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    INTRODUCTION




    What are monsters? What role do monsters fulfil in modern society? What are the differences, if any, between male and female monsters? Is one sex always monstrous in relation to the other? The Hydra, Minotaur, Sphinx, Cyclops, Sirens, Medusa—these fabulous beings all held a central role in the myths, religion and art of classical antiquity and there is no doubt that monsters continue to play an active and important role in the contemporary popular imagination. The newest art form of the twentieth century, the cinema, took over the role of folklore, myth and gothic fiction to become the main vehicle for the telling and re-telling of stories about monstrous beings whose aim is to terrify and thrill a captive audience. Vampire, werewolf, Frankensteinian creature, witch, ghost, mummy, femme castratrice, slasher, cannibal and psychopath—the cinema abounds with murderous and monstrous creatures, male and female alike.




    According to Freud, those things, persons, events and situations that arouse dread and horror belong to the realm of ‘the uncanny’. Freud argued that the uncanny was particularly associated with feelings of horror aroused by the figure of the paternal castrator, neglecting the tropes of woman and animal as a source of the uncanny. He referred to death, but primarily in relation to the return of the dead. Yet the horror aroused by the classic male monster of horror is almost always aligned with what I have termed ‘the primal uncanny’—that is, woman, the animal and death. I believe that by placing greater emphasis on woman, the animal and death we can develop a new understanding of the role of the uncanny in horror and of the male monster. Traditional approaches to the male monster have tended to focus on his image as terrifying because of its association with castration, dismemberment and death. These have been influenced by the significance attached to castration in psychoanalytic approaches, such as Freud’s, to the cinema.1 The central aims of this book are to explore the concept of the primal uncanny and to widen our view of the male monster by examining his characteristics in relation to the primal uncanny.2




    The representation of the male monster—his body, appearance, desires and deadly actions—raises many issues. What is it that contemporary audiences find horrifying about the male monster? What does the image of the uncanny male monster tell us about our own anxieties, desires and deepest fears? How does the male monster undermine the values of patriarchal society? Why do so many of these monsters become cult figures? By drawing on Freud’s famous 1919 essay, The Uncanny’, as well as on critical responses to it, we can construct a theoretical framework for analysing these issues.




    The sense of ambivalence that Freud says is central to the uncanny permeates all representations of the classic monster: vampire, wolf-man, mad scientist, ghost, ripper. In particular, this ambivalence underlies the male monster’s uncanny alignment with death, the animal and the maternal body—uncanny because the male symbolic order designates these areas as ‘other’, as being outside the realm of what constitutes proper phallic masculinity. As a result the male monster is familiar yet unfamiliar, a monstrous creature that is male and phallic yet also deeply connected to the domain of the primal uncanny.




    The monster is not simply a meaningless beast whose function is to run amok, incite terror, kill indiscriminately and do well at the box office. The identity of the monster, male and female, is inseparable from questions of sex, gender, power and politics. In order to better understand the dark side of our culture and the reasons why the symbolic order creates monsters, consciously or otherwise, we need to ask questions about the monster’s origins, nature and functions. Queer theorist Judith Halberstam argues that the representation of the monstrous body ‘that scares and appals changes over time, as do the individual characteristics that add up to monstrosity, as do the preferred interpretations of monstrosity’.3 This is true but it doesn’t preclude the fact that the classic monsters of the horror film share certain characteristics which, in my view, can be best understood through the lens of a psychoanalytic interpretation. Halberstam argues that ‘monstrosity (and the fear it gives rise to) is historically conditioned rather than a psychological universal’.4 It is clear that historical factors, as well as technological developments, such as special effects, play key roles in the representation of the classic monster and its appearance. However, the specific nature of its otherness, and the threat it embodies, can be most convincingly explained in relation to the primal uncanny. Although the concept of a primal uncanny offers a universalising account in terms of the monster’s own psychology, it does not mean that the monster’s appearance, representation and choice of preferred victim cannot and do not change over time.




    One of the original meanings of ‘monster’ is from the Latin monstrare, meaning ‘to warn’ or ‘to show’. With its usually horrific features, the monster demands to be seen. In order to generate suspense and a sense of the uncanny, an effective horror film does not immediately put the monster on full display; instead it offers a fleeting glimpse, a quick disturbing glance. The uncanny object, event or sensation is not simply there in the film; it must be produced through the screen-spectator relationship. The monster is, in a sense, veiled or cloaked by shadows and darkness so that a feeling of mounting horror accompanies its revelation, which usually occurs at the end of the narrative. German philosopher Frederich Schelling, in his definition of the uncanny, wrote that the uncanny was the ‘name for everything that ought to have remained ... secret and hidden but has come to light’.5 Thus the meaning of ‘monster’ (to warn or show) relates directly to the uncanny (to bring into the light what should have remained hidden). The cinema is the perfect medium for the display of the uncanny monster—for bringing into the open what should have been kept out of sight.




