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I know always that I am an outsider; a stranger in this century and among those who 

are still men [. . .] (H.P. Lovecraft, Necronomicon, 147.) 

Introduction 

The year nineteen sixty-nine is a year marked by the expansion of the borders of possible 

science, and the probing and exploration of the infinite space that surrounds our 

comparatively small planet. The largest, and soon to be best studied, chondritic meteorite 

named Allende (Norton) falls to earth and lands in Mexico, the Apollo missions make history 

by, through repeated expeditions, putting the first men on the moon (NASA, Apollo 9-12), 

the Mariner program probes the surface of Mars (NASA, Mariner-Mars) and the Venera 5 

breaches the atmosphere of Venus (NASA, Venus 5). During this exploratory year, the 

United States is also being terrorized by a murderous cult made up of mostly young women, 

led by Charles Manson (Sanders, 177-230). 

It was at this time that the stories of H.P. Lovecraft, who never saw much success or 

popularity during his lifetime, suddenly grew in mainstream popularity and scholarly critique 

(Joshi, 14). His stories told of incomprehensible creatures from beyond the stars being 

awakened by unwitting explorers, strange assassination cults and mad women, who by 

communing with things from beyond, wrought ruin on their surroundings. This time period 

marks the launch of Lovecraft’s voyage into modern mainstream popularity and the 

establishing of the genre “Weird Fiction” (Simmons, Introduction, 2) or as it is more 

commonly known, “Lovecraftian Horror” (Harms).  

During the early 20th century in which he lived and wrote, the world was also in a state of 

flux, a flux that is reflected in his stories as scientific and social uncertainties. With the turn 

of the 20th century came a dramatic turning-point for the sciences. Hilbert, Einstein, 
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Schrödinger, Heisenberg and Bohr, amongst others, were revolutionising the fields of 

mathematics, quantum mechanics, and chemistry. In the field of astronomy, in which 

Lovecraft held a great amount of interest, the Big Bang theory was formulated, forever 

shaping how we view the nature of the universe and our place in it. 

At the same time, another revolution was taking place across the world. Across Canada, the 

United States, Oceania, and Europe, what later came to be known as first-wave feminism was 

well underway and women were earning the right to vote. With the advent of a new world of 

science and women’s suffrage, the young author H.P. Lovecraft weaved his fears of a 

changing society into his stories with nihilistic contempt. The life of Lovecraft was filled 

with hardships, especially concerning his academic career and his relationships to the women 

closest to him, providing a psychoanalytically critical reader probable cause to look for these 

elements in his stories. 

To reach a proper analysis of the psychoanalytical nature of Lovecraft’s stories, a good tool 

to use is the theory of abjection as developed by Julia Kristeva. In short, the theory of 

abjection as it relates to horror deals with the need to separate the subject from the object, or 

the self from the Other. When confronted by something that threatens to break down the 

borders of our own perceptions, the abject aids us in making sense of the world, and helps us 

maintain our imagined borders, especially between the self and the Other (Kristeva, 1-17). 

Although not specifically concerned with the writings of Lovecraft, Barbara Creed makes use 

of Kristeva’s abjection when analysing horror films in her essay “The Monstrous-Feminine”, 

where she applies abjection theory in the form of different archetypes of horrific women. 

Some of these archetypes become particularly relevant when analysing Lovecraft’s fiction, 

and can be used to further specify how the theory of abjection can be applied when analysing 

female characters and their assigned roles in horror. 
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Following Lovecraft’s explosion of popularity in the popular media in the 1970s, scholars 

from around the world have contributed a multitude of literary and cultural analyses in efforts 

to entangle the web of meanings in Lovecraft, and to explain his rising popularity. In his 

collection of essays, New Critical Essays on H.P. Lovecraft, David Simmons compiles a 

number of insightful essays that examine Lovecraft’s fiction, using different perspectives to 

find themes and thematic significance in Lovecraft’s short-stories. 

Gina Wisker’s essay “Spawn of the Pit” is of great relevance when analysing the abject in 

Lovecraft’s stories. In this essay, Wisker examines a number of Lovecraft’s female characters 

and how they are abjected as portals to the Other, and corruptors of heritage through their 

inbreeding with cosmic or otherworldly beings. These female characters are able to dictate 

the course of humanity through their monopolized power of procreation, and when that power 

is combined with dangerous knowledge, it spells doom for the human race (Wisker, 51). 

Wisker proceeds to focus on the female characters as being liminal, that is to say; 

ambiguously existing within two worlds or places at the same time, and emphasises how a 

feminist reader can clearly view them as the upheaval of all that is certain in this world: 

A feminist reader can see their liminal position as a bridge to the Other, their breeding 

and hybridity a fascinating undermining of certainties of power, family identity, and 

the narratives we tell ourselves about who we are, who everyone else is, and where 

the world is going. Vile, secret, hidden, and thoroughly destabilizing, these liminal 

figures are powerful, subtle, and in the main uncrushable, their harm already complete 

in the lineage. For Lovecraft, they are the dangerous gateways, spawn of the pit. 

