

returning to life, one whose ‘second-coming’ heralds destruction to surpass the 

horror of the Great War; and a dead city suggesting a lost civilisation, uninhabited 

except by its starved god.   

Up until this point, I have suggested at various times that Cthulhu may be 

emblematic or symbolic of greater phenomena and concepts than itself. Such a 

sentiment is derived from Cohen’s 1999 Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middles 

Ages: ‘Northern myth held that giants had been the first race to inscribe their identity 

into the earth’s landscape, […] they were so close to nature that they were linked to 

meteorological phenomena – to the storms, lightning, fog, and blizzards that terrified 

northern explorers with their violent unpredictability’ (Cohen, 1999:5-6).  Keeping in 

mind that Lovecraft clarifies his appreciation for the eldritch beings of ancient 

Northern and Celtic mythology in SHL, it becomes possible to suggest that the 

gigantic Cthulhu holds the same function: it is metonymous of that which had come 

to newly inspire and terrify humanity in the twentieth century – not storms or 

blizzards, but a universe and its unfathomed expanses. However, Cthulhu is not 

separate from humanity; Cthulhu’s continued existence is made simultaneous to – 

and tightly bound up with – humanity’s worship. Cohen notes that the ‘giant is 

humanity writ large, a text literally too big to ignore’ (1999:xii). The gigantic Cthulhu 

is somewhat humanoid in basic outline, but terrifyingly Other in every subsequent 

detail of this humanoid outline. This is not incompatible with the notion of Cthulhu’s 

metonymous nature; Cthulhu’s vague humanity is in fact significantly bound up with 

its metonymy. This is because Cthulhu simultaneously suggests the possibilities of 

space, whilst also suggesting that humanity itself – as represented through this 

vaguely humanoid outline – might expand its scope ever-further out into the 

universal expanse. Moreover, this expansion of the human form into the greater 
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universe suggests the partly prophetic process of becoming: humanity is growing 

perpetually larger, more destructive, more alien to itself with the passage of time. 

Miller (2011:122) suggests that ‘a survey of […] selected non-Lovecraftian sources 

of cosmic horror […] reveal[s] a remarkable number of tentacle monsters and their 

near relations: […] as the dragon dominates an earlier epoch in the West as the 

embodiment of the fearsome Unknown, the twentieth century may well be called the 

Century of the Tentacle Monster – pace the invention of Smaug, really only an 

Anglo-Saxon relict of wyrm’. This tentacled motif suggests a ‘crisis of representation’ 

between ‘bodily fear and what Lovecraft would call “cosmic horror”. The 

contemplator of ultimate fear must vacillate, in any description of it, between an 

unutterable, disembodied terror as impersonal as infinity, and a more visceral 

abomination based on the terrors he may observe daily visited upon his own flesh 

and upon all mortal things subject to decay’ (Miller, 2011:122). These two things are 

intrinsically bound up with one another: one cannot have the visceral terror 

paradoxically found in the consideration of cosmic horror’s ultimate message of 

universal decay and humanity’s insignificance without that bodily knowledge of 

mortality and transience. 

Keeping in mind the process of becoming suggested by Cthulhu’s gigantism, 

Cthulhu can therefore be thought of an ideal monstrous embodiment of ‘all species 

of recoiling from and revulsions at that living, pulsing, endlessly mutating artifact 

that is the human body’ (Miller, 2011:125) – both literally in the physical sense of 

the human body, and figuratively in the metaphorical sense of the human ‘body’ of 

civilisation: 

[…] That was the document I read, and now I have placed it in the tin box beside 

the bas-relief and the papers of Professor Angell. With it shall go this record of 

mine—this test of my own sanity, wherein is pieced together which I hope my 

never be pieced together again. I have looked upon all that the universe has to 

hold of horror, and even the skies of spring and the flowers of summer must 

ever afterward be poison to me. But I do not think my life will be long. As my 
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uncle went, as poor Johansen went, so I shall go. I know too much, and the cult 

still lives. (406-407) 