    To what extent has sexual difference played a role in the traditional display of monsters?6 Aristotle was one of the first philosophers to grapple with the problem of monsters and their sex. He claimed that anyone who differed from their parents was essentially a monster because, in such instances, ‘Nature has in a way strayed from the generic type.’7 Not noted for endorsing gender equality, Aristotle argued that the first instance of such deviation occurs when a female is formed instead of a male, although he somewhat grudgingly accepts that women are necessary for the perpetuation of the species. Nonetheless, he insists that man is the norm: The female is as it were a deformed male.’8 Centuries later, the Catholic Church advanced a similar view. Women constituted monstrous deviations from the moral/male norm. The Malleus Maleficarum (1484), in use for nearly three centuries, was the official inquisitor’s manual for witch prosecution. Its influence extended well into the twentieth century; the 1948 edition praised its authors—two Dominicans, Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger—as men of ‘extraordinary genius’ and the book itself as ‘supreme’ from the point of view of history, psychology and the law.9 The Malleus Maleficarum provided details of the way women differed from men, differences that rendered them not only monstrous, but also more susceptible to becoming a witch—the supernatural female monster par excellence. The witch who could change shape and weave spells was held responsible for natural calamities (such as a bad harvest) as well as supernatural events. Woman is ‘an evil of nature, painted with fair colours!’10 The main reason for her otherness is her lust: ‘But the natural reason is that she is more carnal than man, as is clear from her many carnal abominations.’11 Woman’s monstrosity constitutes a moral deviation which leads to monstrous deeds. Whereas Aristotle defined female monstrosity in terms of a variation from the (male) norm, the Church defined female monstrosity in relation to woman’s sexual appetites.




    Not only is woman by nature monstrous, she also creates monsters. Cultural historian Marie-Hélène Huet, in her fascinating study Monstrous Imagination, argues that, from the classical period through to the Enlightenment, people believed that if a woman gave birth to a monstrous child it was because of the destructive power of the maternal imagination: ‘Heliodorus of Emusa tells of a queen of Ethiopia who reputedly bore a white child after seeing, on the wall of her bedchamber, a picture of the pale Andromeda.’12 Huet cites the example of an infant born with the face of a frog. This was attributed to the fact that the mother was holding a frog (thought to be a cure for fever) in her hand the night she conceived. The power of her imagination influenced the facial characteristics of the developing embryo. Woman’s more ardent and susceptible imagination was similarly used to explain birth defects, birthmarks and other abnormalities. Huet also cites the case of ‘the hairy virgin’ of 1560; woman was thought capable of copulating with animals, in which case she would produce an excessively hairy child. Huet refers to the popular Renaissance debate concerning bestiality: ‘the author of Secreta Mulierum (widely thought to be Albertus Magnus) attributed the birth of monsters either to contempt for nature’s laws, that is, human copulation with animals, or to the mother’s delinquent imagination at the time of conception’.13




    In other words, philosophers and theologians of the day believed that woman was so close to nature that she was capable of copulation with animals. If she imagined having sex with animals she would give birth to an excessively hirsute infant. Woman is defined as a monster in her own right or closely aligned with the creation of monsters, either through the power of her imagination or through bestial acts. Woman, it appears, has traditionally been more closely aligned to the production of monsters and monstrous deeds than has man. This changed dramatically with the publication of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), in which man creates his own monster artificially. Although popular film portrays a range of female monsters—from witch and castrator to vampire and womb monster—there are many more films that star male monsters.




    One of the most enduring of male monsters is the beast. Novelist and theorist Marina Warner tells us that ‘the first Beast was the god of love, Eros’, who later developed into the beast of the fairy tale Beauty and the Beast.14 This famous tale has persisted throughout the centuries, its most recent incarnation the enormously popular 1993 Disney version of Jean Cocteau ‘s 1946 masterpiece. The tale has been interpreted as a female rite of passage in which the young girl must learn to love the monstrous animal, who almost always transforms into a handsome young man. In a fascinating article on the many transformations of the tale over the centuries, Warner points out that while in the medieval period animality was associated with the devil and his ‘hooved hairiness’, in the modern age, ‘the wild man has come into his own as an ideal’.15 Why are so many beasts depicted as animals or as men trapped in the body of an animal? Why in the twenty-first century do we continue to tell stories about male monsters and other terrifying creatures such as aliens, serial killers and cyborgs? Why are so many of these monsters male? From Dracula to Frankenstein’s monster and Jack the Ripper, man has been represented as a monster across a range of modern discourses: literature, drama, myth, popular culture and film.




    In the main, the classic cinematic monster originated in the Gothic literature of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Born of the modern period, monsters have embodied particularly modern fears and anxieties arising from Darwinian debates over human nature, Freudian theories of civilisation and repression, and the results of scientific experimentation such as artificial birth and cloning. These monsters have now assumed modern characteristics. In contemporary films, Dracula is a queer monster (Jordan’s Interview with the Vampire), the wolf-man appears as an urbane book editor (Nichols’s Wolf), Frankenstein’s monster is a cyborg (Verhoeven’s RoboCop), the mad doctor a molecular scientist (Cronenberg’s The Fly), the Jekyll/Hyde double a pair of identical twin gynaecologists (Cronenberg’s Dead Ringers), the ripper a trans-gendered psychotic (Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs), the gothic ghost a disfigured male child molester (Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street), and the cannibal a sophisticated, urbane psychoanalyst (Scott’s Hannibal) who eats his patients—with the correct condiments, of course. The essential nature of these monstrous male figures has remained the same but the external appearance and characterisation of each has been given a contemporary look. What do these uncanny male monsters have in common? How do they signify the primal uncanny? In horror, transformation is represented as a regressive process in which the natural animal world takes over from the civilised, human domain as man regresses into an uncanny beast, familiar yet unfamiliar.