(Wisker, 52) 

As well as treating Lovecraft’s texts, Wisker also theorizes about Lovecraft’s general attitude 

towards women, and examines his real-life attitude towards sex. She posits that “Lovecraft 
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places sex in direct opposition to intellect and the pursuit of intellectual ends” (34) and goes 

on to explain how a life of abstinence and Puritan values was the only respectable life 

according to Lovecraft. With their reproductive functions being integral to the female 

characters roles and agency in Lovecraft’s stories, it would be hard to separate the two. 

Equally one could theorize that if Lovecraft indeed viewed sex to be in opposition to intellect, 

it would not be a far cry for him to view women (as the Other of men) being directly opposed 

to intellect as well. 

In his own essay, “A Certain Resemblance”, Simmons relies on Julia Kristeva’s theory on 

abjection, to analyse Lovecraft’s depiction of Africa and its cultures, ultimately examining 

Lovecraft’s racist tendencies as an aspect of his abjection of Eastern cultures to the Other 

(Simmons, 13). This interpretation positions Lovecraft firmly in the genre of Gothic 

literature, with foreign and new cultures often serving as a distinct Other to fulfil the 

mysterious imagination (Tuttle, par. 16). One example of Gothic literature being used to 

express the fear of the influence of foreign cultures is Bram Stoker’s Dracula, which can be 

read as expressing fear and guilt over some form of ‘reverse colonialism’ (Arata, 623). 

Simmons also notes that it is interesting to see that in Lovecraft’s stories of the “African 

Other”, he often sees his Western characters punished with death, suffering, or insanity for 

their association with the abject, but the abjected African characters in and of themselves 

usually see no such punishment (27). 

There are also other perspectives that can serve as equally relevant analyses of Lovecraft’s 

writing when it comes to understanding the representation of women and science in his 

stories. In her essay “The Infinitude of the Shrieking Abysses”, Sara Williams employs a 

feminist reading of Lovecraft’s short-story “The Dreams in the Witch-House” as an 

archetypal story of the Hysterical Female Gothic. Despite having a male protagonist by the 
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name of Gilman, the story follows the archetype to the letter, with Gilman’s quest for 

maternal knowledge and frustration with his inability to receive or understand it, being what 

ultimately drives him to hysteria (Williams, 56). In her analysis, Williams focuses on the 

story structure and themes which justify her reading of this short story as a Hysterical Female 

Gothic, but she also goes into great detail about the importance of Gilman’s futile 

mathematical attempts to understand a quantum dimension of knowledge, exclusive to “a 

mediocre old woman of the seventeenth century” (56). 

One way of removing the barrier between male and female, if that is necessary to strengthen 

this reading as a Hysterical Female Gothic, is done by casting the male protagonist as a 

sensitive eccentric, removed from the stalwartness of the logical masculine; Gilbert is here 

susceptible to being decayed and undone by the forbidden knowledge of the Witch-House. 

While an archetypal story in the genre of the Female Gothic, it can be read as a story about 

knowledge infecting femininity (the mother), causing it to destroy itself (Gilbert, or the 

feminine offspring). 

Gerry Carlin and Nicola Allen cowrite the essay “Slime and Western Man” in which they 

examine Lovecraft’s liminality as a writer, having one foot steeped in modernist views of 

nihilism, futurism and artistic expression, and the other in criticism of mainstream 

modernism’s unsolicited optimism. Even though he would not want to admit any kinship with 

contemporary mainstream modernism, it is apparent that he shared stylistic traits with some 

of the more popular elements of the movement (Carlin and Allen, 78-79). 

Carlin and Allen spend a great deal of time focusing on Lovecraft’s depiction of non-linear 

time and non-Euclidean geometry and how, through engaging with these concepts, Lovecraft 

is joining in the discourse regarding the explosion of new and limitless scientific possibilities, 

and the artist’s place in it. For example, Lovecraft cited Salvador Dali’s painting The 
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Persistence of Memory as a symbol of the role of the artistic community’s contributions to 

depicting the explosion of new science, and the absconding of old ‘scientific certainties’, 

such as the introduction of the special theory of relativity into the field of physics (Carlin and 

Allen, 73). Carlin and Allen also make note of Lovecraft’s depiction of science as something 

that is no longer stable, no longer incorruptible by the more sensitive minds, as it is now 

primed to become ‘infected by (black art)’ (79). At the end, Carlin and Allen mention 

Lovecraft’s “fascination and seduction of that which it [his writing] ostensibly fears and 

abhors” (83). The changing world of scientific uncertainty and the potential for corruption is 

laid out as one of Lovecraft’s main interests. However, the origin of this corruption could be 

specified further. 

