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Abstract 
The recurring theme of Lovecraft’s horror fiction is the invasion of the Earth by 

ancient races of extraterrestrial beings. While this is a trope in most early science 

fiction, Lovecraft gives it an unusual twist: vastly superior alien races inhabited the 

Earth long before mankind, are currently dormant, but are ready to wake up and 

overthrow man. One of the first signs of this return is the birth of monstrous, evil 

beings, the scions of humans and alien monsters, who establish communities that 

are shunned, but develop inexorably.  

The theme of birth, reproduction, and the female in general is quite uncommon in 

Lovecraft’s works. An overwhelming majority of protagonists are male, and 

women are most often consorts, many of them of a monstrous kind. The theme of 

birth is invariably associated with the monstrous: hybrids born to corrupted men 

(and, in one instance, a woman), whose blood will taint their descendants for 

generations, as the protagonist of ‘The Shadow over Innsmouth’ exemplifies. In 

contrast, the protagonists of Lovecraft’s stories are generally celibates, most often 

aristocratic intellectuals, with no families or love interests, apparently strangers to 

the physical concerns of sex and reproduction. Those individuals are powerless in a 

world where evolution is synonym with degenerating, and when births, and indeed 

all forms of sexual activity (as seen with the case of Edward Derby and his hybrid 

wife Asenath in ‘The Thing on the Doorstep’) are potential threats.  

This paper will study the theme of evil births and hybridisation in Lovecraft’s 

works, in an attempt to show its multiple nuances: rather than showing 

unambiguous disgust with sex and the feminine, Lovecraft’s works, especially in 

later years, display a profound existential fear, where monstrous births are only a 

facet of the threats that weight down on the stability of the world, and the 

protagonists’ sanity.  

 
Key Words: Lovecraft, birth, horror, hybrids, monsters, monstrous motherhood, 
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***** 
 

1.  Introduction  
Of all the worrying aspects of femininity, motherhood is one that is often 

associated with monstrosity and the epitome of evil. If one understands 

reproduction as the condition of mankind's survival, what can be more frightening 

that seeing that vital function go terribly wrong? Science fiction, a genre 

traditionally concerned with the monstrous, used that question to its advantage, and 

produced a variety of horrific creatures representing the reproductive function in a 
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more or less overt way (for mainstream audiences, the best-known of these 

monsters is certainly Ridley Scott’s Alien, whose function as representing an 

out-of-control reproductive power receives a detailed analysis in Simon Bacon’s 

article in the present volume). In the early 20
th 

century, H.P. Lovecraft, one of the 

founding fathers of science fiction, fantasy and horror (these three subgenres of 

speculative fiction were not separated at this time), extensively used monstrous 

motherhood as a plot device. Women are extremely infrequent in his works, and 

are most often secondary characters mentioned only in passing (often, besides, 

without any particular negative commentary). Yet whenever birth, sex or 

reproduction are alluded to, sorcery or monstrosity lurks near, to the point that one 

could hardly believe that this pervasive pattern is simply a plot device. On the 

contrary, reproduction crystallises a recurring feature of Lovecraft's fiction: the 

anxiety of existence, of the decay of living beings and civilisations.  

Hybridisation in Lovecraft's texts is uniformly monstrous. Fifty years before 

Scott imagined his alien as a chimera, made more horrific by the blending of 

anatomical particularities from human, insects, complete with a feline hunting style 

and bird-like head movements, Lovecraft’s monsters combined elements from 

insects, plants, sea invertebrates and humans, helping create a successful trope, 

where the more different the creatures blended to create a fictional alien, the more 

horrifying that creature will be. But hybridisation in Lovecraft’s stories is not 

evident only in the anatomy of monsters, but in every creature, including human 

characters. Most notably, on the one hand, his heroes are generally male, from 

aristocratic families of New England, wifeless and childless; their pedigree is 

irreproachable, but they have no descent to speak of. On the other hand, while the 

characters often express distrust towards foreigners, people of mixed descent are 

those who seem most decadent, untrustworthy or even evil. In the same way, 

extraterrestrial monsters are not as horrifying as the human-alien hybrids they 

produce. The opposition is between ‘pure’ races, of ancient origin, and that don’t 

appear to reproduce, and ‘decayed’ ones, where reproduction is linked to 

hybridisation, and hybridisation means corruption. There are no happy families in 