    A number of transformative monsters either assume characteristics associated with the maternal body—specifically the womb—or they attempt to usurp the powers of the womb. The male monster’s association with the womb demonstrates a powerful instance of the workings of the primal uncanny. When Frankenstein, Dr Jekyll, and Seth Brundle from The Fly (1986) attempt to re-create life, or re-birth themselves, they become womb monsters, a fact usually symbolised by the array of tubes, fluids and egg-shaped chambers in their laboratories. In Altered States (Ken Russell, 1980) the male scientist, attempting to return to his origins, appears covered in the membrane of a birth sac. With his pointed features, softly spoken words and flowing red and black cape, Count Dracula appears as a feminised creature who on the full moon rises from his grave deep in Mother Earth in order to sate himself with the blood of women. He is not unlike a monstrous unborn infant, dependent on a blood cycle for his existence. The wolf-man, who wears his fur on the inside of his skin, is a savage animal from the natural world who reminds man of the fragile boundary between the civilised and natural worlds. He essentially gives birth to himself, by turning himself inside-out.




    The ghost is associated with woman and the womb through its inhabitation of the haunted house. In dreams and phantasy, the haunted house, as Freud argued, functions as an analogue of the human body. As we will see, the haunted house in many horror films is linked to woman and the uncanny womb. As transformative monster, man in general assumes characteristics associated with the primal uncanny—with the feminine and natural worlds. Like woman and the animal he is a fluid and mutable creature, lacking clear and distinct boundaries, who frequently reminds us that a key aspect of his monstrous nature is bound up with birthing and reproduction.
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      An uncanny transformation—man re-births himself (Altered States, J980)


      (Warner Bros/The Kobal Collection)
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      An uncanny transformation—man merges with animal (Fright Night, 1985)


      (The Kobal Collection)


    




    The uncanny monstrous male is in many instances akin to a folkloric and mythical shape-shifter who, as he transforms from one state to another, uncovers secrets about man that ‘ought to have remained ... hidden’, specifically his desire to become ‘other’. Since the classic male monster, in order to challenge the phallocentric symbolic from within, is aligned with the realm of the feminine, the animal and death, to some spectators he is a repulsive, threatening beast, to others a creature who signifies rebellion and change. One of the main reasons why the male monster is sometimes an immensely sympathetic figure is precisely because he is caught between the opposing forces of culture and nature, the civilised and primitive. These sympathetic brutes include Dracula, who sexually liberates women; the wolf-man, who appeals to us because he is an innocent victim; Frankenstein’s monster, who did not ask to be ‘born’; King Kong, who is destroyed by the civilised world for money and profit and who dies for love of a woman; and even Hannibal Lecter, whose civilised demeanour renders him more appealing than a number of so-called civilised men from his walk of life. The rules governing behaviour in the urban jungle are often far more brutal and bloody than those of the natural one. Two of the most influential thinkers of the period, Charles Darwin and Sigmund Freud, attested in their writings to man’s dual nature, to his origins in the primitive world and to the thin veneer of what man calls civilisation. When these taboos are lifted, the uncanny almost always emerges and ‘infiltrates’ what feminist theorist Hélène Cixous calls ‘the interstices of the narratives’, opening up ‘gaps we need to explain’.16




    Through the figure of the male monster, the horror film speaks to us about our origins, our deep-seated anxieties and our debt to woman, nature, the animal and death. Each of the monsters discussed in this book, through its alignment with the primal uncanny, brings to light things ‘that ought to have remained ... secret and hidden’. Dracula, the Prince of Darkness, leads us to question the nature of phallic sexuality. The vampire is an erotic seductive male whose dominant appeal lies with the perverse forms of eroticism he offers—oral sex, bisexual pleasures, necrophilia. The wolf-man signals the failure of civilisation; he re-invigorates man with animal desire and points to the cannibalism that lies at the heart of so-called civilised society. The mad doctor or womb monster, who has debased the ancient ritual of couvade, makes it clear that science cannot control the birth process: when man attempts to create life without woman the source of monstrosity is doubled—he both becomes a monster and brings forth monsters. The ghost points to secrets within the family or group; its presence reveals issues relating to troubled forms of sexual desire and to secret crimes including child abuse. The Ripper (and his recent protégés, the slasher and modern cannibal) reveals the deep-rooted misogyny at the heart of patriarchal society; his brutal acts also point to man’s fear of his own death. The various forms assumed by the transformative male monster bring to light different problems signifying different dimensions in this relationship. In addition, man’s transformation into the ‘other’—whether wolf-man, vampire, mad doctor, slasher or cannibal—strikes at the heart of the symbolic order which requires that masculinity adopts a discrete, complete, phallic form.




    Proper masculinity embodies phallic power and asserts masculine qualities of power, rationality, ascendancy and control. By his very existence, the male monster points to the fact that masculinity, as defined by the symbolic economy, is a fragile concept, one that is rarely, if ever, fulfilled. To undermine the symbolic is to create a disturbance around the phallus, to create a sense of phallic panic. The central ideological function of the classic male monster, discussed in this book, is to do precisely that—to undermine the symbolic order by demonstrating its failures, contradictions and inconsistencies. The resulting panic is possibly more acutely felt or visibly registered because the monster is not female but male. The monster signifies the failure of man to achieve a masculine ideal which, of course, French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan argued was unobtainable in the first place. In this book I argue that man (and woman) is not by definition a rational, coherent, civilised being. Awareness of the impossibility of achieving proper masculinity can lead to a whole constellation of male disorders such as phobias, anxieties and hysteria. What the male monster points to is the pretence that the achievement of proper masculinity is possible. It is the creature’s monstrous body, as much as its deeds, that symbolises the breakdown of this illusion. Strangely, some monsters are potentially sympathetic figures. This is why there is something attractive and appealing about the creature that is at home in the heart of darkness.




