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Abstract 

H.P. Lovecraft is an author with relatively little mainstream appeal, yet many contemporary 

creative minds have been inspired by his works, and as such a vast array of adaptations based 

on his works have been realised in the 83 years after his passing. Although there are many 

adaptations available his works are widely regarded as being extremely difficult to adapt due 

to their Lovecraftian themes. This research thus aims to answer how different media adapt 

these themes and to what extent mutations of these themes are present due to the change in 

environment. This theoretical approach is in adherence to the notions presented by Bortolotti 

& Hutcheon in their article óOn the Origins of Adaptation: Rethinking Fidelity Discourse and 

ñSuccessò: Biologicallyô. As for methodology, this research will look at four distinct types of 

adaptation and analyse how the themes of these adaptations have mutated in their new 

environments in contrast to their source. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

It is a difficult task to discern any one given genre in the vast array of work Howard Phillips 

Lovecraft created during his lifetime. Lovecraft himself identified it as óweird fictionô, but as 

Smith points out it is clear that he was influenced by the Gothic genre of literature, as he took 

much inspiration from Edgar Allen Poe, Lord Dunsany, Herman Melville and more (831). In 

order to know the full extent of what Lovecraftôs fiction discusses, one must delve into the 

personal details of Lovecraftôs life, as that is where the inception of the Lovecraftian themes 

resides. 

 Lovecraftôs life was not one devoid of struggle: both his parents became delusional 

and psychotic, and both also passed away in a psychiatric hospital. Lovecraft himself 

struggled with depression and was suicidal nearly all his life, and eventually died due to 

cancer in 1937 (Black 244). He almost never left his house, and if he did, he wore his father 

and grandfatherôs clothes. He avoided most direct social contact and instead spent his life 

writing numerous letters (Black 244). These descriptions paint the picture of a man who was 

afraid of not only the world around him, but also of his own mind. Another troubling aspect of 

Lovecraftôs personality is his view on what he called ónon-Aryansô, as he ñexpressed in letters 

to his friends, on ñthe mongoloid problem in New Yorkò or his sensation of brushing past 

ñhideous negroes that resemble gigantic chimpanzeesò in the city subwayò (Tyree 137). 

DeCamp, in his biography on Lovecraft, depicts him as a man plagued by an intrinsic duality. 

He states that Lovecraft ñwas ethnocentric to the point of mania é yet, when Lovecraft came 

to know members of these hated ethnoi, he always proved as kind, courteous, friendly, 

generous, and affectionate towards them as he did towards Anglo-Saxonsò and goes on by 

commenting that even though Lovecraft always expressed antipathy towards Jews he 

ñmarried one and numbered another among his closest friendsò (9-10). It is important to be 

aware of this background teeming with psychological issues and overt racism, not only 

because both matters are still problematic in our society ï making adaptations a more 

questionable affair ï but also because they are abundantly present in Lovecraftôs work and 

form the backbone of Lovecraftian themes.  

  Although Lovecraft has been a tremendous influence for creators of modern horror 

there is relatively little academic research on his work. Most academics like DeCamp and 

Smith focus on either the biographical aspect of his letters or on the literary aspect of his 

fiction, but few write on his influence and the many adaptations that have emerged as a result. 

Thus, the research question ñhow are Lovecraftian themes adapted by different media and to 
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what extent is there a mutation of the original themes present in these adaptations?ò is a fresh 

way of analysing Lovecraftôs fiction. Another important aspect of this thesis has to do with 

what it contributes to the field of adaptation studies. Studies on adaptations generally contrast 

different adaptations of one source that are of the same media or investigate how one 

particular author has been adapted unto films. This thesis is thus unique as it examines how 

the themes of a work mutate depending on the type of adaptation according to the theoretical 

framework by Bortolotti & Hutcheon, which is an approach that is distinct from other studies 

done in the field. A reason for these mutations can be found in the analogy given by E.H. 

Gombrich who states that an artist with a pencil in hand will look for what can be rendered in 

lines, whereas if they had a paintbrush in their hands they would look for masses of land to 

portray (Hutcheon 19). This research is thus justified in the sense that it not only adds to an 

underexplored aspect in Lovecraftian fiction, but it also tackles the question of adaptation in a 

unique way. 