Lovecraft’s stories: where marriage occurs, it is often through a trick that lures an 

unsuspecting groom or bride into a monstrous union (‘The Thing on the Doorstep’, 

‘The Case of Charles Dexter Ward’); or it results in the production of monsters 

(‘Facts Concerning the Late Arthur Jermyn and his Family’, ‘The Shadow over 

Innsmouth’). Marriages and births thus become central to the production of horror. 

They act as the focal point of anxiety: fear is not situated solely outside mankind, 

but inside as well, in the numerous ways in which humanity can degenerate into 

monstrosity.  
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2.  Protagonists and their mixed descent 
Hybrids of monsters and humans are an important plot device. Their existence 

can be revealed in different ways. In some stories, hybridisation is a well-kept 

secret, that protagonists often don’t discover before a couple of generations have 

passed. This is notably the case in ‘Facts Concerning the Late Arthur Jermyn and 

his Family’, where the facts in question consist in a revelation that one of Arthur’s 

ancestors married a giant white ape in Africa, and that the blood of the ape has 

tainted the family, physically and morally. Here it is interesting to note that 

Lovecraft relies on a very traditional definition of ‘blood’ as carrying family traits: 

some bloods are stronger than others, and the stain of unclean blood is not diluted 

by generations, but continues to taint a whole family indefinitely. After learning of 

the reason behind his own ugliness and dark family history, Arthur Jermyn has not 

choice but to commit suicide, to end the tainted line of the Jermyns. Marrying and 

hoping that the stain will disappear from his descendants is not an option. Once 

decay has occurred, it is permanent: ‘pure’ blood can be corrupted by a lesser 

strain, but can never be made clean again.  

A more interesting story, ‘The Shadow over Innsmouth’, has a similar storyline. 

The inhabitants of a small New England town are feared for the inhuman features 

they display, and the protagonist who visits the town in question hears legends of 

cross-breeding with deep-sea monsters, in exchange for gold. Towards the end of 

the story, he discovers that his own grandmother was actually from that town, and 

that he is starting to display the repulsive Innsmouth physical features. But while 

his initial reaction matches Arthur Jermyn’s (sacrificing his own life to end the 

curse), he finally decides against it, and joins the Innsmouth hybrids. The influence 

of monstrous blood is even stronger here: it takes over the protagonist’s mind and 

causes him to decide that he is no longer a part of the human people, but wholly 

belongs with the monsters. Indeed, this story is among the only ones that give 

expression to the voice of a character from the ‘other side’. As the character grow 

closer to his monstrous side, he ceases to perceive himself as a hybrid, inferior by 

nature. By the end of the story, he is convinced that his new state is one of 

heightened purity, closely in touch with powers older than mankind that dwell 

underwater, that are referenced as a new perfection, indestructible and immortal.  

This desired immortality of the Innsmouth hybrids is an important factor. At a 

superficial level, it can be interpreted as a classic moral story, where humans sell 

their souls (here, through mating with monsters) to achieve what is not normally 

granted to humans. However, another particularity of immortality is that it 

eliminates the need to reproduce. I stressed how the heroes of Lovecraft’s stories 

are generally not married and childless. In fact, every character or creature that is 

associated with a form of purity or nobility shares this particularity. In ‘At the 
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Mountains of Madness’, the Great Old Ones, the only aliens to be ultimately 

portrayed in a sympathetic light, are said to have no family structure and to 

reproduce like plants
i
. The supremely evolved being that Randolph Carter 

encounters during his trip to the confines of the Dream universe, in ‘Through the 