    Literary critic Leslie Fiedler has argued that the ‘stranger’ of patriarchal culture is woman: ‘But there remains among us ... an unassimilated, perhaps forever unassimilable, stranger, the first other of which the makers of our myths, male as far back as reliable memory runs, ever become aware. And that stranger is, of course, woman.’17 Yet man too is a stranger in a land of his own creation. To take up his place in the symbolic order, man has repressed desires that would otherwise mark him as female, other or animal. Wearing the mask of monster, man desires to destroy the symbolic economy from within, to test the fragility of the law, through acts of metamorphosis, murder, mutilation, blood letting and cannibalism. In his monstrous appearance, hybrid forms and murderous and abject intentions, the male monster fundamentally signifies the ‘ruin of representation’—that is, the ruin of the male symbolic order.




    Like Oedipus, the male monster also commits terrible deeds that threaten the foundations of society. In other words, the presence, or excessive presence, of the male monster as a creature of the primal uncanny makes it possible, in the first instance, to raise the very question of the ruin of representation as a male question. What does man want? The ruin of representation and the collapse of the symbolic order? One function or consequence of the existence of the male monster—his ubiquity and power—is to highlight contradictions that exist at the heart of patriarchal culture, particularly in relation to questions of male identity and the actual nature of patriarchal civilisation. For this reason, the monster, for many spectators, has, as Marina Warner argues, ‘come into his own as an ideaP.18 In a different but related context, it is relevant to note how a number of monstrous superheroes, such as Batman, Spiderman, Catwoman and the Phantom, have absorbed elements of the primal uncanny, particularly the animal, to enhance their superhuman powers in their fight against corruption within the symbolic order.




    The male monster ‘disturbs identity, system, order’. It does not ‘respect borders, positions, rules’.19 He embraces meaning-lessness and self-annihilation. There is no concomitant desire for a return to normality or re-affirmation of the symbolic on the part of the monster. He is the point where meaning collapses. This gives rise to a sense of meaningless horror, sometimes registered by the cry not of the victim but of the monster himself. Psychoanalytic theorist Slavoj Žižek, who is critical of ideological interpretations of the monster, argues that ‘The analysis that focuses on the “ideological meaning” of monsters overlooks the fact that, before signifying something, before serving as a vessel of meaning, monsters embody enjoyment qua the limit of interpretation, that is to say, nonmeaning as such’.20




    Although I agree with Žižek, I would also argue that the male monster embodies ‘the limit of interpretation’ or non-meaning within the system of signification; nonmeaning and enjoyment can also have ideological significance. In other words, if inscription in language—in the symbolic—is almost always phallocentric and designed to shore up the power and authority of the symbolic, then the monster’s nonmeaning, which includes enjoyment, is designed to unsettle the symbolic order and as such is ideological.




    Insofar as the monster is constructed by and within the phallocentric symbolic order, it is important to ask: how nihilistic is the monster? Are we talking about the complete disintegration of meaning or are we referring to a controlled space that only threatens disintegration? The former would suggest a place of meaninglessness such as death, annihilation and the end of narrative; the latter suggests a space that might be taken up by the monster within narrative, a point of resistance and rebellion. Of course monsters may signify both at different places in the narrative. Perhaps the threat that the monster offers is ultimately designed to recuperate or reinforce the symbolic. Does the presence of the monster signify a kind of carnivalesque means of allowing for a controlled ‘return of the repressed’? Does horror offer a kind of Bakhtian social safety valve? Or does the male monster signify a desire for the collapse of patriarchal civilisation?




    In this book I argue that, through the figure of the male monster, the horror film speaks to us about the nature of masculinity and man’s ambiguous relationship with the realms of woman, the animal and death, and the symbolic order of law, civilisation and language. The various forms assumed by the transformative male monster signify different problems at the heart of man’s relationship to the imaginary and symbolic orders—particularly the latter. As the architect of both orders, man is at home in neither. With its universal narrative forms and sophisticated array of special effects, the cinema has created a modern mythical space in which to tell and re-tell stories old and new about the ‘thing’ in the forest and monsters that walk by night. The uncanny male monster arouses dread and horror in order to raise questions about the symbolic order and to problematise the belief that civilisation represents progress. In many horror films this knowledge—that civilisation is a myth—has generated an uncanny form of anxiety that I have termed ‘phallic panic’.21


  




  

    
1 FILM, HORROR AND THE PRIMAL UNCANNY




    

      Dismembered limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at the wrists ... all these have something peculiarly uncanny about them ... being buried alive ... intra-utérine existence ...the female genital organs ...




      SIGMUND FREUD1


    




    Doubles, automata, ghosts, witches, vampires, waxwork figures, haunted houses, severed body parts, women’s genitalia, the undead—according to Sigmund Freud, all of these and more constitute the domain of the uncanny. The uncanny evokes fear, unease, disquiet and gloom; it ‘is undoubtedly related to what is frightening—to what arouses dread and horror’.2 These images and emotions also characterise a great deal of popular cinema, particularly films belonging to the categories of horror, science fiction and the surreal. Over recent years there has been a renewed interest in the uncanny and a number of important studies have appeared across a range of disciplines—from literature to feminist theory, architecture and film.3




    In his famous essay ‘The Uncanny’ (1919), Freud developed a substantial theory of the uncanny. In the first section of the essay he considers a range of etymological sources of the uncanny as well as the writings of Jentsch and Schelling on the meaning of the uncanny. Next he offers an interpretation of ‘The Sandman’, an important short story by Ε. T. A. Hoffman, whom he describes as ‘the unrivalled master of the uncanny in literature’. In The Sandman’, Freud argues, ‘the feeling of something uncanny is directly attached to the figure of the Sandman, that is, to the idea of being robbed of one’s eyes’.4 ‘The Sandman’ tells the story of Nathaniel, who as a boy develops an unnatural fear of a certain lawyer, Coppelius, who he believes is the dreaded sandman. The sandman steals the eyes of children who won’t go to sleep. He ‘throws handfuls of sand in their eyes so that they jump out of their heads all bleeding’.5 Coppelius is a friend of Nathaniel’s father—the two men appear to be engaged in a mysterious experiment that suggests they are trying to create artificial life.




