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There is one more point of general
application which | should like
to add [...] This is that an uncanny
effect is often and easily produced
when the distinction between
imagination and reality is effaced...

Sigmund Freud



Sigmund Freud, 1906 @Freud Museum London

There is no royal road to the uncanny.

No straight course, no direct path. Every Weg is an Umweg.
We will have to take the long way around. Whichever route
you take towards das unheimlich, you get it the wrong way
around. It gets you the wrong way around. It haunts. Es
spukt. And the worst of it is that it may not be you it is
haunting.

You will recognize this talk of paths. Sigmund Freud's essay
‘The Uncanny' (in German '‘Das Unheimliche’) begins by
proposing two paths (in German Wege) toward its subject,
the uncanny. One path leads through language and the
meanings of the German words heimlich and unheimlich.
The other leads through the sense-impressions and
experiences which provoke feelings of uncanniness. Freud
says that alone in thought he walked the path of experience
before the path of language. Now with us in writing he
will walk them the other way around. The order does not
matter, though. ‘I will say at once that both courses [Wege]
lead to the same result: the uncanny is that class of the
frightening which leads back to what is known of old and
long familiar’

Forbes Morlock

Ghost Writing

Freud knows where we are going. He gives us the ending,
which—you may remember—his essay significantly lacks, at
the beginning. All paths lead to the uncanny. How could one
possibly get lost? Unless the uncanny were by definition
something one does not know one’s way about in.

This certainty is where 'The Uncanny’ and its investigation
of the uncanny begins. If you have not read it, you should
allow yourself to be fascinated and frustrated by its
presentation. It is an odd piece, a strange text, even an
uncanny one.

| want to investigate, rather, where the process of the
essay's writing might have begun for Freud. What follows
is speculation. Speculation about what haunts ‘Das
Unheimliche’ and where it may find itself at home. The
surviving record of the text's origin is modest. | also took
up the little thing about the “uncanny” again, Freud writes
in a 12 May 1919 letter to his friend and colleague Sandor
Ferenczi. Freud’s biographer Ernest Jones and his translator
James Strachey dramatise the scene: Freud has dug an old
paper out of a drawer and is re-writing it. But there is no
certainty of an earlier draft or of a drawer. All that remains
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Freud'’s Influence

Freud could not have envisaged the effect ‘The Uncanny’
would have on artists in the century after its publication,
even though he acknowledged that the uncanny is a theory
related to aesthetics. In his innovative and expanded view of
aesthetics it was understood to mean 'not merely the theory
of beauty but the theary of the qualities of feeling’ (p.219).
Particularly, in this case, feelings of dread, horror, repulsion
and distress.

Freud associated these feelings with certain visual stimuli
and narrative techniques that blurred the boundaries
between life and death, or animate and inanimate entities.
Waxwork dolls, automata, doubles, severed limbs, ghosts,
mirrors, madness, and familiar settings like the home were
some of his compelling examples. The ambiguity of these
subjects would go on to inspire painters, photographers,
designers, sculptors, directors and animators.

Jamie Ruers

Dolls,
Dead Bodies
& Doubles

Dolls and Dead Bodies

When the German artist Otto Dix was relaying the effects
of World War | in his satirical drawings, he was interested
in portraying the human condition: he showed soldiers on
the battlefield, and war heroes returning home. However,
these were not images of jubilation. Instead, soldiers
were missing body parts and had scarred faces that he
replaced with gas masks, metal crutches, eye-patches
and prosthetics. What Dix represented was symptomatic
of what the world was witnessing for the first time as a
result of mechanical warfare and it was an unsettling sight:
a hybrid of human and machine to compensate for their
mutilated bodies, and men suffering from ‘war neuroses'
as indicated by the expressions of anguish on their faces.
These disturbing images came to light at the same time as
Freud's publication of 'The Uncanny’ in 1919,

39
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Martin Bladh and Karolina Urbaniak

The Annotated

Sandmann

Notes, sources and impressions on the making of Sandmann, a multimedia play by Martin Bladh and
Karolina Urbaniak, inspired by E. T. A. Hoffmann's short story 'The Sandman' and Sigmund Freud's essay

'The Uncanny'.