Gates of the Silver Key’, is referred to as ‘it’
ii
. Races that are accomplished and 

evolved do not reproduce. The Innsmouth hybrids are only an intermediate stage 

between a weak humanity, subject to its reproductive impulses, and a race of more 

evolved underwater monsters, that do not die and therefore, have no need to 

reproduce. Paradoxically, Lovecraft portrays monsters as less monstrous that the 

offsprings they produced with humans: the monsters are frightening, but perfect in 

their own way, whereas the hybrids are a decayed and repulsive race.  

 

3.   Biological horror: hybridisation as degeneration  
The notion of decay is an important one in this context. In 1859, Darwin 

revolutionised Western thought with the publication of his theories on evolution 

and natural selection. Animal species were no longer immutable, but subject to 

variations depending on the variations in their environment, and although On the 

Origin of Species did not include humans among its examples, the idea that 

mankind was subjected to evolution as well soon impressed Western thinkers. 

Since the concepts of genetics were unknown in 1859, however (it would be 

another seven years before Mendel published his Experiments on Plant 

Hybridisation), Darwin’s explanation of the changes observable in given species 

was rather imprecise, and he used concepts such as ‘use’ and ‘disuse’ of an organ 

to explain their development, or on the contrary, their gradual atrophy, implying 

that acquired characters can in fact be transmitted (‘use in our domestic animals 

strengthens and enlarges certain parts, and disuse diminishes them; and […] such 

modifications are inherited’
iii

). While this theory was soon disproved, it 

nonetheless had a strong impact on popular representations, and the idea that a 

given environment could directly cause hereditary decadence soon became 

widespread. Besides giving the impression of a scientific basis to social theories 

that advocated the survival of the strongest and the elimination of the weak 

(Francis Galton’s eugenics, for instance, or some aspects of the naturalist works of 

Emile Zola), this thesis instilled in popular mentalities a certain fear, that humanity 

could not be taken for granted, that the animal always threatened to overthrow the 

human, and that decadence might be a real threat
iv

. One must add to this some 

important trends in fin-de-siècle literature, where decadence is a central trope (to 

the point that a whole literary group took the name of décadents), primarily in 

France under the influence of the military defeats of 1870 and the fall of the 

Second Empire, and then spreading in English literature and gaining a famous 
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representative in Oscar Wilde.  

In the early 20
th

 century, degeneration was thus a well-established theme in 

fiction, and writers of the fantastic were happy to use it to create a sense of horror. 

Edgar Poe or Arthur Machen, two of Lovecraft’s important influences, had 

developed it in some of their most famous stories. In ‘The Fall of the House of 

Usher’, Poe links decadence to individual illness and death: the line of Usher ends 

with the twins Roderick and Madeline, two facets of the same coin, one 

impersonating physical degradation (Madeline, who never utters more than an 

inarticulate cry, and has the presence of a walking corpse from the beginning to the 

end of the story), the other representing moral degeneracy (Roderick, a keen 

intellectual whose excessive sensitivity, melancholy and ‘want of moral energy’
v
 

sign his doom). This conception is present in Lovecraft’s fiction. For him, 

degeneration is not observable only on a collective level (the trope of the fall of 

empires, observable in ‘At the Mountains of Madness’), but also, and especially, 

on an individual level: degenerate beings are marked, both physically and morally, 

as the examination of such tales as ‘The shadow over Innsmouth’ or ‘Facts 

Concerning the Late Arthur Jermyn and his Family’ show. Moreover, Lovecraft’s 

stories follow the tendency of late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century horror tales: for him, 

degeneration originates in a primal evil force, of unknown origin, but ‘with roots 

more in biology than in spirituality’
vi

. The mysterious entity that fathers Helen 

Vaughan, the monstrous seductress, in Machen’s ‘The Great God Pan’ could also 

well have (albeit more metaphorically) ‘fathered’ Lovecraft’s divinities, whose 

origin is only ever partially explained (and generally in terms that confuse more 