    As a young man, Nathaniel, who has never resolved his infantile fears, becomes engaged to Clara, a distant relative, who along with her brother came to live with Nathaniel and his mother when they were orphaned. Nathaniel also falls in love with a mysterious lifelike doll, Olympia, who he fails to realise is not human. He believes that the doll is actually the daughter of his neighbour, Professor Spalanzani. At the same time, he believes the local clockmaker, Coppola, is none other than the terrible Coppelius, or the sandman. Coppelius and Professor Spalanzani have created Olympia together. Nathaniel learns the truth about Olympia when he sees her eyes fall from her head, leaving gaping holes. In the end he commits suicide by jumping from a parapet.




    Freud argues that the sandman, who he equates with the castrating father, is the true source of the uncanny. He disagreed with Ernst Jentsch who, in his 1906 essay ‘On the Psychology of the Uncanny’, argued that a powerful source of the uncanny is ‘intellectual uncertainty whether an object is alive or not and when an inanimate object becomes too much like an animate one’.6 After discussing Hoffman’s story, Freud presents a series of objects, events and sensations that he argues are uncanny. Freud places much importance on the threat of loss and castration—the threatening father figure, severed limbs, loss of eyes, death. In conclusion, he discusses the representation of the uncanny in literature and other forms of the creative arts.




    In his essay, Freud turned to a neglected area belonging to the field of aesthetics because he believed that psychoanalytic theory could help to illuminate this issue. He was interested not in the theory of beauty but in ‘the theory of the qualities of feeling’. He pointed out that academic treatises usually prefer to explore the question of which ‘circumstances and objects’ call forth ‘feelings of a positive nature’ that are associated with ‘the beautiful, attractive and sublime’.7 He was interested in a related but opposite question. What is it about frightening people, things, impressions and events that arouse ‘dread and horror’, ‘repulsion and distress’?8 ‘One is curious to know what is this common core that allows us to distinguish as “uncanny” certain things that lie within the field of what is frightening.’9 The uncanny, however, is not necessarily reducible to the general emotion of fear. ‘[The uncanny] is not always used in a clearly definable sense, so that it tends to coincide with what excites fear in general. Yet we may expect that a special core of feeling is present which justifies the use of a special conceptual term.’10




    From the outset Freud defined the uncanny as ‘that class of the frightening which leads us back to what is known of old and long familiar’.11 His aim was to demonstrate the circumstances in which ‘the familiar can become uncanny and frightening’.12 He was particularly interested in the secret side of the uncanny, and noted with interest Schelling’s definition of unheimlich as ‘the name for everything that ought to have remained ... secret and hidden but has come to light’.




    Freud traced the meaning of the uncanny through many languages. The definition of what is frightening relates to what is unfamiliar and derives from the German word unheimlich:




    

      The German word ‘unheimlich’ is obviously the opposite of ‘heimlich’ [‘homely’], ‘heimisch’ [‘native’]—the opposite of what is familiar; and we are tempted to conclude what is ‘uncanny’ is frightening precisely because it is not known and familiar ... Something has to be added to what is novel and unfamiliar in order to make it uncanny.13


    




    For the unfamiliar to be rendered uncanny it needs to be something, as Schelling put it, that should have remained out of sight. Theorist Rosemary Jackson has argued that this definition gives an ideological or ‘counter cultural’ edge to the uncanny14 In other words, the uncanny has the power to undermine the social and cultural prohibitions that help to create order and stability.




    Freud was particularly interested in the relationship of the uncanny to the ‘home’—an important connection for this study, as so much horror originates in the home. Heimlich is used to refer to places such as the home, a friendly room, a pleasant country scene, a person who is friendly, or a family. It can also refer to a secret place or action, an act of betrayal (behind someone’s back), to someone unscrupulous. Freud points out that one of the most important things about the term heimlich is that it contains a double meaning: heimlich also signifies its opposite meaning and is used to signify unheimlich.