 Lovecraftôs works often repeat the same core themes. This can be attributed to his 

personal life as discussed earlier, but Smith points out that his narratives are also similar due 

to the formulaic style of Gothic writing (830). In this research, however, only the themes that 

are present in At the Mountains of Madness and The Shadow over Innsmouth will be 

explained. These themes are cosmic indifferentism, madness and the sublime, racism, and 

degeneration.  

  The term cosmic indifferentism, often referred to as ócosmic horrorô, stems directly 

from Lovecraftôs worldview. Whereas most of the population have a human-centric view of 

the universe, Lovecraft held a strong cosmos-centric view. He did not feel as if humanity was 

the most important thing in the universe, but rather that it is insignificant. The chief difference 

between the more ótraditionalô works of horror and Lovecraftôs óweird fictionô is that the 

monsters in traditional works try to interact with humans, but in Lovecraftôs cosmic horror the 

non-human is entirely indifferent to the human (Smith 835). The characters in Lovecraftian 

narratives are often left at the mercy of the overwhelming cosmic entities without any chance 

of fighting back. 

  A recurring trend in Lovecraftôs narratives is that the characters in them realise their 

insignificance in the universe, which in turn drives them to madness. It is not the case that the 

knowledge itself drives them mad, but rather the inability of the characters to cope with said 

knowledge (Smith 835). Madness and cosmic indifferentism are thus almost mutually 

inclusive in Lovecraftian stories. It is clear that the madness found in Lovecraftôs work can be 

linked directly to his own mental afflictions as stated previously. There is, however, another 
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aspect to this madness and that is the sublime. Described by Edmund Burke as the ñstrongest 

emotion which the mind is capable of feelingò (59), the sublime can be used in a Lovecraftian 

sense to describe the overwhelming feeling of dread and insignificance in the universe. 

Janicker makes an interesting connection between a description given by Brady and this 

Lovecraftian sublime, by saying ñBrady recognizes that the Romantic poets utilized 

experiences of sublimity in order to stimulate the readerôs imagination by ñinspiring 

metaphysical thoughts about oneôs place in the universeò (104). This emphasis on 

encountering something more powerful than the individual can be connected to the 

philosophy of Lovecraftò (189). It is thus interesting to note that where Romantic poets tried 

to use this feeling of the sublime in a positive manner, Lovecraft transforms it into an 

experience filled with dread and terror. 

  Lovecraftôs xenophobia, or rather, racism, has been a controversial issue amongst 

academics and non-academics alike. His works are rife with descriptions of both veiled 

racism ï as seen in his descriptions of the fish-like people in The Shadow over Innsmouth ï 

and overt racism ï as previously shown in his descriptions of ónon-Aryansô. A notion that is 

closely linked to racism is degeneration, which is a theme highly relevant to both At the 

Mountains of Madness and The Shadow over Innsmouth. Karschay explains that 

ñdegeneration theory posited that ódegenerateô individuals shared a deficient biological make-

up, which not only set them apart from societyôs ónormalô population, but threatened that very 

population with a potentially contagious diseaseò and that ñódegeneratesô where not only 

perceived as members of an alien óraceô but often as monstrous freaks of nature who belied 

humanityôs claim to evolutionary perfectionò (2-3). This fear of degeneration was at its height 

in the latter half of the nineteenth century, and it is thus no wonder that there are myriad 

examples of this in Lovecraftian works.  

  This thesis makes use of the theoretical framework proposed by Bortolotti & Hutcheon 

in their article óOn the Origin of Adaptations: Rethinking Fidelity Discourse and óSuccessô: 

Biologicallyô. In it, they propose that instead of basing the success of an adaptation on its 

faithfulness to the source, researchers could look at the variations (i.e. different adaptations) 

of a source like how Darwin looked at the variations between species. This thesis will put a 

laser focus on an aspect of the framework, namely the relation of mutations to their 

environment.  

