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For most readers of Lovecraft, “The 
Thing on the Doorstep” stands out by 
virtue of the fact that it features the most 
significant female character in his body of 
fiction. Yet, in keeping with his imp of the 
perverse, Lovecraft’s female character is 
barely that: Asenath Waite’s body is only 
half human, and houses the mind of... well 
let’s just say not a woman. This monstrous 
bride for the unwitting Edward Pickman 
Derby forms the high point of the feminine 
in Lovecraftian fiction.

Like many of his later works, this story 
offers many interesting reflections of Love-
craft himself. The character of Edward 
is a precocious child scholar, reared by 
an overbearing mother in Arkham. He’s a 
poet brimming with intellectual curios-
ity. He’s a man not cut out for the rigors of 
the commercial world, and the death of his 
mother liberates him to come into his own 
as an adult. It doesn’t seem that HPL was 
intending to write his own story — some of 
Derby’s traits appear to be borrowed from 
HPL’s friends, like the scanty moustache 
of Frank Belknap Long and the poetic idol 
Justin Geoffrey from the work of Robert E. 
Howard — but in the character of Edward 
he painted a self-portrait of sorts. Edward’s 
relationship with Asenath precipitates his 
own demise, but it’s hard to know whether 
Lovecraft felt his own brief marriage to So-
nia Greene presented a similar peril, or if 
Asenath is better interpreted as a stand-in 
for Lovecraft’s odd and distant relationship 
to the opposite sex in general. The story 
makes use of themes which show up else-
where in his fiction, such as the perils of 
one’s own ancestors (“The Case of Charles 
Dexter Ward” or “The Dunwich Horror”) 
and hideous exchanges of personality 

(“The Shadow Out of Time”).  He also builds 
on the regional and magical lore he created 
in “The Shadow Over Innsmouth” and “The 
Dreams in the Witch House.”

Lovecraft wrote the story over the course 
of three days, August 21-24, 1933. He seemed 
unimpressed with his own effort (as he of-
ten was) and did not bother to have his pen-
cil-written manuscript typed until 1936. He 
submitted the work to Farnsworth Wright, 
the editor at Weird Tales magazine, with a 
cover letter stating, “I am going through the 
formality of obtaining the official rejection 
of the enclosed”. Wright accepted the story 
and published it in January of 1937 with 
an illustration by Virgil Finlay, just two 
months before Lovecraft’s death. It was the 
last of HPL’s stories to be published during 
his own lifetime.

Many modern critics have been harsh 
on the tale, lamenting the lack of cosmic 
vision which marked many of HPL’s great-
est works. But what it may lack in fantastic 
scope it makes up for in characterization. 
Lovecraft gives us an uncommonly person-
al tale well suited to Dark Adventure drama-
tization. The lives of two dear friends are 
shattered as one is sucked into the perilous 
world of occult powers and ancestral hor-
rors, and both are ultimately destroyed. 
Sometimes the monsters are ancient pow-
erful gods beyond the farthest reaches of 
space and time, but sometimes they can be 
those closest to you, in your own home. 
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Illustration by Virgil Finlay from the January, 1937 

publication of  “The Thing on the Door-Step” in  
Weird Tales. 