than they clarify, such as ‘inconceivable, unlighted chambers beyond time’
vii

), and 

about which the only certain thing is its evil nature.  
In many of Lovecraft’s stories, such primal evil is at the root of the 

degenerative process: humans consorting with evil creatures pass it on to their 

descendants. However, for Lovecraft, the association between hybridisation and 

decadent weakness is not limited to the descent of humans and monsters. All that is 

mixed is more repulsive that what is pure. Lovecraft was famously wary of 

foreigners and coloured people; however, in ‘The Case of Charles Dexter Ward’, a 

female servant of Native American origin who supposedly has ‘negro blood’
viii

 is 

portrayed more negatively than her Native American husband. In ‘The Shadow 

over Innsmouth’, animals appear to shun the cursed town, but horses react more 

strongly than mules
ix

. In ‘The Dunwich Horror’, there is a strong distinction 

between ‘undecayed’ and ‘decadent’ branches of the same aristocratic families
x
; 

the decadent ones show a greater knowledge of occultism and the kind of sorcery 

that the heroes fight in the story. In ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, the worshippers of 
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Cthulhu in America are of African origin; but what the author insists on is the fact 

that they are of ‘mixed blood’, and he describes them as ‘mongrels’
xi

. In addition, 

the Cthulhu worshippers are mostly sailors; this can be explained by the fact that 

Cthulhu himself is a marine creature, but another characteristic of sailors is that 

they are never fully from one country, being constantly forced to move between 

regions and cultures. Notably, while Lovecraft insists on the mixed descent of the 

worshippers, he hardly ever mentions their ethnic origins, except for the cultists 

from Louisiana. The fact that they are of mixed descent is enough: his distrust is 

not directed towards a particular race, but towards any race that is not perceived as 

‘pure’. Lovecraft was often justly accused of racism; but what we can see here is 

that races matter less to him than hybridisation, the one true evil in his stories. 

Even monsters who seem to have a kind of ethnic purity are portrayed in a more 

positive light (as frightening, but powerful and glorious) than hybrids, who are 

essentially corrupt, weak, incapable of discerning good and evil (such as the 

decadent Dunwich families, or even mules), and essentially closer to evil.  

 

4.  Evil unions 
Mismatches are thus to be avoided at all costs: they cause decadence by 

undermining racial purity. However, when one of Lovecraft’s stories stages a 

marriage, it is generally not a fully consented union, but takes place between a 

monster (or sorcerer) and an innocent person who was lured into the match (in 

‘The Shadow Over Innsmouth’, the narrator suspects that his great-grandfather was 

made to marry an Innsmouth girl ‘through a trick’
xii

). Husbands or wives may be 

equally evil. In ‘The Dunwich Horror’, a young woman from a decadent family has 

carnal relationships with Yog-Sothoth, an evil entity of otherwise unclear nature. 

The two children of that union very nearly manage to invoke Yog-Sothoth himself 

to wreak havoc on Earth. She is herself the first victim of her evil progeny, as she 

disappears soon after her sons start to elaborate their plans for general destruction. 

Though her family is presented as degenerate, it becomes clear that the young 

woman was an unwitting victim, deceived thanks to her lack of education. In ‘The 

Case of Charles Dexter Ward’, it is not the woman who is lured into marrying a 

sorcerer, but her father who is threatened into giving her
xiii

. Things end less grimly 

for this young wife, as she survives her husband and stops using his name after his 

death. Nonetheless, his tainted blood will pass on to her descendants, one of whom 

will help revive his ancestor, the sorcerer.  
Wives who are forced into an evil union are, however, less common than men 

marrying a monster for profit. Arthur Jermyn’s ancestor married a white ape partly 

so he could be revered as a god by an African tribe. Obed Marsh, the Innsmouth 

sea-captain who first initiated contact with sea-monsters, was first driven to accept 
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hybridisation by his lust for gold. Monstrous women, in this context, act as a lure. 