Thurston raises three important points. Firstly, he shows the reluctance – typical of 

Lovecraft’s narrator – to live with this knowledge; Thurston places everything back 

into the tin box he has found, suggesting through the metaphor of the tin box that 

this is forbidden knowledge. Secondly, the knowledge of Cthulhu and its cult has 

ruined Thurston: far from any affirmation of life found in – for example – romantic 

sublime, the localised phenomena of ‘skies of spring and the flowers of summer’ are 

now ‘poison to [him]’. This is the result of the epiphanic encounters in cosmic horror: 

not a productive revelation, but one that only confirms the insignificance of 

humanity. Thirdly, Thurston now anticipates his own death under mysterious 

circumstances, similar to those of Angell or Johansen. 

Cthulhu and R’lyeh have disappeared once more, ‘for the Vigilant sailed over the 

spot’ (407) in which Johansen and his crew found R’lyeh, and found nothing. 

Nonetheless, Thurston supposes that ‘Cthulhu still lives […] in that chasm of stone 

which has shielded him since the sun was young’ (407). The suggestion here is of 

Cthulhu’s longevity; the monster is in a sense ‘vanquished’ for the time being, but 

will return: ‘his ministers on earth still bellow and prance and slay around idol-

capped monoliths in lonely places’ (407). The implication is that for so long as 

Cthulhu is worshipped as a god, it will never truly die. Thurston assumes that 

Cthulhu has ‘been trapped by the sinking whilst within his black abyss, or else the 

world would by now be screaming with fright and frenzy’ (407). Thurston 

nonetheless remains uncertain that the threat of Cthulhu is gone: ‘Who knows the 

end? What has risen may sink, and what has sunk may rise’ (407). The language 

of contradiction comes up a final time here, but as the veneer of an underlying 

paradox: what has risen may indeed sink, and what sunk may indeed rise. This 

alone is not ominous, not terrifying: these are mere facts of buoyancy. However, its 

instancing in further discussion on Cthulhu makes it clear that these are ominous 

euphemisms for Cthulhu’s possible return. 
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Drawing conclusions 

Things once thought to be contradictory – absurd, and thus implausible, or even 

impossible – can finally be revealed as real. This is an integral part of the basic 

outline of ‘The Call of Cthulhu’: an impossible godlike eldritch being is found to be 

real. Keeping in mind that such a narrative was developed in an age of covalent 

scientific discovery and existential uncertainty in popular culture, its relevance to 

Lovecraft’s broader socio-historical context lies in the fictitious exploration of such 

historical details – that covalent scientific discovery and existential uncertainty in 

popular culture – to an absurd and terrifying end. The emphasis in the novella is 

therefore on the uncertainty – and consequent possibility – of the future. As an 

emblem of this uncertainty and possibility, Cthulhu remains perpetually capable of 

returning to wreak havoc on the Earth. Moreover, Cthulhu’s ‘wait[ing] and 

dream[ing] in the deep’ is linked to the spread of decay ‘over the tottering cities of 

men’ (407). Lovecraft’s recurrent use of the present continuous tense emphasises 

the relativity of Cthulhu’s waiting to the ‘tottering’ – that is to say, wobbly, and thus 

unstable – ‘cities of men’. 

There are two possible interpretations of these final lines. The first is something 

parochial: ‘decay spread[ing] over the tottering cities of men’ can be read as an 

expression of the racializing, culturally biased, and xenophobic paranoia of 

Lovecraft’s own outlook upon his society. This would have some basis in the text: 

the Cthulhu Cults seem to consist primarily of degraded, loathsome, racialised 

Others – agents of ‘decay’. For so long as these degraded beings continue to exist 

and worship Cthulhu in the corners of the world, Cthulhu may return to bring about 

the ruination of civilisation. The continued existence of these racialised Others is 

thus represented – albeit indirectly – as prophesied to bring about the inevitable 

collapse of civilisation. This is not a positive meaning, and not a valuable one. The 

second possible interpretation of this ‘decay spread[ing] over the tottering cities of 

men’ is a broader one: the ‘tottering’ – that is to say, upwards-climbing vertical 
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sprawl of civilisation – can be read as representative of the dangers inherent to the 

perpetually-renewing cycles of modernity.  

