the uncanny in gothic literature

the uncanny in gothic literature represents a fundamental thematic and aesthetic element that
has fascinated scholars, critics, and readers alike. Rooted in the eerie and unsettling, the uncanny
evokes feelings of both familiarity and alienation, creating a psychological tension that is central to
gothic narratives. This concept intertwines with the gothic's characteristic atmosphere of mystery,
horror, and the supernatural, enhancing the genre's emotional impact. From the eerie doubles and
doppelgangers to haunted spaces and repressed fears, the uncanny serves as a bridge between the
known and the unknown, the conscious and the subconscious. This article explores the origins,
manifestations, and significance of the uncanny in gothic literature, examining its influence on key
texts and its role in evoking fear and fascination. The discussion will navigate through theoretical
frameworks, iconic examples, and the broader cultural implications of this unsettling phenomenon.
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Origins and Definition of the Uncanny

The concept of the uncanny has its roots in the German word "unheimlich," which translates roughly
to "unhomely" or "strangely familiar." It was famously analyzed by Sigmund Freud in his 1919 essay
"The Uncanny," where he defined it as something that is both familiar and alien at the same time,
creating a disturbing cognitive dissonance. This paradoxical feeling arises when something once
familiar becomes eerie or unsettling due to a hidden or repressed element revealing itself. The
uncanny often involves themes of repetition, doubling, or the return of the repressed, which are all
prevalent in gothic literature. Understanding the uncanny in gothic literature requires approaching it
not only as a psychological concept but also as a literary device that heightens the genre's emotional
and thematic complexity.

Freud’'s Psychoanalytic Framework

Freud’s analysis situates the uncanny as a psychological experience linked to repressed childhood
memories, taboo subjects, and the ambiguity between reality and fantasy. He identified several
sources of the uncanny, including animism, magical thinking, the return of the dead, and the fear of
castration or loss. This framework helps explain why gothic literature often exploits uncanny
elements: it taps into deep-seated anxieties and fears that are universal yet difficult to confront
directly.



Philosophical and Cultural Perspectives

Beyond psychoanalysis, the uncanny has been explored by philosophers and cultural theorists who
emphasize its role in destabilizing identity and challenging perceptions of normality. In gothic
literature, the uncanny often emerges through liminal spaces, ambiguous identities, and the collapse
of boundaries between life and death, sanity and madness, or the natural and supernatural realms.
These perspectives enrich the understanding of how the uncanny functions within gothic narratives as
a mode of unsettling the reader’s sense of reality.

The Uncanny in Gothic Literature: Themes and Motifs

The uncanny manifests in gothic literature through a variety of themes and motifs that evoke unease
and fascination. These elements contribute to the genre’s distinctive atmosphere and often serve to
reflect broader social anxieties and psychological conflicts.

Doubling and Doppelgangers

One of the most common uncanny motifs in gothic literature is the figure of the double or
doppelganger. This motif explores the idea of a divided self or an alter ego, often revealing hidden
aspects of a character’s identity or repressed desires. The doubling effect creates a haunting mirror
image that destabilizes the protagonist’s sense of self and reality.

Haunted Spaces and Inanimate Objects

Settings such as decaying castles, abandoned houses, and desolate landscapes frequently embody
the uncanny in gothic fiction. These spaces appear familiar yet possess an eerie quality that suggests
hidden secrets or malevolent forces. Similarly, inanimate objects like portraits, mirrors, and automata
can assume uncanny significance by blurring the boundary between life and lifelessness.

The Return of the Repressed and the Past

The uncanny often involves the re-emergence of repressed memories, traumas, or secrets from the
past. In gothic literature, this theme is expressed through ghosts, ancestral curses, or unresolved
historical events that haunt the present. This return disrupts the narrative’'s temporal stability and
evokes a sense of inevitable fate or doom.