These are but some of the very poignant and relevant available essays on the work of 

Lovecraft, and they all contribute a cogent and cohesive critical analysis of some of his most 

popular work, while at the same time managing to provide views from diverse philosophical 

points of view. Most of the essays cited concerning this subject can be found in David 

Simmons’ essay compilation “New Critical Essays on H.P. Lovecraft”, which will serve as 

the main point of reference due to its relevance. These essays show the importance of the 

abject in the horror of Lovecraft but none of them make it a priority to investigate the abject’s 

relationship to the scientific discoveries by female characters. 

While Lovecraft’s xenophobia, sexism (Wisker, 31) (Temples, 63) and scepticism towards 

science (Carlin and Allen, 79) are by no means unexplored, most writings tend to focus on 

isolating one of these aspects. When connected, they are usually simply connected back to 

aspects and attitudes of Lovecraft’s real life, rather than to each other. While Williams makes 

mention of “maternal knowledge” (56) and Wisker explores women in Lovecraft’s work as 

holders of forbidden knowledge, and does link Lovecraft’s sexism to his racism (46), it could 
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still be argued that the relationship between these female characters and the science they 

wield is yet to be explored. In stories that serve as cautionary tales of strange science, women 

are inserted as conduits and willing victims for a new world order to change and pervert the 

status quo. When Lovecraftian women are exposed to science, they unravel the thin curtain 

that is scientific certainty. They show the futility of comprehension by only bringing about 

that which will undo all mankind. Existing scholarly work on Lovecraft’s work, particularly 

the selected short stories, has not made the assertion that the thematic fear of women is 

essential to support the thematic fear of science in the stories of H.P. Lovecraft. Considering 

the lack of investigation of the connection between Lovecraft’s female characters and their 

role in his scientific horror stories, the aim of this thesis is to investigate that connection and 

to suggest that they together function as a compounded abject. These two come together in 

the stories of Lovecraft in their compounded refusal to adhere to the rules of the traditional 

old world. This essay aims to connect the abjection of women in three of Lovecraft’s stories 

(“The Colour out of Space”, “The Call of Cthulhu”, and “The Dunwich Horror”) to the 

abjection of science and knowledge, positioning women, science, and especially women who 

dare meddle with science, as a compounded, totally abjected Other. The reason this essay 

examines these three short stories in particular is because of how central the idea of women 

and science is to them. “The Colour out of Space” and “The Dunwich Horror” construct the 

abject scientific woman in very similar ways, whereas “The Call of Cthulhu” establishes the 

same abjection but in multiple different ways. Choosing two stories that repeat similar 

processes and an additional story that arrives at the same result through different means 

should further strengthen the validity of this contention. 
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The Abject Horror 

The theory of abjection as portrayed by Julia Kristeva in her essay “Powers of Horror” is 

particularly fitting when analysing Lovecraft’s works. Kristeva portrays abjection as the 

means to differentiate the self from the other. That which I do not wish to see as belonging to 

myself must be relegated to that which is explicitly not myself. At the core of abjection is the 

duality of scintillation and disgust: As Kristeva claims in “Powers of Horror”, “On the edge 

of non-existence and hallucination, of a reality that, if I acknowledge it, annihilates me. 

There, abject and abjection are my safeguards. The primers of my culture.” (2) 

According to Kristeva, in order to construct and maintain the self-image, certain behaviours 

and physical things are considered to be inherently different and often disgusting. These can 

be phenomena that bring into question our very self by challenging borders and rules of our 

existence and morality, such as corpses, traitors, well-intentioned criminals, and hypocrites; 

corpses, because they break down the barrier between life and death, and criminals because 

they reveal the fragility of the law. By expressing disgust, we distance ourselves from the 

object of our disgust, the abject. When we are faced with undesirable phenomena that 

question whether we truly can differentiate our own self from these undesirables, we 

instinctively reinforce that border by assigning those phenomena to the abject. It is ironic 

then that the identity crisis that necessitates such a radical reaction, only confirms the 

proximity of the abject to the self (Kristeva, 1-17). 

Abjection theory is useful when, but not limited to, analysing the depiction of female 

characters and how they reflect attitudes about women being Other, foreign, and liminal. 

Both rigid in the way that they usually have very defined biological roles as well as ever 

changing, in the way that they can shift between roles in a multitude of ways, all alien to the 
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comprehension of men, as they are always defined in relation to men, and not in relation to 

themselves (Donawerth, 42-43). 

One of the focuses of Kristeva’s theory of abjection is that of the first ever experience of life, 

namely birth, and how it can be viewed as the first abject experience (10), the immediate 

blurring of the border between the womb and the outside world, setting the stage for a 

lifetime of doubt concerning the roles of women. If a corpse is abject because it is the 

reminder that our lives will end, then the womb (and by extension, women) is abject too as a 

reminder that our lives have not always existed (in that they have a beginning). The reminder 

of this cyclical process constitutes a significant part of the abject. Another scholar of the 

abject and the representation of women in horror is Barbara Creed, who in her essay “The 

Monstrous-Feminine” examines the feminine abject in horror films. By drawing on 

Kristeva’s abjection, Creed establishes a number of types of the monstrous feminine, two of 

which (Creed, ch. 1, 3, 4) will be applied to Lovecraft’s stories in order to analyse the 

connection between the female characters and science in them. The chosen two models from 

Creed are the “woman as monstrous womb” and “woman as possessed monster”. These two 

classifications will help expose the different ways Lovecraft’s female characters are abjected, 

and also how that abjection relies on forbidden science and knowledge being abjected 

together with them. 