  Bortolotti & Hutcheon propose a ñhomology between biological and cultural 

adaptationò and go further to state that ñstories, in a manner parallel to genes, replicate; the 

adaptations of both evolve with changing environmentsò (444). The words óchanging 
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environmentsô are an overly broad part of this definition, which could mean a numerous 

amount of different things such as cultural context, geographical location, or even that the 

adaptation is in the form of a media altogether new to that particular narrative. As such, in 

order to avoid confusion, whenever the umbrella term óenvironmentô is used in this thesis it 

exclusively refers to the cultural context and form of media. Clear examples of changed 

environments in cultural context and form of media can be found in adaptations of 

Shakespeareôs Romeo & Juliet. For example ñQu®b®cois writer Robert Lepage set his 

adaptation in bilingually conflicted Canada, with francophone Capulets and anglophone 

Montaguesò (Bortolotti & Hutcheon 448) which showcases the environmental change being 

solely the cultural context, whereas the film adaptation Romeo + Juliet by Baz Luhrmann is a 

changed environment due to both the cultural context and the form of media. 

 Bortolotti & Hutcheon also hypothesise that mutations will take place in adaptations 

depending on their environment, as ñreplication is not repetition without changeò (448). This 

notion is the foundation of this research, as the hypothesis is that by examining the 

environment of the Lovecraftian adaptation a mutation in themes becomes apparent. It should 

be noted that ñdespite some of its non-scientific connotations, mutation is not a negative term 

in biology where it is judged as beneficial, neutral, or deleterious in the context of its 

environmentò (Bortolotti & Hutcheon 449) and as such the goal of this study is not to 

determine whether or not the adaptation is successful based on the mutation of the themes, but 

rather to follow the biological approach by asking what mutations can be discovered and 

whether they strengthen, weaken, or leave the themes relatively the same or not. In doing so it 

is expected that visually oriented media will undergo a deleterious mutation of cosmic 

indifferentism, whereas the radio adaptation will exhibit a beneficial mutation for this theme. 

The themes of madness and degeneration are not as easy to predict as both can be represented 

rather well in all forms of media, and thus it will depend on where the creator decides to put 

the emphasis.  
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Chapter Two: At the Mountains of Madness 

In At the Mountains of Madness a group of professors and students from the fictional 

Miskatonic University go on an expedition into the Arctic in 1930. The expedition splits up 

with narrator William Dyer staying behind at the base while the group that trots ahead, led by 

Professor Lake, advances. Lake reports on some incredible and historic findings of fourteen 

primordial lifeforms via radio, but soon after all contact is lost. Dyer and his student Danforth 

and some others decide to go look for the missing group. From their plane they can see the 

encampment made by Lakeôs party, but once they investigate it on foot they find the mangled 

corpses of the dogs and the expedition members, save for Gedney and one dog. Some of the 

well-preserved fossils seemed to have vanished as well. Dyer and Danforth decide to use the 

plane to find Gedney when they discover an ancient stone city. They explore the ruins of what 

they establish to be a long-lost advanced civilization of extra-terrestrial creatures, and they 

learn that this civilization has retreated into the abyss below the city. Dyer and Danforth 

eventually find the body of Gedney and they instantly understand that the ófossilsô Lake found 

were simply sleeping. They once again delve into the city in hopes of finding the abyss, but 

before they find it they are confronted by a Shoggoth, a dangerous amorphous mass of black 

sludge that was used by the inhabitants of the city to do their heavy labour. After an escape 

sequence they flee the city by plane, and the narrative ends with Danforth hysterically 

parroting the sound the Shoggoth made.  

 In this chapter the graphic novel and radio adaptations will be analysed to discern what 

mutations of the Lovecraftian themes take place and how the specific medium affects this 

process. The results will then be contrasted with each other in order to give a general 

overview of how the two adaptations differ in handling Lovecraftian themes based on the 

mutations exhibited. 