Psychological Dimensions of the Uncanny

The uncanny in gothic literature operates primarily on a psychological level, engaging with fears and
anxieties that are both personal and collective. The genre exploits the uncanny to unsettle the psyche
and reveal the fragile boundaries between sanity and madness, reality and illusion.



Fear of the Unknown and Ambiguity

The uncanny thrives on ambiguity and uncertainty, which are central to gothic literature’s appeal.
This fear of the unknown is intensified by the presence of ambiguous characters, mysterious events,
and uncertain realities. The reader is drawn into a liminal space where familiar logic is suspended,
and the familiar becomes threatening.

The Unconscious and Repression

Gothic literature frequently explores the unconscious mind and its repressed contents. The uncanny
arises when these hidden desires, fears, or memories break through the surface of consciousness,
often through symbolic or supernatural means. This psychological tension is a key driver of gothic
horror and suspense.

Iconic Examples of the Uncanny in Gothic Texts

Numerous gothic works exemplify the use of the uncanny as a thematic and atmospheric device.
These texts illustrate how the uncanny functions to deepen the psychological complexity and
emotional impact of gothic narratives.

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein

In "Frankenstein," the uncanny emerges through the figure of the Creature, who is both human and
monstrous, familiar and alien. The novel explores themes of creation, identity, and the return of
repressed scientific ambition, all of which contribute to an unsettling atmosphere of existential dread.

Edgar Allan Poe’s Short Stories

Poe’s works often feature uncanny doubling, haunted settings, and psychological instability. Stories
like "The Fall of the House of Usher" and "William Wilson" showcase the uncanny through eerie
environments and fragmented identities, emphasizing the fragile boundary between reality and
madness.

Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw

This novella is a quintessential example of the uncanny in gothic literature, where ambiguous
supernatural elements and psychological uncertainty create a pervasive sense of unease. The ghosts
may be real or figments of the governess’s imagination, blurring the line between the uncanny and
the psychological.



Impact of the Uncanny on Gothic Atmosphere and
Reader Experience

The uncanny is instrumental in shaping the atmosphere of gothic literature and influencing the
reader’s emotional and cognitive engagement. By unsettling familiar perceptions and evoking deep
psychological fears, the uncanny enhances the genre’s capacity to provoke horror and fascination
simultaneously.

Creating Suspense and Horror

The uncanny generates suspense by introducing elements that are simultaneously recognizable and
alien, thereby keeping readers in a state of uncertainty and anxiety. This tension is essential to gothic
horror, as it intensifies the emotional response to the narrative’s mysterious and threatening
circumstances.

Evoking Empathy and Psychological Insight

Through its exploration of repressed fears and fragmented identities, the uncanny invites readers to
engage with the psychological depths of characters. This engagement fosters empathy and a deeper
understanding of human vulnerability and the complexities of the mind.

Elements Contributing to the Uncanny Atmosphere

e Ambiguous or decaying settings

Doppelgangers and doubles

Ghosts and supernatural apparitions

Unexplained phenomena and mysteries

Psychological instability and madness

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the uncanny in gothic literature?

The uncanny in gothic literature refers to the feeling of eerie familiarity or unsettling strangeness that
arises when something familiar is rendered strange or mysterious, often evoking fear or discomfort.



How does the concept of the uncanny enhance the
atmosphere in gothic novels?

The uncanny heightens the gothic atmosphere by creating a sense of ambiguity and psychological
unease, blurring the lines between reality and the supernatural, thereby intensifying suspense and
horror.

Which famous theorist is most associated with the concept of
the uncanny in literature?

Sigmund Freud is most associated with the concept of the uncanny, particularly through his 1919
essay 'The Uncanny,' where he explores how familiar things become frightening when they are
experienced in unfamiliar or repressed ways.

Can you give examples of uncanny elements commonly found
in gothic literature?

Common uncanny elements in gothic literature include doubles or doppelgangers, haunted houses,
ghosts, repressed memories, mirrors reflecting strange images, and characters who exhibit both
familiar and alien traits.