It is through the process of abjection that Lovecraft compounds his fears of a changing 

society, his distaste for the scientists whose ranks he could never join (Ward, 14:09) and his 

concern about the emerging feminist struggle, which would be a threat to his idealized 

traditional Puritan worldview (Lovecraft, Selected Letters, 356-357). Lovecraft’s object of 

abjection is therefore the changing society around him and his own inability to keep up and 

adapt to it. His own short-comings are forever a reminder of both his worldly worries 
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concerning the nature of society and science, as well as his existential worries, his realisation 

that in the grand scheme, no part of our lives has any significant meaning. It is here in his 

nihilistic worldview that the abject manifests in Lovecraft’s stories, as he cannot help being 

completely horrified by an uncaring cosmos, and at the same time, obsessed with the 

importance of tradition. If the New is chaos and death, then one should seek shelter in the old. 

Lovecraft’s main fears, the development of science at the hands of clueless scientists, and the 

ever more progressive and diverse society that is emerging, are in some of his stories 

represented as one cohesive unit, namely the women who deliver dangerous scientific 

discoveries unto the world, causing nothing but chaos. This cohesive unit is also in and of 

itself a cycle, further eliminating the borders between itself, in that the strange science reveals 

itself to female characters, who then go through a revolutionary transformation, only to birth 

offspring or continuation of the original strange science. With the establishing of the concept 

of abjection taking place in Lovecraft, it would be interesting to examine how this cycle and 

transformation can be revealed in the archetypes of Lovecraft’s women and their science. 

The Monstrous Womb of Knowledge 

To highlight the mechanics of Lovecraft’s abjection, the three selected stories (“The Colour 

out of Space”, “The Call of Cthulhu”, and “The Dunwich Horror”) can be read as 

perpetuating the role of women as monstrous wombs. Creed defines the abject nature of the 

monstrous womb as an inescapable Möbius strip of inside/outside, or self/other. Birth, being 

the ultimate abjection according to both Creed and Kristeva, as a new life passes from inside 

to outside, no longer belonging to the old self (the mother/womb), it now has to abject the old 

self to establish itself as anything else than other. (Creed, ch. 4) Specific to Lovecraft is the 

idea of the abject womb and what it houses as metaphor for dangerous scientific ideas 

infecting women. While Lovecraft’s female characters can clearly be characterized as 
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monstrous wombs, there is less focus on the sexual aspects of the characterization than would 

be expected, given that intercourse is the progenitor of birth. The storage for intellectual ideas 

in men is the brain, but for the female characters, who are alien in and of themselves to men, 

they are made to house new dangerous ideas in their wombs. The sexual act never plays a 

role in these stories, and so if Lovecraft was only abjecting women due to their gender and 

sexual role (or lack thereof), it would make sense for sex or impregnation to play some part 

of the stories. Instead sex is entirely glossed over, leaving the stories with women as 

monstrous wombs, but pregnant with knowledge. While specifically related to their gender, 

their transformation into this archetype is not a sexual one, but one marked by the pursuit of 

knowledge. This transformation and the birthed consequences of new science can first be 

seen in the character of Mrs. Gardner in “The Colour out of Space”. 

The story of “The Colour out of Space”, in which a meteorite falls to earth and crash-lands 

into a farm owned by the Gardner family, is told to the unnamed protagonist by a character 

named Ammi Pierce, who gives his first-hand witness account of the terrible events that 

followed the meteorite’s arrival. The fallen meteorite attracts the attention of the scholars of 

Miskatonic University, who crudely gouge a sample out of it for further study. The meteorite 

itself displays no earthly features, other than perpetual heat and peculiar shrinkage, and is, 

after the scholars’ futile attempts to understand it, subsequently destroyed when lightning 

strikes it six times in a row. It did however, also display something that could only be 

described as a Colour, except not belonging to any spectrum known to man. In the following 

years, the Gardner’s crops and cattle take on strange properties, reminiscent of the Colour, 

and soon after, Mrs. Gardner goes insane. Eventually the corrupting influence of the 

meteorite destroys the entire farm along with its owners. Mr. Pierce, having attempted to 

consult and help the Gardner family through this crisis, returns to the barren farm with six 
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men, only to witness in horror as the Colour bubbles up from the family well, shoots up into 

the sky and returns to the stars (Lovecraft, 166-189).  