The Eponymous Graphic Novel Adaptation by I.N.J. Culbard 

The graphic novel is ñan extended comic book é written by adults for adults, and able to 

tackle complex and sophisticated issues using all of the tools available to the best artists and 

writersò (Tabachnick 1). There is, however, less room for text, which makes it hard to adapt a 

Lovecraftian work of fiction that ñis characterized by lengthy descriptive passages, strongly 

detailed and gripping, that escalates to a fever pitch of intensity with the move towards its 

narrative climaxò (Janicker 192). The textual is after all what creates the unnerving 

atmosphere of Lovecraftôs fiction, and this atmosphere is what adds to the Lovecraftian 

themes. The solution to this problem that Culbard came up with for his adaptation was simple: 
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copy the most crucial descriptions directly and use them in expositional panels. It is in this 

way that Culbard has tried to preserve as much of the original narrative as possible whilst still 

presenting them as something entirely new, as these are verbatim quotes next to original 

illustrations. It is an understandable choice, both in a practical sense ï as it requires less work 

ï and from a thematic perspective, as by reusing these passages the themes should exhibit the 

least amount of mutation.  

  This is not the case, however, as this graphic novel adaptation shows clear thematic 

mutations of the deleterious kind. These changes can be attributed to several aspects in the 

adaptation: the new dialogue that was added, the lack of extended insight into the psyche of 

the characters, the visualisation of Lovecraftian horrors, and the overall lack of build-up and 

thematic cohesion due to a significant decrease in the textual length of the work. The original 

At the Mountains of Madness is a narrative which spans 81 pages with no elements outside of 

the words on its pages. In contrast to this the graphic novel is roughly 120 pages long but its 

word count is drastically lower than its source due to the logical focus on visual elements over 

textual ones. It should thus be no surprise that the overall atmosphere and thematic unity of 

the narrative has been lessened at the cost of visualisation. The reasons listed previously in 

this paragraph are the roots of the mutations that are present in this new environment and will 

now each be brought up when addressing the mutations of the themes. 

The Mutation of Lovecraftian Themes in the Graphic Novel Adaptation 

The realisation of the insignificance of manôs place in the universe, which in turn leads to the 

theme of madness, is the key to the Lovecraftian theme of cosmic indifferentism, and as such 

can be found in nearly all of his works. Lovecraftôs At the Mountains of Madness is no 

exception, as it often shows the characters in the story struggling with comprehending the 

primordial nature of their surroundings by giving extensive insight into the psychological 

wellbeing of said characters. The passage ñthe noise shattered all our profoundly seated 

adjustments ï all our tacit acceptance of the inner Antarctic as a waste utterly and irrevocably 

void of every vestige of normal lifeò (488) is one of many in the novel that illustrates this 

theme. Such lengthy passages full of vivid descriptions are quite difficult to translate to a 

medium such as the graphic novel as its primary focus is on the visual rather than the textual. 

The graphic novel does have other ways of conveying this theme to the reader. Examples of 

this are the ability to illustrate the facial expressions and body language of characters, or by 

using the original dialogue created for this adaptation. There are additionally the aspects of 

framing (Tabachnick 11) and sequence (Tabachnick 17) which are unique to the graphic 
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novel. Framing refers to the fact that the graphic novel can make certain panels smaller ï and 

thus less significant ï than others, unlike other media which have a fixed aspect ratio. 

Sequencing then is the progression from one carefully selected key panel to the next. All of 

these aspects point towards the fact that the visualisation of a narrative can be a great boon to 

the overall impressions left on the consumer, yet with Lovecraftian narratives there is often an 

adverse effect and this adaptation is no exception. John Carpenter describes this well as he 

states that ñHe is very hard to adapt. Once you start reading it, you realize itôs in his language. 

He describes things that are indescribable, the indescribable horror. Some of his best stories 

are just impossible to visualizeò (Mitchell 7).  

Image 1. 

