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The Lovecraft Renaissance

The fiction of Howard Philipps Lovecraft has undergone both a popular 
and academic renaissance: his “standing among producers and consumers 
of genre fiction has undoubtedly been in the ascendancy” (Simmons 
2013, 3) for a while. This is a change of some consequence. “Since the 
1990s, Lovecraft’s perceived status and reception history have shifted dra-
matically [… H]is reputation has moved from the margins of literary his-
tory toward increasing academic recognition” (Shapiro and Barnard 2017, 
115). His canonization is marked best by the 2005 publication of some of 
his tales in the Library of America. Lovecraft previously existed in a kind 
of critical netherworld. Edmund Wilson first took note of his writing—
somewhat negatively—in 1945, diagnosing Lovecraft’s “cult” following 
(1950, 290). Through the 1970s, the publication of his letters by Arkham 
House Press helped publicize him as an important practitioner of pulp; the 
1973 reissue of Supernatural Horror in Literature advanced his reputa-
tion as thinker of horror. Biographies followed, such as L.  Sprague de 
Camp’s in 1975, Donald R. Burleson’s in 1990, and S.T. Joshi’s in 1995. 
Joshi has done more than any other single champion of Lovecraft’s to 
bring Lovecraft into currency, publishing numerous essays and essay col-
lections. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Lovecraft also “enjoyed a 
high degree of visibility and cultural currency among comics readers” 
(Murray and Corstorphine 2013, 181). But interest in Lovecraft remained 
restricted to a “faithful hard core” (Simmons 2013, 3).
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That it has expanded so thoroughly would have puzzled Lovecraft, 
who noted that the “object of weird fiction is purely and simply emotional 
release for the very small group of people whose active and restless imagi-
nations revolt against the relentless tyranny of time, space and natural law” 
(1976, 157–158). Many more people may be looking for an outside to 
everyday tyrannies today than Lovecraft would have thought possible: he 
and his most famous creation, Cthulhu, have become staples of popular 
culture. Searching for “Lovecraft” on Amazon or Alibaba, or on Etsy, 
brings up T-shirts of all sorts, jewelry with Elder God imagery, Miskatonic 
University merchandize, Lovecraft creatures on pins, stickers, and ties, 
Cthulhu coffee cups, piggy banks, plush toys, a plush Necronomicon, and 
a notebook Necronomicon for penning your very own book of the dead—
very much among other things. Lovecraft has become adjectival. If 
Stephen King is a filmic and literary “brand” (Brown 2018, 23–47), 
Lovecraft is more; he lends his name to an entire subgenre of horror, 
“Lovecraftian fiction,” which is arguably only in part synonymous with 
weird fiction and cosmic horror. There has been significant publishing 
interest in Lovecraft pastiches and cosmic horror stories in the vein of 
Lovecraft—perhaps in part mobilized by the uncertainties of Lovecraft’s 
copyright (see Wallace in this volume).