There will always be a risk of civilisation overreaching itself to the point of being 

unable to support itself. This outlook has a basis in the history of the early twentieth 

century: a Great War that shook the foundations of Eurocentric belief; the economic 

boom of American society that imploded into a recession with consequences for the 

then-burgeoning global village; recurrent tides of immigrants into America that its 

government was ill-equipped to handle adequately; and scientific advances that 

ultimately revealed causal mechanisms in the workings of the universe that could 

not be comprehensively accounted for. There is no constructive final statement from 

Lovecraft or his narrator, only a valediction against the seeking of such forbidden 

knowledge: ‘A time will come—But I must not and cannot think! Let me pray that, if 

I do not survive this manuscript, my executors may put caution before audacity and 

see that it meets no other eye’ (407).   
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Chapter Five: Conclusion  

Lovecraft’s monsters occupy an interesting position, often embodying social issues 

in early twentieth century America that Lovecraft himself understood through the 

lens of his own – sometimes prejudiced – worldview. Lovecraft’s monsters are – to 

varying extents – influenced by his own racializing prejudices; and yet, these 

prejudices are constantly made subject to reinterpretation within the boundaries of 

Lovecraft’s stories. The earliest work in my range – ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ – contains 

no climactic reinterpretation of a racial Other, while the other two stories do. ‘The 

Call of Cthulhu’ instead focuses on a singular godlike being, while the next 

chronologically dated story – The Shadow Over Innsmouth – shifts its focus to the 

zombie-like population that worship such nautically-themed monsters – the Deep 

Ones, specifically – as Cthulhu. The final chronologically dated story – At the 

Mountains of Madness – focuses on a monstrous society, one not beholden to a 

greater godlike being or entity. The representation of racial Others in monstrous 

constructs within the chosen stories thus occurs initially only as a cast of secondary 

characters, little more than abject Others that herald their god: the Cthulhu Cults in 

‘The Call of Cthulhu’. This representation then changes to evince a collective Other 

that is not simply abject and secondary, but reinterpreted as a future normative, and 

even possessed of custom and tradition: the human-Deep One hybrids in The 

Shadow Over Innsmouth. The representation of racial Others within monstrous 

constructs finally turns not to reinterpretation, but to the initially mistaken 

misinterpretation of an alien society and civilisation as monstrous: the Old Ones in 

At the Mountains of Madness.  

It must be acknowledged that the final story (chronologically) still has a definitive 

racial Other: the protoplasmic Shoggoths. The Shoggoths are moreover 

represented in terms of a racially hegemonic system that continually re-oppresses 

them; and yet, this society is still represented as having become biologically, 

technologically, and culturally degenerate. The Old Ones are thus not represented 

as outright superior or unimpeachable; the Shoggoths are similarly represented not 

as outright inferiors, but are in fact endowed with tremendous potentiality as 
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protoplasmic beings. The Shoggoths are, moreover, the ones that remain in the 

ruins of the Old Ones’ civilisation: they are the ones that survive the passage of 

time, not the Old Ones. Two out of these three stories evince a sustained dialogue 

with racist discourses that question them, undermine them, and repudiate them. 

Lovecraft moreover not only ‘bankrupts’ race – to borrow Shershow and 

Michaelson’s phrasing from the introduction – but also reintegrates the racial Other 

back into the realms of what is normatively considered to be ‘human’ with his 

representation of the Old Ones and Deep One-human hybrids. The prevailing 

narrative that overturns Lovecraft’s subversive representations of his own 

prejudices, however, is one of societal collapse. 

