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Hoffmann is the unrivalled master of the uncanny in literature. His novel, Die Elixire des Teufels [The
Devil’s Elixir], contains a whole mass of themes to which one is tempted to ascribe the uncanny effect
of the narrative; but it is too obscure and intricate a story for us to venture upon a summary of it.
Towards the end of the book the reader is told the facts, hitherto concealed from him, from which the
action springs; with the result, not that he is at last enlightened, but that he falls into a state of
complete bewilderment. The author has piled up too much material of the same kind. In consequence
one’s grasp of the story as a whole suffers, though not the impression it makes. We must content
ourselves with selecting those themes of uncanniness which are most prominent, and with seeing
whether they too can fairly be traced back to infantile sources. These themes are all concerned with
the phenomenon of the ‘double,’ which appears in every shape and in every degree of development.
Thus we have characters who are to be considered identical because they look alike. This relation is
accentuated by mental processes leaping from one of these characters to another — by what we
should call telepathy —, so that the one possesses knowledge, feelings and experience in common
with the other. Or it is marked by the fact that the subject identifies himself with someone else, so that
he is in doubt as to which his self is, or substitutes the extraneous self for his own. In other words,
there is a doubling, dividing and interchanging of the self. And finally there is the constant recurrence
of the same thing — the repetition of the same features or character-traits or vicissitudes, of the same
crimes, or even the same names through several consecutive generations.
 
The theme of the ‘double’ has been very thoroughly treated by Otto Rank (1914). He has gone into the
connections which the ‘double’ has with reflections in mirrors, with shadows, with guardian spirits,
with the belief in the soul and with the fear of death; but he also lets in a flood of light on the
surprising evolution of the idea. For the ‘double’ was originally an insurance against the destruction of
the ego, an ‘energetic denial of the power of death,’ as Rank says; and probably the ‘immortal’ soul
was the first ‘double’ of the body. This invention of doubling as a preservation against extinction has
its counterpart in the language of dreams, which is found of representing castration by a doubling or
multiplication of a genital symbol. The same desire led the Ancient Egyptians to develop the art of
making images of the dead in lasting materials. Such ideas, however, have sprung from the soil of
unbounded self-love, from the primary narcissism which dominates the mind of the child and of
primitive man. But when this stage has been surmounted, the ‘double’ reverses its aspect. From
having been an assurance of immortality, it becomes the uncanny harbinger of death.
 
The idea of the ‘double’ does not necessarily disappear with the passing of primary narcissism, for it
can receive fresh meaning from the later stages of the ego’s development. A special agency is slowly
formed there, which is able to stand over against the rest of the ego, which has the function of
observing and criticizing the self and of exercising a censorship within the mind, and which we
become aware of as our ‘conscience.’ In the pathological case of delusions of being watched, this
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mental agency becomes isolated, dissociated from the ego, and discernible to the physician’s eye. The
fact that an agency of this kind exists, which is able to treat the rest of the ego like an object — the
fact, that is, that man is capable of self-observation — renders it possible to invest the old idea of a
‘double’ with a new meaning and to ascribe a number of things to it — above all, those things which
seem to self-criticism to belong to the old surmounted narcissism of earliest times.
 
But it is not only this latter material, offensive as it is to the criticism of the ego, which may be
incorporated in the idea of a double. There are also all the unfulfilled but possible futures to which we
still like to cling in phantasy, all the strivings of the ego which adverse external circumstances have
crushed, and all our suppressed acts of volition which nourish in us the illusion of Free Will. [Cf.
Freud, 1901b, Chapter XII (B).]
 
But after having thus considered the manifest motivation of the figure of a ‘double,’ we have to admit
that none of this helps us to understand the extraordinarily strong feeling of something uncanny that
pervades the conception; and our knowledge of pathological mental processes enables us to add that
nothing in this more superficial material could account for the urge towards defence which has caused
the ego to project that material outward as something foreign to itself. When all is said and done, the
quality of uncanniness can only come from the fact of the ‘double’ being a creation dating back to a
very early mental stage, long since surmounted — a stage, incidentally, at which it wore a more
friendly aspect. The ‘double’ has become a thing of terror, just as, after the collapse of their religion,
the gods turned into demons.
 