Lovecraft’s contemporary reception occurs against the backdrop of the 
well-known fact that his legacy is hardly unproblematic. Lovecraft com-
mitted much racism to paper—most notoriously in his 1912 poem, “On 
the Creation of N******,” but extending into his later fiction and letters. 
As S.T. Joshi notes, he “retained to the end of his days a belief in the bio-
logical inferiority of blacks” (2001, 358); he abhorred the “loathsome 
Asiatic hordes” (in Joshi and Schultz 2019, 180). If his views over the 
years changed in minor ways, Lovecraft always assumed white supremacy, 
indeed Anglo-Saxon supremacy, over the various Others that he saw 
around him, whether in Providence or New York. The public perception 
of his fundamental racism has shifted in the wake of his increasing popular-
ity, though. A brief glance at the history of the World Fantasy Award may 
be instructive here. A somewhat creatively shaped bust of Lovecraft served 
as the award trophy from its inception in 1975. In 1984, Donald Wandrei, 
Lovecraft friend and correspondent, fantasy writer, and cofounder of 
Arkham House, refused the award, allegedly because he felt the bust was 
demeaningly misshapen as a representation of Lovecraft. Thirty years on, 
in 2011, writer Nnedi Okorafor, who had not previously known of 
Lovecraft’s racism, blogged about her shock at discovering it upon 
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winning the prize, and inspired a petition to change the trophy, a change 
made in 2015 (see Flood 2015, Okorafor 2011). Over the course of a 
generation, the fundamental perception of Lovecraft as an icon has shifted 
seriously: but in the same time frame, his writing has come to much 
greater, and more general, prominence. In theorizing the “Lovecraftian,” 
we bear this tension in mind. Gamergate and 4Chan have shown that fan-
tasy fan- and subcultures are by no means free from the reactionary cur-
rents of their contemporary moment. Did Lovecraft’s popularity explode 
despite his reactionary tendencies, or because of them? What does it mean 
to evoke his name in advertisements, on box- and cover art—and in the 
omnipresent adjective of the “Lovecraftian”? It is crucial we recognize 
that in the case of Lovecraft, the author is similarly popular as his texts are; 
if this were not the case, we probably would be discussing the Cthulhuesque 
here. Our goal then is to problematize his influence both as a writer and 
as a signifier, a project for which the study of adaptations seems particu-
larly suited.

In this context, his style of writing becomes strikingly important, a style 
at times easy to mock. His fondness for words like “eldritch” or “cyclo-
pean,” his adverb-heavy sentences, and his tendency to tell rather than 
show can easily be amusing rather than terrifying. Just like his politics, these 
qualities remind us that the contemporary interest in Lovecraftian weird 
fiction may still be in need of some explanation. After all, the petition 
against the old trophy of the World Fantasy Awards calls Lovecraft not just 
“an avowed racist” but also “a terrible wordsmith” (Older 2014). How do 
we explain his, as of late, remarkable popularity among adaptors? This 
would have been a question of no little interest even to Lovecraft himself: 
as he wrote to Farnsworth Wright, “I really think an author ought to be 
able to have at least a censorship of anything that goes out under his name” 
(1976, 154). Lovecraft was an avid moviegoer and vocal critic, including, 
often, of adaptations, with a clear idea of what he wanted from a film made 
from a book. He noted of the Universal movie, Frankenstein (1933):

I saw the cinema of ‘Frankenstein’, & was tremendously disappointed 
because no attempt was made to follow the story. However, there have been 
many worse films—& many parts of this one are really quite dramatic when 
they are viewed independently & without comparison to the episodes of the 
original novel. Generally speaking, the cinema always cheapens & degrades 
any literary material it gets hold of—especially anything in the least subtle or 
unusual. (in Joshi and Schultz 2007, 33)
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Conversely, he felt that 20th Century Studio’s Les Miserables (1935) 
adapted Hugo’s novel “with remarkable vividness & fidelity,” suggesting 
that “[w]hat defects there are […] are those of the nineteenth century 
author rather than those of the contemporary cinematographer” (275). 
For his own work, too, fidelity was the chief concern: he replied to Wright’s 
asking him about the radio dramatization rights to “The Dreams in the 
Witch House,” worrying that “what a popular dialogue-arranger could do 
to the atmosphere and artistic integrity of a seriously written story is 
appalling to contemplate! Indeed, it is not likely that any really finely 
wrought story—where so much depends on mood, and on nuances of 
description—could be changed to a drama without irreparable cheapening 
and the loss of all that gave it power” (1976, 154). He concluded, “when 
I reflect on how much the force of any carefully written story depends on 
atmospheric effects peculiar to the original wording, I really feel that 
demands for integrity of form are justified” (Lovecraft 1976, 155, original 
emphasis), uneasily accepting the monetary need for the sale of dramatiza-
tion rights, but insisting on authorial oversight over the final product. 
Today, we have a market even for Lovecraft dildos. There are many exam-
ples of Lovecraft and Lovecraftian adaptation across media—the kind of 
adaptation that will be more familiar to most. This is the topic of this col-
lection: Lovecraft’s fiction and Lovecraftian fiction in film, TV series, pod-
casts, video games, board games, and comics, where Lovecraft’s 
prominence may be even greater than the return to his stories.