Love is never mentioned, and marriage being the sole type of union between man 

and woman that Lovecraft showcases, these mismatches paint a very bleak picture 

of marital relationships. It is important to notice that Lovecraft never particularly 

insists on women’s inferiority to men, and the protagonists may have some very 

normal and civil (though infrequent) relationships with secondary female 

characters. It is the union between man and woman that is described as extremely 

dangerous, and nearly always monstrous. Indeed, Lovecraft’s heroes themselves 

are practically sexless, either because of their age (many are elderly single men, or 

young adults with many child-like aspects, like Charles Ward who is still in the 

care of his parents) or because they live a very secluded life with almost no social 

relationships, and certainly no amorous ones (like Randolph Carter, the recurring 

hero of the Dream stories). Marriage and love seem nearly as dangerous as 

encounters with monsters, as is detailed in the only story Lovecraft wrote about a 

marriage going wrong, ‘The Thing on the Doorstep’.  

In this story, the narrator’s friend, Edward Derby, falls in love with a young girl 

from the city of Innsmouth. At age thirty-eight, he decides to marry her, though she 

is significantly younger
xiv

. Instead of presenting the marriage as a normal event in 

the course of Edward’s life, the narrator pictures it as somehow out of character 

and unnatural. One can feel his disapproval when he refers to the bride’s age
xv

, and 

undisguised severity towards Edward’s motives for marrying her (his own weak 

will and sexual attraction). After the wedding, however, Asenath, the wife, gains a 

greater and greater ascendancy over her husband, to the point that she starts to look 

older than him. It is gradually revealed that she is in fact the daughter of a sorcerer 

who found his own way to immortality, by transferring his soul from one body to 

the other. After using his daughter’s body, he finally seizes Edward’s, and leaves 

Edward’s soul trapped inside the dead body of Asenath.  

 

5.   Sex: the ultimate evil? 
Marriage, and in particular its sexual aspect, is thus strongly associated with 

domination and vampirism. Here Lovecraft can be shown to be a true product of 

the late Victorian mentalities, and their fear of sex, viewed as an immoral conduct, 

and moreover, a vector of untreatable diseases. In her study of medical discourses 

in the 19
th

 century, Shoshanna Ehrlich showed that in its fear of diseases, the 19
th

 

century used the pretext of public hygiene to marginalise prostitutes, accused of 

being the sole vector of the transmission of syphilis; this marginalisation, grounded 

in ideology but with actually very little scientific basis (as Ehrlich points out, the 

prostitutes’ clients who passed on the disease to their wives were portrayed as 

victims, contaminated by an unclean woman, even though their body was just as 
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effective a vector of transmission, and they had decided to visit the prostitutes of 

their own account), could easily be assimilated to a scapegoat phenomenon, as 

described by René Girard
xvi

: a society seeking to ward itself from its own fears of 

promiscuity and disease by blaming a particular group for them. This shows how 

integral the fear of sex was to the Victorian society, and how it deeply shaped the 

mentalities of the times; and indeed, literature often reflected these fears instead of 

challenging them. Kathleen Spencer showed that in the canonical work Dracula, 

the death of both Lucy and the eponymous character is linked to their sexual 

behaviour, extremely deviant according to the norms of the 19
th

 century: Lucy 

finds the idea of polyandry attractive
xvii

, and Dracula embodies an unrestrained 

sexual appetite that stretches as far as homosexuality
xviii

. According to Carl 

Sederholm, this panic fear of sexuality also pervades Lovecraft’s works, and is also 

linked to the fear of disease (syphilis, according to Sederholm, terrified Lovecraft, 

who had been bereft of his syphilitic father at an early age).  