    In general we are reminded that the word heimlich is not unambiguous but belongs to two sets of ideas, which, without being contradictory, are yet very different: on the one hand it means what is familiar and agreeable; on the other, what is concealed and kept out of sight. Unheimlich is customarily used, we are told, as the contrary only of the first signification of heimlich and not the second.15




    So, heimlich can signify its opposite, it can come to have the meaning usually given to unheimlich. It can mean ‘that which is obscure, inaccessible to knowledge’.16 Thus the term itself has a double meaning: ‘heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way or other a subspecies of heimlich’.17




    The double meaning of heimlich is important to a discussion of the uncanny as it underlines the close association between these two concepts: homely/unhomely; clear/obscure; knowable/unknowable. When referring to the familiar/unfamiliar nexus I have used the terms heimlich and unheimlich throughout the book; otherwise I use the term ‘uncanny’. One can easily turn into the other. This double semantic meaning is important for a discussion of the workings of the uncanny in film as the latter is often produced at the border, at the point of ambivalence, when for instance the friendly inviting place of refuge suddenly becomes hostile and uninviting, or the cheerful welcoming host becomes cold and frightening. Unheimlich can be used as the opposite of heimlich only when the latter signifies the homely. When used as a separate term, unheimlich means ‘eerie, weird, arousing gruesome fear’. It signifies the ‘fearful hours of night’, a ‘mist called hill-fog’, everything ‘secret and hidden’.18




    It was Schelling’s statement—that the uncanny is that which ought to have remained hidden but has come to light—that gave Freud the insight he needed to elaborate an aesthetic theory of the uncanny and its effects. Freud states that Schelling ‘throws quite a new light on the concept’, in that heimlich can also refer to the act of concealing. Freud includes a biblical reference (1 Samuel, ν 12) that refers to ‘Heimlich parts of the human body, pudenda’.19 This aspect of the uncanny no doubt influenced Freud’s final definition, in which he includes a category relating to the female genital.




    The key to the uncanny, Freud argued, is repression. The uncanny is that which should have remained repressed (a different meaning from ‘secret’ or ‘hidden’) but which has come to light. As mentioned, Freud disagreed with Jentsch, who argued that the major feature in the creation of an uncanny feeling is intellectual uncertainty. In his analysis of the Hoffman short story ‘The Sandman’, Freud concluded that repression, in relation to the boy’s castration anxiety, was a more important source of the uncanny than intellectual uncertainty about whether an object, such as the doll Olympia, is animate or inanimate.




    Freud argued that the uncanny signifies the return of an earlier state of mind associated either with infantile narcissism or primitive animism. He concluded that there are two classes of the uncanny: one associated with psychical reality, which is most likely to occur in relation to repressed infantile complexes such as the castration complex and womb phantasies; and the other relating to the ‘omnipotence of thoughts’ grouping and associated with physical reality. The two groups, however, are not necessarily easily distinguished.




    

      Our conclusion could then be stated thus: an uncanny experience occurs either when infantile complexes which have been repressed are once more revived by some impression, or when primitive beliefs which have been surmounted seem once more to be confirmed.20


    




    Freud points out that events associated with the ‘omnipotence of thoughts’ category are not always uncanny. While the strongest forms of the uncanny relate to infantile complexes such as castration complexes and womb phantasies, ‘experiences which arouse this kind of uncanny feeling are not of very frequent occurrence in real life’ in comparison with fiction and other creative practices.21




    Freud concluded that the uncanny as it is represented in creative works deserves a separate discussion for it is ‘a much more fertile province than the uncanny in real life’.22 In the creative arts, the subject matter is not necessarily exposed to reality testing, and there are many more ways of creating uncanny effects. When the author moves into the world of reality—as distinct from fantasy—he or she has the power to create, increase and enhance anything that might lead to an uncanny effect, even creating ‘events which never or very rarely happen in fact’.23




    The cinema, particularly the horror film, offers a particularly rich medium for an analysis of contemporary representations of the uncanny. In his book The Uncanny, Nicholas Royle rightly points out that the uncanny is not necessarily associated with strange objects, events and sensations that terrify. ‘The uncanny can be a matter of something gruesome and terrible ... But it can also be a matter of something strangely beautiful, bordering on ecstasy (“too good to be true”), or eerily reminding of something like déjà vu.’24




    In his discussion, Freud establishes a series of categories of the uncanny—all of which will provide a basis for analysis of the uncanny effects of the films discussed in the following chapters. These are: castration anxieties represented through dismembered limbs, a severed head or hand, being robbed of the eyes, fear of going blind or a fear of the female genitals; uncertainty as to whether an object is alive or dead, animate or inanimate—as in dolls and automata; those things that signify a double: a twin, a cyborg, a doppelgänger, a ghost or spirit, a multiplied object, an involuntary repetition of an act; a fear of return of the dead, spirits and ghosts or a haunted house; erasure of the distinction between imagination and reality, when something thought to be imaginary appears in reality; a feeling associated with a familiar/unfamiliar place, a place that seems known yet unknown; a womb-like space that represents repressed uterine memories, intra-uterine existence, being buried alive, the female genital organs, the mother’s genitals, entrance to the former home or the womb; an animistic belief in omnipotence of thoughts (killing someone with a mere wish), dread of the evil eye, demons, magic, special injurious powers, the coincidence of wish and fulfilment, repetition of similar experiences, the experience of a double (this area of the uncanny is a matter of ‘reality testing’ because it proceeds from actual experience); and a situation in which primitive beliefs, that the individual thought he or she had overcome, rise to the surface and are confirmed.