We are interested in Lovecraft because of all we have just outlined: from 
Lovecraft’s own concern with fidelity, which rings loudly in adaptation 
studies still, to the way his name becomes synonymous with media in 
which nothing that is “actually” from his work ever appears; the way the 
“terrible” style of his writing is or is not an essential part of Lovecraft, and 
how it militates against—or is helpful for?—cross-medial adaptation; the 
problem of coping with the ethically disturbing content of so much of his 
fiction; and the problem of understanding adaptation itself, and especially 
of a commercially newly again relevant, and happily barely copyrightable 
figure. “Lovecraftian,” of course, is a problem: its boundaries are amor-
phous, its definition (formal? aesthetic? affective? thematic?) is unclear, not 
least because of the uneasy overlap between “cosmic” horror and the 
“Lovecraftian.” Is Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979) Lovecraftian—indeed, 
adaptation? Is the overtly Lovecraft-inspired point-and-click adventure 
Gibbous (2019), despite its similarly overt attempt at cuteness—or does 
the cuteness override whatever it is that is Lovecraftian (but if it does, 
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when does it?)? What is the work of adaptation in adapting Lovecraft, or 
the Lovecraftian? We hope this collection works towards useful answers to 
these questions, or at least better versions of the questions.

One final note: We, the editors, are white, cis-male, Western academics; 
we are sensitive to the limitations of our capacity to speak to the meaning 
and relevance of Lovecraft’s racism, anti-Semitism, and misogyny. We have 
enjoined our contributors to consider these issues in their own work, but 
this collection does not foreground them. We hope that we cover, cri-
tique, and situate the problem of Lovecraft’s hateful beliefs and their 
mediation in fiction where appropriate; we also believe in the need for 
more discussion. This book comes with an ongoing, web-based research 
project: Adapting Lovecraft, at adaptinglovecraft.com. We enjoin readers 
to discuss the book there, including whatever omissions we may have pro-
duced in it.

The Essays in This Volume

We have sought to be as expansive as possible in our conception of adapta-
tion. Crossing so many medial boundaries, any collection like this one 
cannot but be a starting place only. We keep this section short: the chap-
ters should speak for themselves. But we’d like to point out a few cross-
connections here that readers may find useful. We have chosen to divide 
the collection into medial sections, but that sorting is already tenuous—
several chapters address different media. Before these medial sections, we 
have placed a section on theory, where three opening chapters discuss 
conceptual questions: the editors’ own theoretical chapter, and the chap-
ters by Khachonkitkosol on adapting without the original and Wallace on 
copyright. This is important groundwork for all the later chapters. In the 
subsequent section on comics, Rebecca Janicker’s essay discusses both a 
comics adaptation of “The Colour Out of Space” as well as Richard 
Stanley’s 2019 film adaptation; and indeed, that story and its adaptations 
are in the foreground also of Shrabani Basu and Gerald Gibson’s chapters, 
offering a series of viewpoints on adapting this particular—challenging—
text in the subsequent section on film. In the comics section, Per Israelson 
continues to talk about Alan Moore’s Providence, a text also picked up in 
Valentino Paccosi’s chapter on festive hoaxes (largely in Lovecraftian film) 
later. Tom Shapira extensively discusses “At the Mountains of Madness” in 
the comics section, a text relevant also to Torben Quasdorf’s discussion of 
the board game Mountains of Madness. In the Film and TV section, 
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Christina Knopf, Patrick Lang, and Dan Hassler-Forest all discuss 
Lovecraftian serials, but in widely different forms (children’s cartoons ver-
sus versions of prestige television, one—Lovecraft Country—adapted from 
a Lovecraftian novel). Richard Hand and Justin Mullis address themselves 
to a new medium, the podcast, the first more generally, the latter with an 
emphasis on a particular adaptation, The Lovecraft Investigations. Kevin 
Flanagan opens the section on video games with a general appraisal of 
forms beyond the first person survival computer RPG, thoughts expanded 
on by Serenay Günal and Colleen Kennedy-Karpat by inclusion of the 
question of the author that seems so relevant especially with Lovecraft. 
Erada Adel Al-Mutairi and Tim Lanzendörfer by contrast foreground the 
CRPG and its awkward investment of the player with an agency at odds 
with Lovecraft’s philosophy. Finally, Steffen Wöll and Amelie Rieß turn to 
the representation of race in board games. Together, the chapters provide 
a vista of the range of Lovecraft adaptation, its problems, opportunities, 
and meaning in the contemporary.
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CHAPTER 1