The three chosen stories – considered altogether – suggest a possible vision that 

Lovecraft may have had for his society. There is, first, the realisation that humanity 

had – at the time he was writing – misunderstood the universe, as well as its 

constituent parts. This is evinced in ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ with Cthulhu, who reflects 

both the subverting of religious belief – a consequence of the First World War, the 

expansion of scientific knowledge, and Einstein’s theories of relativity – during the 

1910s. A being such as Cthulhu suggests – fictionally – the erroneousness of 

seventeenth century and eighteenth century theological and philosophical attempts 

to link the workings of the universe back to a divine deity that the Great War put an 

end to. Next comes the realisation of a compromised and corrupted present in The 

Shadow over Innsmouth. Economic stagnation is the catalyst for the town’s deal 

with the Deep Ones; such a premise derives from a time in American society – the 

1920s – when it was enjoying an economic boom, remembering the pre-First World 

War economic slump, and denying the possibility of a similar economic downturn in 

the future. This was of course not simply a possibility but an inevitability, as the 

Great American Depression would show. Tacked onto this is the scapegoating of 

foreign elements – Deep Ones in the novella, immigrants in reality – as responsible 

for what Lovecraft perceived to be a growing corruption and degeneration within his 

society that was perhaps more reasonably attributable to the post-war decadence 

of the Jazz Age. At the Mountains of Madness, finally, shows the final step in a 

causal chain – a speculative end-result for the problems with society that Lovecraft 
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saw and represented in the first two stories: a civilisation lost to time as a result of 

its ignorance about the universe, and religion, as a result of wars, corruption (or, 

rather, decadence), and economic hubris.  

Simply put, Lovecraft’s monsters reflect the problems of early twentieth century 

modernity. This was a time when American society was reshaping itself away from 

the mistakes in religious, scientific, and cultural – or rather, racializing – discourses 

of the seventeenth century and eighteenth century. It was a time that necessitated 

American society to change to meet both the discoveries and problems of the new 

century: the expansion of scientific boundaries through the theories of relativity, the 

growth of cultural and ethnic diversity as a result of immigration policies, a growing 

reliance on technology as a result of industrialisation from the First World War, the 

rise of consumerism and materialism as a result of capitalism, and, finally, the 

economic devastation of the Great American Depression. Lovecraft’s monsters can 

be thought of as representing the dangers of mishandling and misinterpreting such 

issues. 

China Miéville – in a conversation with Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock – ‘locate[s] 

Lovecraft within the modernist tradition: ‘That’s the moment of which I think he is an 

expression […] that moment at which the nostrums of a kind of late Victorian 

bourgeois culture becomes unsustainable. I mean they were always unsustainable, 

but more vividly so’ (Miéville in Sederholm & Weinstock, 2016:235). Lovecraft did 

not, however, capture only the ‘terrible sublime’ of the First World War. Lovecraft 

wrote and developed his fiction in the two decades following the First World War. 

This was a time when ‘American historians who attempted grand narratives of the 

[1930s] tended to stress the myriad forms of social struggle within the United States’ 

(Parrish, 2004:36). The ‘political, economic, social, legal, and ideological conflict [of] 

the 1930s gave shape and dramatic momentum’ (Parrish, 2004:36) not only to those 

who would later go on to write on this period, but to the nature of Lovecraft’s 

monstrous constructs within this period as well. The First World War, however, can 

still be thought of as a ‘kind of fulcrum point in which a kind of faith in gradual 

progressive and amelioration and improvement of the world through the 
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management of modernity became shattered and the chaos and blood and brutality 

of modernity and capitalism became undeniable’ (Miéville in Sederholm & 

Weinstock, 2016: 235). Miéville argues that the publication of ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ 

in 1928 serves as the ‘centre of gravity’ in the ‘epochal shift to a Weird culture’ 

(2008:105-106). ‘Cultural production express[ing] anxiety over the sclerotic 

arrogance of the Victorian era and its victims, as well as the dominant culture’s 

ideological counterattack, the tendency to increased and cruder moralism’ (Miéville, 

2008:117) changed following the First World War to instead begin focusing on a 

‘crisis of fantastic’: ‘the burgeoning sense that there is no stable status quo but a 

horror underlying the everyday, the global and absolute catastrophe implying 

poisonous totality’ (Miéville, 2009:513). ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ subsequently 

embodies this new focus, setting off what Ben Noys calls the ‘Lovecraft Event’. 