    These forms of the uncanny describe the metamorphosis of the familiar into the unfamiliar, of bringing to light what should have remained hidden, of the dissolution of boundaries between the real and imagined—and all are mainstays of the horror film. Many films that explore the uncanny represent the eye as a signifier of horror. Even in post-modern horror films such as Evil Dead II (Sam Raimi, 1987), which play with black humour, uncanny images of the eye disturb boundaries. The male monster of horror is an uncanny surreal creature invoking a strong emotional response in the viewer, who is threatened by the dissolution of established boundaries necessary for the perpetuation of culture and society.
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      Uncanny staring eyes—the somnambulist from The Cabinet of Dr Caligari, 1919


      (Decla-Bioscop/The Kobal Collection)


    




    CRITICISM OF FREUD’S ESSAY ‘THE UNCANNY’




    I. Olympia & Clara




    A number of theorists have criticised Freud’s interpretation of Hoffman’s short story The Sandman’. They argue that he concentrated almost exclusively on the theme of castration while underplaying, even ignoring, the key role of the feminine played out in relation to the doll, Olympia. Jane Marie Todd claims Freud neglected the figure of the doll and the questions raised by its presence in relation to castration.25 Like the sandman, who tears out the eyes of children who will not go to sleep, the doll Olympia is equally terrifying in that it is not clear whether she is animate or inanimate. Todd argues that the doll’s gaze is uncanny in that it exposes the male gaze as unreliable and without substance; that is, Nathaniel, who thinks Olympia is alive, sees what is simply not there. In terms of Freud’s theory of castration, this suggests that Nathaniel finds the doll beautiful and non-threatening because he fails to see she is not phallic. He also fails to see that Olympiad gaze does not convey innocence but rather the nothingness or emptiness associated with non-being.
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      In the eye of horror—Peeping Tom, 1960


      (Anglo Amalgamated/The Kobal Collection)
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      Black humour in the post-modem uncanny—Evil Dead II, 1987


      (Rosebud/Renaissance/The Kobal Collection)


    




    Hélène Cixous criticises Freud for focusing on castration and not paying enough attention to the doll, which she argues is uncanny in the extreme, in that it collapses the border between animate and inanimate. Thus Olympia uncannily undermines the border between life and death. Olympia signifies what cannot be represented directly—that is, death: the lifeless state of being to which we all return. Cixous argues that Freud displaces ‘the Unheimliche of the doll with the Sand-Man’26 and further that ‘he minimizes the uncertainty revolving around Olympia, thus pushing Olympia toward the group of the Heimliche and clearly diminishing the texture of the story’.27




    In his article ‘Freud’s Uncanny Women’, Phillip McCaffrey argues that Freud, in a number of texts, fails to draw attention to the presence of the ‘Uncanny Woman’. ‘If we connect these ideas we arrive at the concept of a female figure who embodies sexuality and castration and death, a figure I would like to call the Uncanny Woman.’28 McCaffrey discusses a number of variations of the ‘Uncanny Woman’, including automaton, double, castrator and castrated (victim). He concludes that the two main versions are those of victim and castrator.




    It is clear that Freud does ignore woman’s uncanniness in his analysis of ‘The Sandman’. We find this is also true of his approach to the case histories of Little Hans and the Wolf Man. In both of these the mother or Nanya, respectively, appears as the uncanny castrating parent, yet Freud assimilates her role to the father’s. The main reason for this appears to be Freud’s determination to align the castrating parent with the father, not the mother.




    In my view, the presence of the female uncanny is central to Freud’s essay. She is there in the figure of Olympia. She is also there in other signifiers of the uncanny that Freud lists: the unheimlich female genital organs; the uterus; the phantasy of being buried alive; womb phantasies; the evil eye; the threat of castration; death and ghosts; and repression of primitive, animal desires. The uncanny feminine is also present in The Sandman’ in relation to male womb phantasies, which Freud ignores completely in his analysis.




    Freud states that the uncanniness of the story is directly associated with the sandman and fear of losing one’s eyes, which he interprets as a fear of castration: ‘fears about the eye and castration ... become intelligible as soon as we replace the Sand-Man by the dreaded father at whose hands castration is expected’.29 He argues that this is a ‘more striking instance of uncanniness’ than the one attached to the figure of the doll, Olympia, who is uncanny in that Nathaniel cannot tell whether she is animate or inanimate.30 Not all critics agree.




    II. Male mothers: Professor Spalanzani & the sandman




    There is a further omission in Freud’s interpretation of ‘The Sandman’. Olympia can be seen as a central figure of uncanniness because, like Frankenstein’s monster, she has been created by two men: her ‘father’, Professor Spalanzani, and Coppelius, the sandman. Thus she signifies artificial life and the fragility of the boundary between animate and inanimate. The two men have given birth to a monstrous doll whose uncanny lifelike appearance ends up destroying Nathaniel. Given that there is a double scenario of the phantasy of the male mother in ‘The Sandman’ it is even more surprising that Freud chose to ignore this motif. The doubling occurs in relation to two sets of men: Nathaniel’s own father and Coppelius; and the Professor and Coppelius. Their actions result in a further play of doubling. The two men evoke their own womb and their own creation. Through a play of presence and absence, their artificial womb/ laboratory evokes a phantom image of the original womb, the maternal home. The doll itself, through its artificiality, similarly points to its prototype, the original living woman. The entire scenario brings the uncanny into play through the overarching presence of an invisible or phantom womb, the disembodied sets of eyes, and the maniacal behaviour of the two pairs of male midwives. The motif of the uncanny phantom womb hovers over almost all horror films that depict narratives of womb envy and couvade.




    In his original story, Hoffman describes how Nathaniel, when a boy, decides to hide in his father’s study so that he can catch a glimpse of his father’s mysterious visitor whom he is convinced is the sandman. When the boy peers out he sees the ‘repulsive Coppelius’. He ‘stood as if rooted to the spot’ as he observed the scenes before him. What he had thought was a wall cupboard is in fact ‘a black cavern’ in which there is a small hearth. There are all kinds of ‘strange implements’, glowing tongs, a hammer and ‘brightly gleaming substances’. Like Frankenstein and his servant, the two men appear to be creating life. Nathaniel notices that his father’s face has become like ‘a repulsive devil-mask’. As Coppelius hammers away he sees ‘human faces appearing all around, but without eyes—instead of eyes there were hideous black cavities’. Coppelius calls for eyes: ‘Eyes, bring eyes!’ the monster cries in ‘a dull hollow voice’.31 This scene of creation is echoed later in the description of the creation scene between the Professor and Coppelius who, like a pair of male midwives, have successfully given birth to the uncanny doll, Olympia.