On his penultimate trip to the farm, Mr. Pierce finds the place in complete ruin. The boys are 

nowhere to be found, and Mr. Gardner finally completely perishes after one last conversation 

with Mr. Pierce. When exploring the attic, Mr. Pierce finds what remains of Mrs. Gardner 

and forces himself to put her out of her misery, but not before a ‘hateful current of vapour’ 

(179) can escape the room and presumably makes its way down the well. This new, hateful 

essence of Mrs. Gardner inhabits the well, where it takes the form of a monstrous womb 

(Creed, ch. 4), housing the skeletal remains of the two young boys, as well as a bottomless, 

bubbling, ooze (179). As with the meteorite, the men struggle to understand the contents of 

this well (this womb) because like the meteorite, it is a new and dangerous scientific 

discovery. Upon returning with the six men, the substance in the well oozes out and shoots 

into the sky, leaving behind a small fragment of itself. Just like Mrs. Gardner was unable to 

express herself with nouns, instead relying on verbs and pronouns, this substance is described 

with an unending list of verbs, further cementing the idea that Mrs. Gardner has become the 

monstrous womb through the means of the meteorite, in that they have linguistically become 

one: 

It was a scene from a vision of Fuseli, and over all the rest reigned that riot of 

luminous amorphousness, that alien and undimensioned rainbow of cryptic poison 

from the well – seething, feeling, lapping, reaching, scintillating, straining, and 

malignly bubbling in its cosmic and unrecognisable chromaticism. (Lovecraft, 

Necronomicon, 186) 

Through communing with this new scientific phenomenon, the indescribable meteorite, Mrs. 

Gardner becomes the vessel for the ruin of her entire family, leaving her husband calloused to 
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strange and unpleasant things and eventually a dishevelled corpse, her two sons rotting 

skeletons, trapped and suffocated in her monstrous womb, the well. Eventually, through the 

incompetent prodding of the University scholars (185), having become one with this new 

knowledge, she returns to the cosmos. In the case of Mrs. Gardner, the new knowledge she 

acquires causes her to quite literally give birth to the death of her children, her now infected 

body being unfit for traditional family roles. When describing the Colour and its effects on 

the farm, Lovecraft repeatedly refers to it as being opposed to Nature; “It wasn’t right – it 

was against Nature – and he thought of those terrible last words of his stricken friend ‘It 

come from some place whar things ain’t as they is here… one o’ them professors said so…’” 

(183), as well as; “It was just a colour out of space – a frightful messenger from unformed 

realms of infinity beyond all Nature as we know it” (188). It is important that Mrs. Gardner is 

examined as one with this frightful messenger opposed to Nature, as they are dependent on 

each other. 

In “The Call of Cthulhu” the monstrous womb can also be found in the form of the ship the 

Emma, as it houses a group of male sailors until it is capsized and releases its crew into the 

discovery of ancient Cthulhu. The sailors are released from their female vessel into a living 

nightmare that upon discovery is extended to touch sensitive minds across the world: 

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! (Lovecraft, Necronomicon, 

220) 

It is through the premature expulsion (birth) from the Emma that the sailors are forced to 

penetrate the veil between the known old world and the abstract, non-Euclidean city. Creed 
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draws attention to the fact that Christian art often depicted hell as a womb, ‘a lurid and rotting 

uterus’ (Creed, ch. 4), which is echoed in Lovecraft’s hellish description of the Emma’s point 

of deliverance: 

Then, driven ahead by curiosity in their captured yacht under Johansen’s command, 

the men sight a great stone pillar sticking out of the sea, and in S. Latitude 47° 9’, W. 

Longitude 126° 43’, come upon a coastline 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… (Lovecraft, Necronomicon, 

222) 

The description of R’lyeh coupled with the opening lines of the story (see page 19) together 

form the picture of a secret world pregnant with dangerous knowledge just waiting to be 

birthed unto the unsuspecting sensitive minds of the world. “The Call of Cthulhu” is arguably 

the most popular story Lovecraft ever wrote, which together with his posthumously 

established “Cthulhu Mythos”, made him the immortal writer of supernatural fiction he is 

revered as today (Joshi, 13). The story is divided into three chapters, each being told by the 

story’s narrator, Mr. Thurston, who discovers a series of notes in the possession of his late 

great uncle, the contents of the notes making up the bulk of the story. Thurston finds the 

notes together with a strange bas-relief sculpture, the origin of which is revealed from reading 

the notes. 

The sculpture was made by a sensitive student named Wilcox, who was inspired by horrific 

dreams of Cyclopean cities, dreams which he received at the same time as accounts of 

outbreaks of mental illness, group mania and hysterical mobs are reported worldwide. The 

notes go on to tell about an inspector Legrasse, who uncovers a secret voodoo cult 

worshipping this so-called Cthulhu, which the sculpture appears to be depicting. The final 
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notes and chapter tell of the crew of the vessel named the Emma and particularly its 

Norwegian second mate, Gustaf Johansen. Upon reading that the crew of the Emma had been 

ambushed by another ship, the Alert, leaving most of its crew dead, Thurston visits 

Johansen’s widow in Norway. Thurston receives a manuscript that tells of Johansen and his 

remaining crew accidentally awakening horrific Cthulhu from his underwater slumber. 