Noys (2007:1) argues that Lovecraft’s fiction, ‘in its knotting together of art, science, 

and politics’, brings about a ‘rupture’ on ‘the Gothic and weird fiction’: a so-called 

‘Lovecraft event’. In his fiction Lovecraft represents the fear and perception of a 

social – that is to say racial, economic, and religious – ‘chaos’, in which the values 

of preceding eras grow increasingly side-lined by – and moreover, increasingly 

inadequate to – the concerns and beliefs of the current era. Lovecraft’s fictional 

representation of this chaos in his monsters is evocative of what ‘Žižek identifies as 

the “imaginary Real,” in which we find “a kind of image that endeavours to stretch 

imagination to the very border of the unrepresentable”’ (Noys, 2007:1-2). Such an 

‘imaginary Real’ is – as Noys notes (2007:2) – precisely what Lovecraft says (in 

letters, essays, and Supernatural Horror in Literature) he is endeavouring to bring 

about in his fiction.  

Lovecraft argues that the ‘revolt against time, space & matter […] must be gratified 

by images forming supplements rather than contradictions of the visible and 
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mensurable universe’ (Lovecraft, in Joshi, 2013).87 This occurs primarily in his 

cultivation of that weird atmosphere: 

[…] that atmosphere of breathless and unexplainable dread of outer, unknown 

forces [,] […] that most terrible conception of the human brain—a malign and 

particular suspension or defeat of those fixed laws of Nature which are our only 

safeguard against the assaults of chaos and the daemons of unplumbed 

space[:] […] [that] excite[ment] in the reader [of] a profound sense of dread, and 

of contact with unknown spheres and powers; a subtle attitude of awed 

listening. (Lovecraft, [1926] 2008:1043-1044). 

This sense of dread – to a twenty-first century reader, if not a twentieth century 

reader – might easily be interpreted as dread – or excitement, or awe – of the 

changing world. It is evoked through demythologised godlike beings such as 

Cthulhu, who simultaneously reflects and exaggerates the principles of quantum 

physics; posthuman fishman hybrids suggesting the possibility – and even the 

benefits – of ethnic diversity; and ruined civilisations serving to mirror and warn 

human civilisation of its future prospects. At all times that Lovecraft takes pains to 

represent the ‘chaos’ of his time in his later fiction, he also undermines and subverts 

it. Noys (2007:11) suggests that the ‘celebration of chaos is also found in those 

reversals of chaos, which plays on his own texts’ attraction to horror to suggest we 

love the alien’. Noys’ statement touches on the sixth Monster Thesis – we desire 

the monster – and thus recalls the seventh Monster Thesis: we become the 

monster. Miéville suggests that there ‘is the Lovecraft event in terms of the moment 

at which he was writing and then the Lovecraft event in relation to a contemporary 

moment ready to receive it in a particular way’ (2016:234-235). 

Haraway argues that in the twenty-first century the ‘horrors of the Anthropocene and 

the Capitalocene’ commonly engender two responses: a ‘comic faith […] whether 

 