Lovecraft, the Lovecraftian, and Adaptation: 
Problems of Philosophy and Practice

Max José Dreysse Passos de Carvalho 
and Tim Lanzendörfer

Lovecraft and Lovecraftian adaptation are an instructive problem, with 
three main areas we feel it is necessary to touch on here, signaled by the 
trio of terms in our title. First, “Lovecraft,” and especially here Lovecraft’s 
fiction, is often reduced to a small canon and hypotext to so many adapta-
tions despite principled debate about its suitability to adaptation in the 
first place. Second, the “Lovecraftian,” a potentially unique concept which 
functions complicatedly as an allusion to a core of Lovecraft’s fiction’s 
most persistent figures and ideas, as a marketing tool, and as a malleable 
signifier. Thirdly, adaptation itself, a term with a complex range of mean-
ings clustered around the core notion of moving a story across medial 
boundaries—even this minimal definition must come under scrutiny. 
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Taking stock of the three key terms will be our first step here; in a second 
step, we want to suggest a possibility for framing Lovecraftian adaptation 
that, at least in part, takes its departure precisely from the possibly unique, 
certainly revelatory nature of adapting H.P. Lovecraft.

Problems of Practice: Lovecraft, the Lovecraftian, 
and Adaptation

Lovecraft’s body of work is a fairly disparate corpus. Much of the critical 
and philosophical attention to Lovecraft has focused on a narrow set of 
texts, dubbed the “Great Texts” by Michel Houellebecq, the “absolute 
core” (28) of Lovecraft’s creative endeavor.1 Earlier texts than “The Call 
of Cthulhu” (1926) indeed frequently function somewhat differently 
from this set of stories. Graham Harman suggests that the canonical 
“Great Texts” “refer to one another to an unusual extent” (2012, vi), but 
perhaps more importantly, it is in the post-“Call” tales that Lovecraft most 
sustainedly developed what he called in “Supernatural Horror in 
Literature” (1927) the “literature of cosmic fear” (2004a, 84) and in a 
later essay explicitly dubbed “weird fiction” (175). It is this genre that is 
addressed by the adjectival form “Lovecraftian,” and it is important to 
recognize the deep bond between a selected set of Lovecraft’s work and 
the Lovecraftian, to see that even some of Lovecraft’s own output is not 
particularly “Lovecraftian.” It is vital not to understand this as an essen-
tialization, but rather as a consequence of determinations about what the 
“Lovecraftian” about Lovecraft is in the first place. The “Lovecraftian” is, 
at one and the same time, a notoriously vague and exceptionally crucial 
term. Unlike other key figures in genre writing, Lovecraft adjectivally 
describes an entire subgenre of fiction: the terms “cosmic horror,” “weird 
fiction,” “Lovecraft’s fiction” and “Lovecraftian fiction” are to a degree 
interchangeable (see for instance Lessard 2010; cf. Moreland 2018, 
18–20). As Sean Moreland points out, “although Lovecraft […] popular-
ized and re-defined cosmic horror” (2018, 14), he was not its originator, 
but his name and style is very much conflated with the form today, a sign 
of his outsized influence. Lovecraft’s fiction is said to be marked by philo-
sophical materialism, the belief that “all entity is material”—a denial of the 
supernatural so prevalent in horror fiction—and “causality is uniform to 
such a degree that free will is a myth” (Joshi 1990, 189). Lovecraft’s sto-
ries are argued to examine the “encounter with the outside,” read against 
an “interior that is retrospectively revealed to be a delusive envelope, a 
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sham” (Fisher 2016, 16). The “weird” is the recognition that “our con-
ceptions […] must be inadequate” (15) to understand what the world 
really looks like, a “hypernaturalism—an expanded sense of what the 
material cosmos contains” (18). As Lovecraft himself framed it, weird fic-
tion seeks to achieve the “illusion of some strange suspension or violation 
of the galling limitations of time, space, and natural law which for ever 
imprison us and frustrate our curiosity about the infinite cosmic spaces 
beyond the radius of our sight and analysis” (2004b, 176). This has con-
sequences for the form of Lovecraftian fiction. “Atmosphere, not action, 
is the great desideratum of weird fiction” (177). Lovecraft’s fiction 
attempts to achieve this by paying much greater attention to description 
rather than plot or characters. For the figures and types that populate 
Lovecraft’s fiction, the revelations of the outside often lead to psychic col-
lapse, to madness, even to death; but their fates are not of much impor-
tance. As Michel Houellebecq notes, in Lovecraft’s fiction (certainly the 
“Great Texts”) characters “sole function […] would be to perceive;” they 
have a “deliberate banality” to them that “contributes to reinforcing the 
compelling nature of Lovecraft’s universe” (2008, 68). Mark Fisher sug-
gests that Lovecraft needs his human characters “for much the same rea-
son that a painter of a vast edifice might insert a standard human figure 
standing before it: to provide a sense of scale” (2016, 20–21). Condensed 
from close attention to a particular core of Lovecraft’s fiction, in critical 
discourse the Lovecraftian emerges as both the product of Lovecraft’s 
“best” fiction and as a way of determining what is Lovecraft’s best fiction 
in the first place. At the same time, the Lovecraftian is also wider than 
cosmic horror and its philosophical premises. It does not just name a 
mode of fictional storytelling or reception: it also names attachment to the 
particular mythos now understood to have its genesis in Lovecraft’s fic-
tion: Cthulhu and Nyarlathotep, books of monstrous truths, Miskatonic 
University and Arkham, and above all, tentacles. These also appear at 
times, and in the right contexts, to suffice to name texts as Lovecraftian.