Having learnt of the full story, Thurston now fears for his own life as he knows too much, 

and the cult still lives (Lovecraft, Necronomicon, 201-225). In the final chapter it is revealed 

that it is through the Emma’s expedition that the ancient underwater city of R’lyeh is 

discovered and Cthulhu is awakened. Although more metaphorical than an actual female 

character with an actual womb, the motifs of Emma as the female vessel; birthing its male 

sailors to the horrific discovery of Cthulhu in the middle of the sea fits the archetype. 

Finally, the monstrous womb can also be found in a more explicit form in “The Dunwich 

Horror” in the form of pregnant Lavinia Whateley, who gives birth to the offspring of an Old 

God. “The Dunwich Horror” was written by Lovecraft in 1928 and serves alongside “The 

Call of Cthulhu” as an important story in the Cthulhu Mythos. The story goes that in the 

village of Dunwich, Lavinia Whateley, daughter of Old Whateley, communes with the Old 

God Yog-Sothoth and gives birth to twins, Wilbur and his invisible twin-brother, the latter of 

whom is not revealed until the end of the story. The story focuses on Wilbur’s upbringing and 

rapid growth, at nineteen months old he possesses the size of a four-year-old, and a fluent and 

intelligent vocabulary. He accompanies his mother on walks in nature and attends 

“schooling” with his grandfather, where he learns about his demonic heritage. When Wilbur 

is grown up, he attempts to gain access to a book known as the Necronomicon from 

Miskatonic University, and is denied by the librarian Dr. Armitage. When Dr. Armitage 

begins investigating the Whateley family, Wilbur is killed by a guard-dog upon attempting to 

steal the Necronomicon. Wilbur’s true horrific form is revealed as a Chimera-like (Murray) 



16 
 

amalgam of scales, snakes and tentacles. Not soon after, his invisible, now gigantic, twin 

brother starts terrorizing the country-side, and is eventually destroyed by Dr. Armitage and 

his companions by the use of magic powder and a magic spell. 

As opposed to Mrs. Gardner who receives her terrible knowledge straight from the source, 

Lavinia is tutored by her father, who is responsible for the black magic behind her 

impregnation. Even so, with Wilbur’s birth the other villagers notice Old Whateley 

displaying some amount of fear of what has transpired, whereas Lavinia never does (268). 

The theme of miscegenation (racial mixing) is discussed extensively in Wisker’s essay where 

she also touches on a reading of the Dunwich Horror as a tale of “chaste academics working 

against evil from beyond” (49) rather than one of simple miscegenation. While appropriate in 

the context of weird women delivering strange science, the story places its entire focus on 

women as corruptors of reproduction and ancestry, rather than new unfathomable knowledge. 

As Lavinia gives birth to the twins, when one factors in the importance of the abjection of 

science in Lovecraft’s stories, she creates the cycle of the spreading of dangerous ideas (as 

the twins resemble the father, a monstrous Old God) which replaces the traditional cycle of 

life that birth usually signifies.  

After vanquishing Wilbur’s giant twin-brother, Dr. Armitage tries his best to explain what the 

behemoth monster really was; 

Armitage chose his words very carefully. ‘It was – well, it was mostly a kind of force 

that doesn’t belong in our part of space; a kind of force that acts and grows and shapes 

itself by other laws than those of our sort of Nature. We have no business calling in 

such things from outside, and only very wicked people and very wicked cults ever try 

to. (Lovecraft, Necronomicon, 297) 
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Again, like in “The Colour out of Space”, the idea of Nature is brought up, and anything that 

does not abide by our Natural laws, is considered abject. The denouncement of “very wicked 

people and […] cults” who try to usher in these new forces is indicative of the connection 

between the abject science and the abject women who employ it to break out of their own 

social roles. 

The cycle of the birth of scientific discoveries, brought about by the female agents in these 

stories, exemplifies how through the archetype of the monstrous womb it is clearly displayed 

how women and science in Lovecraft’s fiction are together assigned as abject, intertwining 

with each other. While this archetype gives useful insight into the symbiosis of these two 

elements, it fails to recognize the agency of the women in the story. They are not simply 

vessels for a continuing cycle of new knowledge, but also willing conduits for it. This aspect 

of the compounded abject of women and science will be explored in the next section, with 

women being portrayed as possessed by science. 

Woman Possessed by Science 

Creed explores the idea of the Possessed Woman as an ‘excuse for legitimizing a display of 

aberrant feminine behaviour which is depicted as depraved, monstrous, abject – and 

perversely appealing’. She also affirms its relevance for an analysis of the abject, citing that 

‘the very act of constituting another [possession] is ultimately a refusal to recognize 

something about the self ‘. (Creed, ch. 3) Reading this immediately conjures images of the 

women in “The Colour Out of Space” and “The Dunwich Horror”, but also the explicit denial 

of this behaviour-altering possession in “The Call of Cthulhu”. In all three stories, the 

forbidden knowledge (new science) inhabits feminine characters. Not only do they give birth 

to scientific discoveries, they also become them. In “The Colour Out of Space”, Mrs. 