87 Chapter Twenty of S.T. Joshi’s I am Providence: The Life and Times of H. P. Lovecraft 
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secular or religious[,] [that] technology will come to the rescue of its naughty but 

clever children’; and the ‘position that the game is over, it’s too late, there’s no sense 

trying to make anything any better, or at least have no sense having any active trust 

in each other working and playing for a resurgent world’ (2016:3). Haraway’s 

response is the – contentious88 – ‘Chthulucene’: an ‘intense commitment and 

collaborative work and play with other terrans, flourishing for rich multispecies 

assemblages’; a ‘way to live and die well as mortal critters[,] […] to join forces to 

reconstitute refuges, to make possible partial and robust biological-cultural-political-

technological recuperation and recomposition’ (2016:101). Lovecraft’s monsters – 

and the prevailing framework of cosmic horror in which they are situated – may well 

present – albeit unintentionally, and unknowingly – a prototypal engagement with 

Haraway’s ‘Chthulucentric’ sentiments towards the twenty-first century. Noys says: 

Lovecraft’s horror might well be inflected, or re-evaluated, today by anti-

capitalists as straining to represent the “unrepresentable” horror of capitalism – 

particularly in its ‘chaotic’ form. Therefore a ‘post-Lovecraft’ fidelity to the 

‘Lovecraft event’ would involve a measure of rejection of the ideological 

dominant of a capitalism that exploits avant-garde strategies. At the same time, 

perhaps seemingly paradoxically, we might also wish to welcome the 

destabilisation of ‘hyper-chaos’ in terms of reality or ontology. Not for its 

supposed consonance with market capitalism but for a destabilisation in which 

reality disturbs the humanist dominated conceptions of philosophy and imposes 

a real impasse, not least in the Lacanian sense. While this ‘chaos in the 

symbolic’ only seems to offer radical disorientation it also demands the making 

of new forms of orientation without any guaranteed structure of discipline and 

orientation (without the ‘Name-of-the-Father’). (2007:13-14)  

 

88 Haraway asserts that her naming is not derived from Lovecraft’s Cthulhu, but from a conjoining of 

the Ancient Greek words ‘khthôn and ‘kainos’ (2016:2), meaning ‘earth’ and ‘now’, respectively. 

Haraway’s explicit disavowal of Lovecraft (2016:101) is contentious amongst some Lovecraft 

scholars, in part for its subsequent denial of any possible link between the insights derived from 

Lovecraft’s subversive fiction and Haraway’s agenda. 
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The subversions and deconstructions with which Lovecraft endows his monstrous 

creations therefore seem well-suited to the issue of reinterpreting the present 

despair of the twenty-first century. Human civilisation today is faced with many of 

the same issues that Lovecraft saw in his own time, albeit reconfigured and adapted 

– monstrously so – to the current age: the dominance of late capitalism throughout 

the world; the war between Russia and Ukraine, as well as Russia’s declared 

interest in nuclear warfare resulting from the global community’s involvement in the 

war; and the long-lived shade of white supremacy in American society that has 

arisen from the factious Trump administration. Lovecraft’s monsters of modernity 

are arguably just as relevant to the issues of the present day as they were a century 

ago.  

I do not presume to have reached any previously undiscovered or unwritten insights 

on Lovecraft’s fiction. Rather, I have used Cohen’s Monster Theses to reach these 

same points through a conscientious reading of Lovecraft’s monstrous 

constructions in relation to the socio-historical circumstances of early twentieth 

century America. Such an application of the Monster Theses serves as a testament 

to the value of Cohen’s postulates in the interpretation of Lovecraft’s fiction – and 

the monsters of modernity contained therein – as ‘shoggothic’ works. Finally, it may 

perhaps prove productive to consider whether continuations of the Cthulhu Mythos 

by contemporary authors of the ‘New Weird’ (China Miéville, Jeff VanderMeer, or 

Steph Swainston) or adaptations of Lovecraft’s fiction into movies and games –  

Chaosium’s 1981 tabletop roleplaying game The Call of Cthulhu, Richard Stanley’s 

Colour out of Space (2019), Guillermo’s del Toro’s adaptation of two Lovecraft 

stories in his Cabinet of Horrors (2022), video games Call of Cthulhu (2018) and 

The Sinking City (2019) – are similarly possessed of the same ‘shoggothic’ 

capacities as Lovecraft’s own fiction to engage with, subvert, and reinterpret the 

prevailing social issues of the time. 
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