Bogeyman: boogeyman, bogyman, bogieman, boogie monster, boogie
man, boggel-mann. bogle, blzeman, boeman, Butzemann, busemann,
bahmand, bussemand, bocan, bwga, bwgan, bogu, buka, babay, babayka;
an imaginary evil spirit or being, used to frighten children; a person or
thing that is widely regarded as an object of fear. Scaring children into
behaving is a long held tradition; to children these creatures are real
and something to fear. While some bogeymen only play simple pranks,
others are more foul in nature; they frighten the children with severe
punishments, they abduct them at night, and they sometimes mutilate or
eat them. All creatures relate in the same way: they exist to teach children
lessons. Bogeymen may target a specific act or general misbehaviour,
depending on what purpose needs serving, often based on a warning
from the child’s authority figure. Sandman: John Blund, Jon Blund, Klaas
Vaak, Ole Lukeje, Ole-Luk-Ole, Wee Willie Winkie; a benign figure who
sprinkles sand or dust on or into the eyes of children at night to bring on
sleep and cause them tao drift offto Slumberland. The grit in the eyes upon
waking is the result of his work the previous night. Sigmund Freud, ‘The
Uncanny": [ The Sandman] begins with the childhood recollections of the
student Nathaniel: in spite of his present happiness, he cannot banish the
memories associated with the mysterious and terrifying death of the father
he loved. On certain evenings his mother used fo send the children to bed
early, warning them that “the Sand-Man was coming”; and sure enough
Nathaniel would not fail to hear the heavy tread of a visitor with whom
his father would then be occupied that evening. When questioned about
the Sand-Man, his mother, it is true, denied that such a person existed
except as a form of speech; but his nurse could give him more definite
information: (Freud 2001, p. 227-228)

What kind of man is that?
Don't you know yet?

His ghastly outline is scribbled on table
tops, cupboards, on the walls of outhouses
and nurseries in every village and town,

in every hut, and mansion throughout

the land and beyond the border. Every
evening after the clock strikes nine, every
naughty child still not asleep trembles

with fear, as his presence is felt like a
sulphurous smell that lingers around the
house. His thudding, muffled steps ascend
the stairs and echo through the corridor.
He trespasses the threshold to the most
intimate bedchamber of the child still
awake. His clenched fist raised above the
pillow; the child's eyes open in terror as the
sand grits the globes and then the screams
of pain as they are plucked out. He puts the
eyeballs in his sack and carries them away
to his nest on the moon. His offspring are
waiting in numbers, their crooked beaks
starving for the eyes of human children.
Each night adds yet another pair of empty
sockets to the growing procession of
blinded children.

5%
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of uncertainty. The eyes of the pieces are all important; an
unsettling connection between onlocker and subject, they
stare back at the viewer demanding an emotional response.

The doll enables play, a way that a child can replicate
and relive the home and the family. Freud spoke of how
the uncanny “(das unheimliche, the unhomely’) is some
way a species of the familiar (das Heimlich, ‘the homely’)"
The homely unable to exist without the unhomely, the two
invariably intertwined. 'Hand (Best Dressed)' has a cast of
every digit of my hand for limbs, the face distorted when it
was ripped from the mould during the making. The making
and maker exposed, By uncovering the making process
| am exposing "everything that was intended to remain
secret, hidden away” Her mirrored, gold lustre eyes ensure
the viewer is confronted with their reflection to see their
own response to this ‘home-maker!

My found and altered dolls, offer a story. The weathered
nature of the dolls, their amended limbs and awkward
positions push the viewer to consider the history of the
doll. The notion of a toy that has experienced life traumas
disturbs. This representation of an innocent newly born
child has a dark story to tell. Not so much a ‘return of the
repressed’ but an index of repression.

‘Love Funnel Deluxe' was originally produced for an
exhibition about sex and death. An almost literal translation
of the theme, the piece playfully suggests role play, sex
play and the possibility of suffocation. The cast courgette,
undoubtedly phallic, yet an everyday, homely object is
strapped to a gas mask - referencing fear of contamination
and possibilities of death. The homely entwined with the
unhomely - the 'heimlich’ with the ‘unheimlich!