There is more to be said for the Lovecraftian as a more popular cate-
gory. Importantly, in the context of adaptation, the philosophical grounds 
of the Lovecraftian have grounded most critical efforts at suggesting 
Lovecraft’s inherent unsuitability for adaptation. Graham Harman sug-
gests that Lovecraft’s fiction is characterized by the “deliberate and skillful 
obstruction of all attempts to paraphrase” (2012, 9). Paraphrase already 
signals something like adaptation here, at least in part, namely where it 
literalizes what remains allusive, and incongruous, in Lovecraft’s texts. 
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Petley (2007) and Menegaldo (2017, 2019) both point to the absence of 
“character[s] to identify with” (Menegaldo 2019, 58) as an obstacle (spe-
cifically to cinematic, or audiovisual, adaptation). They also highlight the 
“lengthy descriptive passages” and “convoluted syntax” (59) and the 
material’s “philosophy of bleakest pessimism” (Petley 2007, 43), which 
are argued to be difficult to sell in a commercial medium (47). Jérôme 
Dutel, meanwhile, points to Lovecraft’s first-person, unreliable and 
internally-focused narration as potential obstacles and at the very least as a 
matter for problematic choices in comics realization (2017, 231). Rebecca 
Janicker suggests that comics may in fact be best suited to adapting 
Lovecraft precisely because of the conjunction of the narrative features of 
Lovecraft’s prose and the formal properties of comics (2015). These and 
many other discussions of Lovecraft adaptation recur to “fidelity criticism” 
(Leitch 2017, 3), the idea that adaptations should be “true to the spirit” 
of the original (MacCabe 2011, 7). As Bruhn, Gejlvik and Hanssen note, 
for adaptation studies fidelity was “a—perhaps even the central—ques-
tion” (2013, 5). Discussion of Lovecraft and adaptation remains drawn to 
it despite its general supersession in adaptation theory. Petley’s argument, 
for instance, draws on the notion of “fidelity to the particular spirit of 
Lovecraft” (2007, 44); Murray and Corstorphine suggest that we should 
take note of adaptations that address “the key concerns of Lovecraft’s 
work as opposed to merely the surface ideas” (2013, 198); MacWilliam 
approvingly says of Ridley Scott’s Prometheus that “[t]he plot bears numer-
ous conceptual and narrative similarities to Lovecraft’s novel At the 
Mountains of Madness” (2015, 531). Strikingly, here Prometheus 
“becomes” an adaptation by an interpretatively accessible fidelity to recog-
nizably Lovecraftian topoi rather than his “surface ideas.” To suggest that 
Lovecraft’s lengthy descriptive passages are a problem in adapting 
Lovecraft to film is to suggest that the lengthy descriptive passages are 
something that should—in some form—be adapted to film, in order for 
the film to be a Lovecraft adaptation.