The originality of Lovecraft’s fiction, however, resides in the fact that unlike 

many late Victorian or modern Gothic writers, he hardly ever used the horrors he 

staged as a pretext to depict a veiled purification of society, through elimination of 

its deviant elements. Anxiety in Lovecraft’s stories is not embodied in a single 

character, that may be eliminated to allow normality to return (‘The Dunwich 

Horror’, a tale often criticised for the simplistic Manichaean struggle it stages
xix

, 

might constitute an exception; however, while the Whateley brothers are destroyed, 

the entity that fathered them is unharmed). On the contrary, it is passed on, 

inexorably, and no layer of society is immune to contamination. A ‘wholesome’ 

human being may be trapped by a monster and used as a vehicle to spread the 

monster’s tainted descent, or to provide a recipient for a sorcerer’s soul. Lust is 

thus implicitly condemned: the results of Derby’s sexual desire are in the end no 

better than the results of Obed Marsh’s lust for gold. The fruits of such unions, 

when any, are always more strongly influenced by the monstrous than by the 

wholesome. The barely veiled moral judgement, again, owes much to the Victorian 

mentalities that produced Doctor Jekyll and Mister Hyde or The Portrait of Dorian 

Gray
xx

: sin makes humans into monsters. But when talking about it, we should 

remember that Lovecraft was not a Christian, and redemption is absent from his 

works. The purification narrative, that goes hand in hand with the scapegoat 

phenomenon
xxi

, does not appear in his stories either. As pointed out earlier, what 

he describes is a purely biological evil, a irredeemable degeneration, beyond the 

possibility of social purification. The only possible escape is death, as chosen by 

Arthur Jermyn; but even death is not always a solution, as shown by Edward 

Derby’s fate (his attempt to murder Asenath only result in her reaching him from 
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the grave and stealing his body for good).  

We may argue that Lovecraft’s stories takes the idea of degeneration caused by 

sin much further than Victorian writers did (there is no safe eradication of the 

monster in the end). Much closer is the influence of Arthur Machen’s ‘The Great 

God Pan’, a likely inspiration behind both ‘The Dunwich Horror’ and ‘The Thing 

on the Doorstep’. In this story, evil is mainly embodied by a primal force (whose 

identity remains mysterious, although it is referred to as ‘the great god Pan’), that 

doesn’t disappear in the end, even though its main agent in the world (Helen 

Vaughan) is destroyed. However, the literary form of the short story cycle allowed 

Lovecraft to take anxiety a step further: although the so-called ‘Cthulhu mythos’ is 

largely a posthumous invention of his friends and admirers, there is indeed a 

continuity between several stories, that suggests that however evil may be stalled, 

it is always temporary. Contamination cannot be erased, nor confined to one 

individual. Once it has spread through a whole family (as in the case of the 

Jermyns), even the death of a descendant is apparently not enough to ensure that it 

has been eradicated: after Arthur Jermyn’s death, not only do anthropologists burn 

the mummy of the white ape, Arthur’s ancestor, they go to such length as denying 

that Arthur ever existed
xxii

. That move is strikingly similar to the elimination of a 

scapegoat; except that Lovecraft, by mentioning it at the very end of the story (and 

therefore after, according to the implicit agreement between author and readers, the 

readers have ascertained that Arthur’s story really happened), shows the futility of 

such an attempt. It is only possible to deny that evil ever existed; it is not possible 

to get rid of it.  

