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IN HIS DEFT, IRREPRESSIBLE, deeply researched 

novel The Night Ocean, Paul LaFarge exam-

ines as one might jewels or seashells—by 

turning them over and over—issues of text 

and identity, readership and authorship and 

social responsibility. The novel takes its title 

from the short story co-authored by H.P. 

Lovecraft and his then-adolescent fan and 

eventual literary executor, Robert Barlow. 

The relationship between Lovecraft and 

Barlow may be the crux of this nested mys-

tery-slash-horror novel, but that between 

modern-day psychiatrist Marina Willett and 

her biographer-husband Charlie, who has 

vanished after succumbing to a literary hoax, 

drives it forward. That Lovecraft, in life, es-

poused vehemently racist and anti-Semitic 

views complicates the task LaFarge has set 

himself. It may not be a coincidence that of 

five narrators, one is biracial, one is gay, and 

a third is Jewish.  

     Charlie Willett, we learn early, has most 

likely drowned himself after his biography 

of Lovecraft has been debunked. His suicide 

note replicates that of Barlow upon his own 

suicide in 1951: Do not disturb me, I wish to 

sleep for a long time. But Barlow, according 

to Charlie’s now discredited research, might 

actually have staged his suicide to escape 

blackmail as a homosexual. The term among 

Lovecraft fans for such a vanishing, we learn, 

is pseuicide. At issue is the Erotonomicon, a 

coded journal that Charlie has uncovered, 

allegedly written by Lovecraft and alluding 

unabashedly to sex with sixteen-year-old 

Barlow (and others). As Marina turns the 

novel’s narration over to Charlie, and he, in 

turn, to a man we presume to be Barlow—

who may or may not have fled to Canada and 

resumed life as one L.C. Spinks—we come 

closer to the truth of the novel. That truth is 

as intangible and primitive as the night ocean 

to which the real-life Barlow and the real-life 

Lovecraft and the real-life LaFarge allude.

     How bigoted was Lovecraft? Very, if you  

choose for proof-text such stories as “The 

Horror of Red Hook,” or certain letters to 

friends; only somewhat less so, perhaps, if 

you take into account his brief marriage to 

Sonia Greene, a Jewish milliner. (Do you?) As 

Laura Miller notes in a Salon blogpost,“It’s 

Okay To Admit that H.P. Lovecraft Was Rac-

ist” (subtitled Fans have to find a more mature 

way to cope with the ugly sides of the authors 

they love), the author has posthumously in-

fluenced a great many writers, ranging from 

L. Sprague De Camp to Jorge Luis Borges. Bi-

ographer S.T. Joshi, who appears in The Night 

Ocean (along with a slew of well-sketched 

geek-writers and Isaac Asimov) would have 

us situate the writer in his time. Yet others, 

including Nnedi Okorafor, winner of the 

2011 World Fantasy Award, and Miller her-

self object to the WFA trophy’s continuing to 

portray Lovecraft’s visage.

     Marina Willett is a distinctly assimilated 
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psychiatrist who reveals rather late that her 

grandparents are Holocaust survivors. and 

that her grandmother desperately wants 

Marina to have a child. Charlie is a some-

time journalist; his white mother and black 

father were Columbia professors. Like Love-

craft, he lost his father young. Is it fair to say 

that Charlie and Marina each seem to treat 

questions of ethnicity rather casually? Yet as 

Marina searches for the truth about Barlow, 

which search is fueled by her hope that Char-

lie is alive and her desire, perhaps, to vindi-

cate his life’s work—the biography—she is 

drawn into an aged Spinks’ purported rec-

ollections of World War II. (Perhaps wisely, 

LaFarge brings us to the brink but not the 

abyss of an emptying concentration camp.) 

As for Charlie, he is portrayed as bipolar; 

desirous of success; duplicitous in his loves, 

infantilized, perhaps, by his understanding 

wife; transformed into the liberal media’s 

darling, then crushed by internet trolls and 

the cancellation of his paperback. As an ado-

lescent, a berobed Charlie once processioned 

through city streets to celebrate the festival 

of Cthulhu—as, it seems, once did a youth-

ful Paul LaFarge. Cthulhu, in case you don’t 

know, is Lovecraft’s part-octopus, part-drag-

on God-Devil, he who is neither alive nor 

dead but waiting to take back our world.

    Ultimately we are offered at least two vi-

sions of Lovecraft, the man: either he was a 

resounding pedophile if a genius, or he was a 

repressed one. If the former, he profited from 

a young boy’s fanship to molest him passive-

ly one long summer by a lake. If the latter, 

he courteously deflected Barlow’s advances 

while tolerating the boy’s artistic ambitions. 

As readers we are left to consider the differ-

ence these portraits might make in terms of 

Lovecraft’s legacy. There are no easy answers 

here, and even as we might find them we are 

drawn into, say, a weird-fiction lecture on 

the Lovecraftian increase of jellyfishes in our 

warming world. Will they take over?

     The Night Ocean, being a novel, pene-

trates more fully the depths of reading, the 

reading act, than other prose might. At times 

one character’s voice may sound somewhat 

like another’s. We float then, as it were, on a 

sea of words until an accumulation of detail 

draws each new narrator into focus. Love-

craft’s original story concludes with an elitist 

painter’s vision of viscous creatures emerging 

from the waves. In LaFarge’s novel, Marina, 

whose name evokes Inspector Marinus Wil-

lett in Lovecraft’s The Case of Charles Dex-

ter Ward and also, perhaps, the ocean itself, 

renders herself to the seaside town where her 

husband was last seen. She decides to go for 

a swim. What is she seeking, if not…relief?  

“…It was peaceful in the ocean, a hundred 

yard or more past the breakers, and I might 

have floated there for a long time if two 

things hadn’t happened more or less simulta-

neously. My leg brushed a jellyfish….” Is this 

an end or a beginning? Is Marina succumb-

ing to her husband’s madness? To the dan-

gers of empathic reading? Or is the ocean one 

big sperm-bath—evoking the child never to 

be? The scene is knife-life in its turning, the 

novel ultimately as satisfying as it remains 

hypothetical.
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