How do doubles or doppelgangers contribute to the uncanny
effect in gothic stories?

Doubles or doppelgangers create an uncanny effect by presenting a mirror image of the self that is
both familiar and alien, challenging identity and provoking fear through the idea of being confronted
with one’s own hidden or darker nature.

In what ways does the uncanny intersect with themes of
repression in gothic literature?

The uncanny often arises from repressed fears, desires, or memories surfacing in strange and
unsettling forms, reflecting the unconscious mind’s influence and highlighting themes of psychological
conflict within gothic narratives.

How has the uncanny influenced modern gothic and horror
genres?

The uncanny continues to influence modern gothic and horror genres by inspiring narratives that
explore psychological horror, the blurring of reality and illusion, and the unsettling presence of the
familiar made strange, maintaining its relevance in contemporary storytelling.

Additional Resources

1. The Turn of the Screw by Henry James
This classic novella explores the eerie experiences of a governess who becomes convinced that the



children in her care are being haunted by malevolent spirits. The story masterfully blurs the lines
between reality and hallucination, creating a pervasive sense of psychological unease. Its ambiguous
ending leaves readers questioning the nature of the supernatural events, embodying the essence of
the uncanny in gothic literature.

2. Frankenstein by Mary Shelley

Mary Shelley's seminal work delves into the terrifying consequences of man playing God by creating
life through unnatural means. The creature, both sympathetic and horrifying, embodies the uncanny
by being familiar yet disturbingly alien. Themes of identity, otherness, and the fear of the unknown
pervade this gothic masterpiece.

3. The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson

This novella examines the duality of human nature through the transformation of the respectable Dr.
Jekyll into the monstrous Mr. Hyde. The uncanny arises from the coexistence of good and evil within
one person, challenging perceptions of identity and morality. The chilling narrative exposes the
hidden darkness lurking beneath the veneer of civility.

4. Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronté

Emily Bronté’s novel is infused with supernatural elements and an atmosphere of brooding despair.
Ghosts, curses, and the haunting presence of the past create a sense of the uncanny that permeates
the moorland setting. The intense emotional and psychological conflicts contribute to the novel’s
enduring gothic mystique.

5. Dracula by Bram Stoker

A cornerstone of gothic literature, "Dracula" introduces the iconic vampire Count Dracula, whose
undead existence embodies the uncanny. The novel explores themes of fear, death, and the blurring
of life and death boundaries. Its epistolary style enhances the suspense and the unsettling
atmosphere throughout the narrative.

6. The Haunting of Hill House by Shirley Jackson

This modern gothic novel centers on a group of people investigating a notoriously haunted mansion.
The story delves deeply into psychological horror, where the mansion itself seems to possess a
malevolent consciousness. The uncanny manifests in the blurred lines between madness and reality,
making it a profound exploration of fear.

7. The Fall of the House of Usher by Edgar Allan Poe

Poe’s tale is a quintessential example of gothic horror, featuring a decaying mansion and a family
plagued by mysterious ailments. The uncanny is evident in the eerie atmosphere, supernatural
overtones, and the deteriorating mental state of the characters. The story’s themes of death, decay,
and madness create an unsettling experience.

8. Carmilla by J. Sheridan Le Fanu

One of the earliest vampire stories, "Carmilla" introduces a female vampire whose presence disrupts
the normalcy of a remote estate. The story explores themes of hidden desires, otherness, and the
uncanny through its blend of horror and sensuality. Its influence is notable in the development of
gothic and vampire literature.

9. Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier

This novel combines gothic suspense with psychological complexity, centered around the haunting
presence of the deceased Rebecca. The uncanny is woven through the narrator’s experiences of the
dark secrets lurking within Manderley estate. The novel’s exploration of memory, identity, and the



past’s grip enhances its chilling atmosphere.
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