Gardner’s transformation is the epicentre of the frightening experiences of the rest of the 
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family, while in “The Call of Cthulhu”, the sensitive minds of artists are invaded by the call 

of Cthulhu and persuaded to produce depictions of the visions shown to them, they are 

possessed by abject science. The story also relays the fate of the only actual female character 

in the story, as she is actively completely spared all knowledge of horrific Cthulhu, she is also 

spared the ruin and death that follows all who become infected. Only by being excluded from 

this new discovery can the females hope to continue their lives with meaning, and avoid 

spreading doom to those around them. In all aspects, the female is used as a vessel for 

horrible scientific discoveries and only when the female is explicitly denied knowledge can 

some form of normalcy continue.  

The idea that women will serve as vessels for new and forbidden knowledge can be traced 

back to the Bible and the story of Adam and Eve, “’Sin originated with woman and because 

of her we all perish.’” (Kristeva, 126), and this dynamic rings true in the tales of Lovecraft. It 

is not that the women characters are the source of forbidden science, but they are consistently 

the willing conduits for it. In the bible, Eve’s crime is not that she invented the forbidden 

knowledge, but that she accessed it, as is also the case in “The Colour out of Space”. Mrs. 

Gardner is the first to be affected and she is also the only one who is affected in any way that 

makes her a conduit of the horror of the meteorite. Mr. Gardner and the two boys all succumb 

to the effects, but in a way that makes them seem like victims. The three men become more 

dejected and apathetic, whereas Mrs. Gardner takes on a more active form of change. She, on 

the other hand, becomes mad, unable to communicate properly, and only able to express 

herself with verbs and pronouns. It is to the dismay of the rest of the family that Mrs. Gardner 

is not sent to an asylum and instead allowed to remain on the farm, eventually terrifying the 

boys and Mr. Gardner with her change of expression and the horrific faces she would make. 

Because of her frightening visage and mood, Mrs. Gardner is locked in the attic where she 

ceases to speak, begins to crawl on all four, and becomes luminous in the dark, initializing 
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her metamorphosis into the meteorite and erasing the borders between the two. (Kristeva, 

207) 

While Mr. Gardner and the boys eventually perish because of the effects of the meteorite, 

their symptoms make it seem more like they suffer due to the new disposition of Mrs. 

Gardner, rather than the meteorite itself. With Mrs. Gardner completing her transformation 

into a possessed thrall of the meteorite, the rest of the family subside on ‘meagre and ill-

cooked meals’ and go about their thankless chores, drinking the tainted water from the well 

without a second thought. Mr. Pierce even notes that there is ‘something of stolid resignation 

about them all’, in a way that almost admires their ability to remain somewhat industrious 

without the help of Mrs. Gardner (Lovecraft, 176-177). Instead of fulfilling her role as a 

housewife, Mrs. Gardner has been filled with, and possessed by, new alien elements which 

confound even University scholars; she becomes an entity that is feared and not understood 

by the rest of the family, becoming abject in her opposition to Nature and tradition. (Creed, 

Introduction) 

As a horror writer, Lovecraft believed in tapping into something that is beyond Nature in 

order to create a sufficiently terrifying narrative (Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror, ch. 1, 8, 

10), and he also believed that the only ‘anchor of fixity […] is tradition, the potent emotional 

legacy bequeathed to us by the massed experience of our ancestors’ (Lovecraft, Selected 

Letters II, 356-357). In “The Colour out of Space”, the true crime of Mrs. Gardner is that she 

goes against Nature, against her traditional role as a housewife and homemaker. (Creed, 

Introduction) She becomes corrupted by new strange knowledge, destroying her entire 

family, undoing all her previous efforts, before returning to the stars. 
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The opening lines of “The Call of Cthulhu” might be considered the thesis statement of the 

entirety of Lovecraft’s writing, as it is arguably his most explicit abjection of the scientific 

endeavour to further knowledge; 

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 midst of 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 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. (Lovecraft, 

Necronomicon, 201) 

Here Lovecraft makes his views on science painfully clear; those who would not relish the 

thought of returning to the dark ages from the terrible and humbling discoveries of the 

scientific revolution would by definition be mad. But then there are those who would be 

assigned to madness in Lovecraft’s stories, namely the feminine vessels waiting to be 

possessed by the new and dangerous science. Just like Gilman in Sara Williams’ reading of 

“The Dreams in the Witch-House”, “The Infinitude of the Shrieking Abysses” (56), it could 

be argued that the character of Wilcox in “The Call of Cthulhu” serves as a representation of 

the feminine, due to him being a young artist with a sensitive mind. He and the other artists 

and poets of New England are susceptible to becoming possessed by the whisperings of 