Moreover, a family curse may lie dormant for generations before manifesting 

itself, as exemplified in ‘Charles Dexter Ward’. Charles is a sorcerer’s 

great-grandson, but that does not prevent him from suddenly displaying the same 

interests as his ancestor, and eventually from reviving his sorcery. We should note, 

here, that Charles is descended from a sorcerer through his mother and 

grandmother. It is not in women that evil manifests itself, but in men. Women are 

rarely a danger in themselves (even Asenath was in fact a victim of her father’s 

spells, and Lavinia Whateley, the bride of Yog-Sothoth, is more victim than evil 

perpetrator). Lovecraft rarely tells of evil deeds done by female monsters. Instead, 

they are a vessel for evil: they harbour it until they can pass it on to their male 

descendants, in whom it will become manifest. Their presence in a carnal union is 

enough to ensure that some corruption will result, and that their wombs will carry a 

tainted descent; whether this comes from Lovecraft’s fears of sexually transmitted 

diseases, as Sederholm argues, or from the more general idea that women who 

engage in sex are impure, and therefore fit to transmit a corrupted blood, what 

remains is that whenever sexual intercourse takes place, it is impossible to assuage 
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that the result of that union will be incorrupt. Even if the children seem untainted, 

it is quite possible that evil will only become manifest in later generations, passed 

on by generations of women. 

 

6.  Lost paradises  
In fact, this unavoidable spread of corruption is one of the most important 

mechanisms of horror in Lovecraft’s fiction. Where is the enemy? Within or 

without? The monsters are never as dangerous as when they mingle with humans: 

Cthulhu himself is not an immediate danger, as he is dormant in the abyss, but his 

cultists are. Even the Great Old Ones, the first extraterrestrials to occupy the Earth, 

who are described as evil and fearsome beings in many stories, are ultimately 

painted in a rather sympathetic light in ‘At the Mountains of Madness’
xxiii

: in spite 

of Lovecraft’s claim in ‘Cool Air’ that ‘the abnormal always excites aversion’
xxiv

, 

their alien civilisation is precisely too strange to be a threat. The real threat are 

humans themselves, attracted to the promise of life in a perfect, immortal and 

sexless state, and thus driven to perform acts of monstrosity. They are threatening 

not only because of what they do, but because they yield to the temptation of 

something that can actually seem very attractive, even for the sanest protagonists.  

Indeed, in Lovecraft’s stories, there is a very fine line between the monstrous 

and the marvellous. The so-called Cthulhu stories feature horrific places and 

creatures; however, other stories (the Dream stories, whose main protagonist is 

Randolph Carter, the hero Lovecraft used most extensively) show the same places 

in a more ambiguous light. In these stories, Carter travels in a land that is 

accessible from his dreams. He encounters many monsters and frightful gods of 

chaos on his way, yet unlike the heroes of the Cthulhu stories, he manages to tame 

that strange land and to successfully find his way across it. The same entities are 

less frightening when shown through Randolph Carter’s eyes. However, Carter’s 

pursuits are rather similar to the pursuits of Cthulhu’s cultists. His wish is to reach 

a fabulous city in the dream lands, and to stay there forever. At the end of his 

quest, it is revealed that this city was in fact born from Carter’s own childhood 

memories of New England. Carter is ultimately attacked by the chaotic entity 

Nyarlathotep, and manages to wake up and escape the dream lands. This ending 

could be read as a metaphor of the dangers of yielding to the temptation of 

immortality and eternal childhood in a fantasy world. However, it does not deter 

Carter from going back to the dream lands, and in ‘Through the Gates of the Silver 

Key’, he loses his very self and identity there. The temptation of reaching an 

immortal state where the needs for sex and reproduction are erased (because of 

different biological constraints, or because this state is eternal childhood) is very 

strong, and yielding to it is not always a mark of hopeless decadence.  
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Indeed, it is all the stronger because in living species, decay seems to be 

unavoidable. Even the Great Old Ones, near-perfect beings with an elaborate 

civilisation, a just society and who have no need for sex or familial structures fall, 

because of the monsters they engendered through artificial means (the shoggoths, 

originally designed as servants) overthrow them in the end. The very action of 

creating a new being has evil consequences.  