‘Finger Bow!’ is a personal piece. | spent much of my time
as a mannequin maker, casting the hands of models, which
| would turn into perfectly pristine simulations of hands.
Wrinkles and creases were removed, skin texture polished

away. This piece celebrates the cherished moments of this
task; the demoulding of the hand. The point when the true
reflection of the subject cast is exposed. The broken fingers
are slip-cast in porcelain giving them a preciousness.
The casts are of my own fingers; offering myself as two
parts, the artist and the factory worker, the homely and
the unhomely, both intertwined; the one unable to exist
without the other.
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At the beginning of his essay Freud claims that he is
insensitive to feelings of the uncanny, yet many of his
examples are derived from his own experience. He also
insists on a psychoanalytic method in which the researcher
of a particular human experience must ‘awaken in himself
the possibility of feeling it In effect the psychoanalytic
investigator must tune in to the object of study and become
one with it.

The selection of quotations that follows in this chapter
has been arranged into themes. The quotations begin
with Freud's understanding of aesthetics and research
methodology before turning to the personal experiences that
are recounted in his text.

Quotations are all taken from The Standard Edition of the
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. 17,
edited and translated by James Strachey. Some of the texts
have been edited very lightly to aid readability.

Compiled by Ivan Ward

Freud and
The Uncanny

Psychoanalytic Aesthetics

It is only rarely that a psycho-analyst feels impelled to
investigate the subject of aesthetics, even when aesthetics is
understood to mean not merely the theory of beauty but the
theary of the qualities of feeling [...] But it does occasionally
happen that he has to interest himself in some particular
province of that subject; and this province usually proves to
be a rather remote one, and one which has been neglected
in the specialist literature of aesthetics,

The subject of the "uncanny” is a province of this kind [...]
As good as nothing is to be found upon this subject in
comprehensive treatises on aesthetics, which in general
prefer to concern themselves with what is beautiful,
attractive and sublime—that is, with feelings of a positive
nature—and with the circumstances and the objects that
call them forth, rather than with the opposite feelings of
repulsion and distress. (p.219)

71
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The Freud Museum London

The Freud Museum London was the final home of Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, and his daughter Anna,
pioneer of child psychoanalysis. It was here at 20 Maresfield Gardens that the Freud family settled in 1938 after escaping
from Nazi persecution in Austria.

The Museum houses Sigmund Freud's library, personal papers and his collection of antiquities. The centrepiece of the
house is Freud's study. Here, among the book-lined walls and classical objects, you will find his original and now iconic
psychoanalytic couch.

The Education Service offers tailored programmes for groups from schools and universities and adult learners. Students
can experience the atmosphere of Freud's study and discuss his life and work at times when the Museum is closed to
the public.

The Museum has a regular programme of exhibitions, including by artists such as Louise Bourgeais, Alice Anderson and
Mark Wallinger. The Museum also runs a lively and varied programme of talks, classes, performances and
conferences exploring the history of psychoanalysis and its impact on contemporary culture.

The Museum also holds a substantial archive, reference library and photo library. Research is free of charge and by
appointment.

Further information and booking details at www.freud.org.uk
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Sigmund Freud's paper ‘The Uncanny' (1919), outlines his theory that went on to inspire art, film,
literature and further psychoanalytic enquiry. The uncanny is a feeling that is difficult to describe. It is
related to dread, horror, repulsion and distress. Examples of situations that can provoke an uncanny
feeling include inanimate objects coming alive, thoughts appearing to have an effect in the real world,

seeing your double (the doppelganger effect), representations of death such as ghosts or spirits, and
involuntary repetitions.

Some people are more susceptible to the effects of the uncanny but everyone has experienced it at one
time or another.

This catalogue brings together essays considering Freud's 'The Uncanny’ from a range of perspectives,
accompanying the exhibition The Uncanny: A Centenary at the Freud Museum London,
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