Cthulhu, unlike the average people and the scientists who are cut off from this maddening 

influence. Just like in “The Colour out of Space”, the scientists here are confronted with 

eldritch knowledge that they have little hope to ever comprehend, knowledge that is only 

accessible to the more sensitive (female) minds and subconsciousness. 
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Furthermore, when interrogating one of the prisoners, inspector Legrasse learns of the cults’ 

goal of resurrecting Cthulhu and the Great Old Ones and that once they succeed, “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.” And “all 

the earth would flame with a holocaust of ecstasy and freedom.” (214). This is an image of 

the world where all have been possessed by the knowledge of the Great Old Ones, acting as 

they would and revelling in their insane teachings. Unknown science has possessed the 

sensitive feminine minds of the world and should it be allowed to spread, it would spell the 

upheaval of the symbolic order as it is known (Kristeva, 35-38). The only way to prevent this 

prophecy can be seen in the only actual female character in the story, Johansen’s wife. While 

she possesses the details of Johansen’s discovery of Cthulhu, the notes are written in English, 

in order to specifically remain inaccessible to her (Lovecraft, 221). Only through the denial of 

new discoveries can the women of Lovecraft’s fiction hope to maintain a traditional role, as 

Johansen’s wife all dressed in black, diligently mourns her husband and is personally spared 

the ruin that comes with knowledge. 

The source of fear in this horror tale is the incomprehensible and non-Euclidean science that 

is delivered unto the men of the story by means of hypersensitive minds and female vessels, 

further reinforcing the notion that Lovecraft is assigning both the advancing sciences and the 

feminine to the compounded abject. Lavinia in “The Dunwich Horror” is described as “a 

somewhat deformed, unattractive albino woman of 35” who proudly mutters prophecies 

about Wilbur’s future (Lovecraft, 267). She was also never schooled outside of Old 

Whateley’s demonic tutelage, and is prone to wild and grandiose daydreaming, causing her to 

neglect her household chores of order and cleanliness. This dynamic is highly reminiscent of 

Mrs. Gardner in “The Colour out of Space”, with the homemaker neglecting her womanly 

duties due to being possessed by new knowledge. (Creed, Introduction) All of these 
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characters have their new identities given to them through a possession of Old Gods, who as 

demonstrated in the opening lines of “The Call of Cthulhu” represent new and dangerous 

scientific discoveries, making their transformations not relegated to their sex, but to their 

acquisition of new science. 

Conclusion  

In a time of dramatic scientific and social change, young author H. P. Lovecraft assigns 

female characters and science to the abject in his horror short stories. The two are together 

assigned as a compounded abject, in that they are both abject and reliant on each other in 

order to be so. When examining the abject in Lovecraft’s writing, previous research shows 

that his female characters can be described as portals to the Other and corruptors of heritage. 

Lovecraft’s racist tendencies and depictions of abject Africa has also been investigated, and 

one of his stories with a male protagonist has been read as belonging to the genre of the 

Hysterical Female Gothic. Finally, Lovecraft’s interest in new strange scientific phenomena 

as well as the concept of science being corrupted by black art has proven a relevant backdrop 

to analysing the abject. 

Through a psychoanalytical analysis by using Kristeva’s theory of the abject and Creed’s 

abject female archetypes, the abject nature of the female characters in Lovecraft’s stories can 

be pinpointed as dependent on the abject science that infects them. The fact that female 

characters and science can be intrinsically linked and together form the abject through 

different archetypal lenses gives credence to the idea of this compounded abjection. The 

examined stories display ideas of the feminine as linked to scientific progress, from the 

supernaturally pregnant Lavinia in “The Dunwich Horror”, and the possessed Mrs. Gardner 

in “The Colour Out of Space” to the various feminine and female characters and motifs in 

“The Call of Cthulhu”. These characters can all be analysed through the intersecting 
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archetypes of “The Monstrous Womb” and “The Possessed Woman”, where the influence 

and spreading of new science is in all cases essential to the creation of the horror story. This 

intersecting approach to analysing the abject female and the abject science, two key factors in 

Lovecraft’s stories, provides a more nuanced understanding of how H. P. Lovecraft views 

and creates the abject horror. By examining the three chosen short stories using different 

abject archetypes and finding that with each story and abject archetype, female characters and 

their relationship to new science is compounded into one entity, and also integral to the 

creation of horror, the thesis of this compounded abject in Lovecraft’s fiction is strengthened. 

However, it should be considered that the chosen abject archetypes are very specific and 

chosen due to their relevance to two of the three selected stories, “The Colour Out of Space” 

and “The Dunwich Horror”. A more general analysis of the compounded abject may yield 

different results. Nevertheless, it is in the third story, “The Call of Cthulhu”, that the validity 

of this method is strengthened, as it lacks characters that obviously fit into the archetypes, but 

can still be successfully analysed according to those archetypes, and still produce a 

convincing analysis of the relevancy of a compounded abject. Further research should apply 

the concept of a compounded abject to other horror stories by Lovecraft, in order to see if the 

method holds up when faced with differently structured narratives. 
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