Humans and monsters are eventually mingled so closely that it becomes 

difficult to tell them apart. The theme of masked aliens passing off as humans is 

found at least twice in Lovecraft’s later fiction, including one instance when 

Randolph Carter, trapped in the body of an alien, put on a mask and has a very 

lengthy conversation with people who hardly suspect until the end of the story that 

something is amiss. That use of mask may be perceived as a naïve plot device, 

especially considering that as a fantasy writer, Lovecraft was not bound by realism, 

and could very well have decided that his creatures had the ability to transform 

their facial features. However, when examining the context, in particular the theme 

of the enemy which may be inside mankind as well as outside, it is still quite 

fitting, unbelievable as it is. Is mankind so decadent that humanity is no more than 

a mask? In ‘Dunwich’, only the face of Wilbur Whateley is human. The rest of his 

body is entirely monstrous, but large clothes are enough for him to disguise 

himself. The line is blurred, particularly because Lovecraft treats all mixed races in 

a similar way: hybridisation is universally wrong, whether it concerns human 

races, monsters or even animals.  

It comes as no surprise, then, that many of Lovecraft’s stories showcase a 

morbid yearning for the lost paradise of childhood. The hero of ‘The Quest of 

Iranon’ spends his life looking for the imaginary city, and commits suicide when 

he realises that it never existed. In ‘Celephaïs’, a man ruins his life in drugs 

searching for a city he dreamed of, and eventually dies homeless in the real world, 

to carry on living in his dream country. This man appears again in ‘The 

Dream-Quest of Unknown Kadath’, to tell Carter how much he regrets throwing 

his waking life away, and how he would gladly trade immortality in the dream 

lands for his old life again
xxv

. In ‘The White Ship’, the hero similarly seeks an 

ideal land, but never finds it, and the dream ship he was sailing on is lost in a storm 

while he wakes up. Again and again, Lovecraft shows the dangers of searching for 

an ideal land of eternal purity; but he goes back to write about it nonetheless. 

Knowing that evasion is not a viable alternative does not change his pessimism 

about the real world, where mankind is eaten from the inside by its own 

monstrosity, where love and births do not mean hope but horror, and where death 

occasionally appears as the only possible comfort. In fact, as Victorian romance 

writers yearned for ‘purity, for the reduction of ambiguity and the preservation of 
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boundaries’
xxvi

, Lovecraft’s fiction also expresses nostalgia for an unambiguous 

state, untouched by corruption. But unlike some earlier writers, he is unable to 

restore this unambiguous state, except in depictions of a purely imaginary world, 

accessible only to dreamers, and only with a price. Lovecraft knew fully well that 

purity was an illusion, and the existential anxiety of that certitude is palpable 

throughout his later works. 

 

7.  Conclusion  
Love, sex and birthing thus play a very pessimistic role in Lovecraft’s fiction. 

In contrast to an eternal, non-evolving world (without space or time, like the land 

of Sona-Nyl in ‘The White Ship’), where childhood dreams live on, the real world 

is a place where evolution means decay, and where nothing new can bring hope. In 

this context, births are horrific events, and only evil can be bred. Female characters 

play a key negative role, even though they remain in the background. In contrast to 

the traditional role of females in Western culture, that implies stability, 

conservation, and healing, turning women into shelters and beacons of peace, 

Lovecraft’s women are catalysts in the negative evolution of mankind. They are 

less directly evil than men, but they act as vessels that will pass evil on.  

Lovecraft’s stories do not concern themselves with women and their place in 

society, and the rare straightforward misogynistic comments should be attributed to 

individual characters whose misogyny serves the plot (such as Asenath’s father, the 

sorcerer), not to the narrator or author. Lovecraft, who valued intellectual qualities 

more than anything else, did not believe women were intellectually inferior to 

men
xxvii

. Yet his stories show them in their most basic biological role: as mothers, 

and capital actresses in the frightful operation that is birth. The womb, for 

Lovecraft, is quintessentially evil. But it is an evil that springs from the very nature 

of mankind and its unavoidable decay, an expression of existential anxiety, that 

encompasses not only women themselves, but the entire universe as well.  
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