The complexity of adaptation after fidelity criticism is reflected in the 
sheer number of terms clustered around adaptation studies. As Robert 
Stam has pointed out, adaptation theory offers a “rich constellation of 
terms and tropes” to speak about what adaptation is: “translation, actual-
ization, reading, critique, dialogization, cannibalization, transmutation, 
transfiguration, incarnation, transmogrification, transcoding, perfor-
mance, signifying, rewriting, detournement” (2004, 4)—and this does 
not even exhaust the terms Stam himself also uses, including 
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“transformation” and “recycling” (5), or terms which other scholars have 
offered, such as “appropriation” (Sanders 2005) or “transfer” (McFarlane 
1996)—in all cases, of some original, a hypotext, into a different medium. 
And complicating the issue still further, there are quite a few alternative 
ways of looking at the relationship between stories transposed across vari-
ous media, and more especially so when the relationship between “origi-
nal” and “adapation” is more tenuous, when no easily recognizable single 
hypotext exists. Transmedia theory invokes, for instance, the idea of “sto-
ryworlds” (Ryan and Thon 2014; Leavenworth 2014) shared by different 
texts; Paul Booth speaks of a “Lovecraft-inspired transmedia world” 
(2021, 97) that recognizably relates different medial texts; and Jason 
Whittaker talks more generally of “cross-media forms” (2017, 190). These 
frames are as expansive as they are limiting. Whittaker, for instance, 
excludes adaptations “proper”—from recognizable hypotexts—from his 
cross-media approach; Van Leavenworth suggests that the pixel-art video 
game adventure Cthulhu Saves the World does “not evoke the storyworld 
but merely allude[s] to details in Lovecraft’s fictional legacy” (2014, 334), 
and so does not count as part of the storyworld. All this, while interesting, 
is too limiting, we think. With Johannes Fehrle, we take it that “we do not 
need to draw a line between transmedial clusters of connected texts that 
expand and adaptations that retell, a line that risks becoming pedantic and 
counterintuitive” (2019, 13).

Indeed, in some ways, we want to be more expansive, by highlighting 
the close conceptual proximity between ways of understanding adapta-
tion, understanding the Lovecraftian, and framing Lovecraft’s fiction. 
While descriptive of something—though what exactly remains usefully 
unclear—the ascription “Lovecraftian” situates a reading experience by 
naming it. In this sense, it is very much akin to adaptation, which is best 
understood as a reading practice. “[I]t is the audience who must experi-
ence the adaptation as an adaptation,” Linda Hutcheon argues (2013, 
172). Notwithstanding her attempts to also give definition to the “prod-
uct and process” (187) of adaptation, where an adaptation is a “deliberate, 
announced, and extended revisitation of a particular work of art” (170) 
and an “acknowledged transposition […and a] creative and an interpretive 
act of appropriation/salvaging [as well as] an extended intertextual 
engagement with the adapted work” (8), Hutcheon here recognizes that 
readers make adaptations, bringing their knowledge of previous iterations 
of a work, or its core ideas, to the text they read, view, play, or listen to. 
What gets adapted is what Linda Hutcheon calls a “heterocosm, literally 
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