    The ‘black cavern’ appears to be a small laboratory; it cotains strange instruments, substances and body parts, such as the eyes, used by the men in their attempt to create life. It also emits a ‘strange-smelling vapour’.32 In discounting Olympia’s creation and the figures of the male mothers, Freud also ignored the representation of the primal scene, a perverse scene of origins, at play in ‘The Sandman’. The presence of the two men—the professor and optician—coming together to give birth to a beautiful lifelike doll, it can be argued, is also uncanny. It brings to light man’s monstrous set of desires: the desire to usurp the female generative role, to create his own (mechanical) version of female beauty and to fetishise a woman who is neither living nor dead. An underlying theme of this strange tale is of a displaced maternal womb, that first home which Freud described as one of the most uncanny of all things.




    III.·The animal




    The image of the animal also appears in The Sandman’ but Freud, in his desire to emphasise the role of the castrating father, ignored the animal as a source of uncanniness. Intimations of the animal are there in relation to the sandman himself and his children. Nathaniel describes the sandman as a bestial figure—half-human and half-animal. The boy is terrified of his hideous presence, his ‘green cat’s eyes’, ‘mis-shapen head’, and the growling and hissing sounds he makes.33 But the most ‘repugnant above all were his great knotty, hair-covered hands’. When he seizes Nathaniel he calls him a ‘Little beast!’ and bares his teeth as he drags him towards the fire, singeing his hair.34 The sandman lives in an owl’s nest in the moon. He feeds the ‘bloody’ eyes of the human children to his bird-like offspring. The sandman ‘carries them to the crescent moon as food for his little children, who have their nest up there and who have crooked beaks like owls’.35




    The human/creature hybrid is particularly uncanny. The image of the sandman’s children eating ‘bloody’ eyes with their ‘crooked beaks’ is particularly uncanny. Figures such as werewolves and vampires, who can change shape and form, bring to light what should have remained hidden—the animal at the heart of the human. When the sandman seizes Nathaniel the boy fears he will roast him in the flames, giving rise to a hint of cannibalism and the primeval father. Cannibalism is also a key signifier of abject animal behaviour. Roy le makes this point about the underlying suggestion of cannibalism in the story. ‘Doesn’t the sandman evoke an uncanny trace or tang of cannibalism right from the start?’36




    THE PRIMAL UNCANNY




    Although Freud focuses on the sandman as a central source of the uncanny, his essay presents a large number of objects, persons, events and situations that can give rise to a feeling of the uncanny However, as Royle explains, the uncanny




    

      is not ‘out there’, in any simple sense: as a crisis of the proper and natural, it disturbs any straightforward sense of what is inside and what is outside. The uncanny has to do with a strangeness of framing and borders, an experience of liminality.37


    




    Insofar as everything that is subject to repression is uncanny, it constitutes a vast field. ‘The world is uncanny,’ Royle says at one point.38 He also correctly emphasises that every individual may ‘experience it differently, and each time with a different sense of what is familiar and unfamiliar, surprising and strange’.39




    If the uncanny signifies a disturbance of ‘any straightforward sense of what is inside and outside’, then the primal uncanny offers an understanding of the nature of that disturbance; it is related to woman, death and the animal—elements that the male symbolic order represents as ‘unfamiliar’ and ‘strange’ in its attempt to normalise masculinity as familiar, proper and natural. These elements are also fundamental in that they suggest the possibility that the symbolic order may have been founded not on the figure of the paternal castrator but on rituals and prohibitions attached to the primal worlds or figures of woman, death and the animal. The variety of taboos invoked in relation to these figures (incest, cannibalism, bestiality, the corpse) suggests that the uncanny will emerge when these taboos are lifted. As Rosemary Jackson argues, the uncanny ‘functions to subvert and undermine cultural stability’ by giving rise to ‘fantasies of violating these taboos’.40 This transgressive power belongs to the male monster who, in his destructive rampages against society, challenges the authority of the phallic order. In so doing the male monster frequently emerges as a sympathetic figure.




    The sense of horror pertaining to the primal uncanny permeates representations of the male monster. This horror underlies the male monster’s uncanny alignment with death, nature and the maternal body—uncanny because the male symbolic order designates these three main areas as ‘other’ and as outside the realm of what constitutes proper phallic masculinity. As a result the male monster is familiar yet unfamiliar, a monstrous body that is phallic yet also linked to death, nature and the maternal/feminine body. By way of understanding the horror film as a most propitious site for the representation of the primal uncanny, let’s look at these characteristics and how they relate to each other as well as their defining features.




    Woman




    In the signifying practices of patriarchal ideology, woman is associated with key areas of the primal uncanny—birth, nature, the animal and death. In his writings, Freud related woman and her sexual and reproductive functions and organs with the uncanny and also linked woman to death and the uncanny, but in his essay on the uncanny he focuses on the castrating father/sandman as the central source of the uncanny. Yet surely birth, nature, mortality, death—these things which should have remained hidden—are brought to life in the body of woman.
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