  By analysing and contrasting the passages of the source novel to the visualisation of 

the graphic novel adaptation it becomes clear that a deleterious mutation in the theme has 

taken place. Image 1 as seen above illustrates the moment that Dyer and Danforth discover 

the ancient city after flying over the Antarctic mountains. As can be seen when observing the 

illustration, there is no close-up on the facial expressions nor any drawing illustrating the 

body language of the characters which could contribute to showing their reaction to the 
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monumental discovery. There are instead only three speech bubbles indicating their 

bewilderment. The novel, in contrast to this, has an entire passage dedicated to finding: ñI 

think that both of us simultaneously cried out in mixed awe, wonder, terror, and disbelief in 

our own senses as we finally cleared the pass and saw what lay beyond. Of course, we must 

have had some natural theory in the back of our heads to steady our faculties for the moment 

é The effect of the monstrous sight was indescribable, for some fiendish violation of known 

natural law seemed certain at the outsetò (Lovecraft 455), which continues until the crew land 

the plane on page 459. It should be noted that Culbard did put extra emphasis on this panel by 

framing it in two full pages, which does not happen anywhere else in the graphic novel. This 

is a clear example of the author trying to amplify the effect of a panel by using framing, and 

although it aptly shows the breadth of the ruined city it lacks the impact of being able to 

vicariously experience the finding through the psyche of Dyer and Danforth.  

         Image 2. 

  A different example of the change in the environment weakening the effect of the 

themes can be found by contrasting image 2 with the passage from the novel it visualises. 
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This moment is where the intensity of the narrative climaxes in the form of a chase scene and 

is thus perhaps the single most defining scene of the entire story. The graphic novel illustrates 

this chase remarkably well, but the panels that are shown in image 2 are the ones that feel 

rather out of place. In them we see Danforth on the left naming several locations seemingly at 

random, while Dyer on the right is confronted with their assailant. The use of framing and 

sequencing on this page is excellent, as there is a clear order of the panels which is 

furthermore strengthened by the horizontal borders being the óTekeli-liô onomatopoeia. The 

movement of the Shoggoth and the use of shadows additionally amplify the strength of this 

page. The graphic novel adaptation does not, however, give any explanation as to why 

Danforth is naming these places, whereas the original text has an expansive explanation: 

ñDanforth was totally unstrung, and the first thing I remember of the rest of the journey was 

hearing him light-headedly chant an hysterical formula in which I alone of mankind could 

have found anything but insane irrelevance é The poor fellow was chanting the familiar 

stations of the Boston-Cambridge tunnel that burrowed through our peaceful native soil 

thousands of miles away in New England, yet to me the ritual had neither irrelevance nor 

home feeling. It had only horrorò (Lovecraft 498-499). Without this explanation the full 

horror and weight of the madness that Danforth experiences is not conveyed properly to the 

reader, which is the case in the graphic novel. These examples thus provide strong arguments 

for the deleterious mutation of both the Lovecraftian themes of cosmic indifferentism and 

madness in the environment of the graphic novel. 

  The abridging of the original narrative to adapt it to the graphic novel environment has 

been detrimental not only to the themes of cosmic indifferentism and madness, but also to the 

Lovecraftian theme of degeneration. There are numerous passages in the source version of At 

the Mountains of Madness that deal with the loss of knowledge, abilities, and art over time, 

such as: ñfor their prehistoric flights through cosmic space é they absorbed certain chemicals 

and became almost independent of eating, breathing, or heat conditions ï but by the time of 

the great cold they had lost track of the methodò (Lovecraft 471) and ñart and decoration were 

pursued, though of course with a certain decadence. The Old Ones seemed to realise this 

falling off themselves, and in many cases anticipated the policy of Constantine the Great by 

transplanting especially fine blocks of ancient carving from their land cityò (Lovecraft 479). 

These passages display Lovecraftôs fear of the loss of progress and civilization. It could be 

said that the entire work is based around this notion as the loss of the Old Ones city is central 

to all the findings and the plot of the tale. It is logical that the graphic novel adaptation also 
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showcases this theme because it is so central to the work of fiction as a whole, yet the strength 

of the theme once again fades in the visual dimension.   

Image 3. 

  Image 3 shows that the Old Ones lost their ability to fly through space, which would 

be a neutral mutation of the theme of degeneration were it not for a few aspects, such as the 
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framing implying that this part of the narrative is relatively unimportant due to its smaller 

size, and the fact that image 4 only vaguely conveys the full message.  

Image 4. 

  As seen in one of the passages above the inhabitants of the lost city realised the decay 

of their artistic skills, and thus tried to preserve them. The book At the Mountains of Madness 












