The other forms of ego-disturbance exploited by Hoffmann can easily be estimated along the same
lines as the theme of the ‘double.’ They are a harking-back to particular phases in the evolution of the
self-regarding feeling, a regression to a time when the ego had not yet marked itself off sharply from
the external world and from other people. I believe that these factors are partly responsible for the
impression of uncanniness, although it is not easy to isolate and determine exactly their share of it.
 
The factor of the repetition of the same thing will perhaps not appeal to everyone as a source of
uncanny feeling. From what I have observed, this phenomenon does undoubtedly, subject to certain
conditions and combined with certain circumstances, arouse an uncanny feeling, which, furthermore,
recalls the sense of helplessness experienced in some dream-states. As I was walking, one hot summer
afternoon, through the deserted streets of a provincial town in Italy which was unknown to me, I
found myself in a quarter of whose character I could not long remain in doubt. Nothing but painted
women were to be seen at the windows of the small houses, and I hastened to leave the narrow street
at the next turning. But after having wandered about for a time without enquiring my way, I suddenly
found myself back in the same street, where my presence was now beginning to excite attention. I
hurried away once more, only to arrive by another detour at the same place yet a third time. Now,
however, a feeling overcame me which I can only describe as uncanny, and I was glad enough to find
myself back at the piazza I had left a short while before, without any further voyages of discovery.
Other situations which have in common with my adventure an unintended recurrence of the same
situation, but which differ radically from it in other respects, also result in the same feeling of
helplessness and of uncanniness. So, for instance, when, caught in a mist perhaps, one has lost one’s
way in a mountain forest, every attempt to find the marked or familiar path may bring one back again
and again to one and the same spot, which one can identify by some particular landmark. Or one may
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wander about in a dark, strange room, looking for the door or the electric switch, and collide time
after time with the same piece of furniture -- though it is true that Mark Twain succeeded by wild
exaggeration in turning this latter situation into something irresistibly comic.
 
If we take another class of things, it is easy to see that there, too, it is only this factor of involuntary
repetition which surrounds what would otherwise by innocent enough with an uncanny atmosphere,
and forces upon us the idea of something fateful and inescapable when otherwise we should have
spoken only of ‘chance.’ For instance, we naturally attach no importance to the event when we hand
in an overcoat and get a cloakroom ticket with the number, let us say, 62; or when we find that our
cabin on a ship bears that number. But the impression is altered if two such events, each in itself
indifferent, happen close together — if we come across the number 62 several times in a single day, or
if we begin to notice that everything which has a number — addresses, hotel rooms, compartments in
railway trains — invariably has the same one, or at all events one which contains the same figures. We
do feel this to be uncanny. And unless a man is utterly hardened and proof against the lure of
superstition, he will be tempted to ascribe a secret meaning to this obstinate recurrence of a number;
he will take it, perhaps, as an indication of the span of life allotted to him. …
 
[I]t is possible to recognize the dominance in the unconscious mind of a ‘compulsion to repeat’
proceeding from the instinctual impulses and probably inherent in the very nature of the instincts — a
compulsion powerful enough to overrule the pleasure principle, lending to certain aspects of the mind
their daemonic character, and still very clearly expressed in the impulses of small children; a
compulsion, too, which is responsible for a part of the course taken by the analyses of neurotic
patients. All these considerations prepare us for the discovery that whatever reminds us of this inner
‘compulsion to repeat’ is perceived as uncanny.
 
 
Now, however, it is time to turn from these aspects of the matter, which are in any case difficult to
judge, and look for some undeniable instances of the uncanny, in the hope that an analysis of them
will decide whether our hypothesis is a valid one.
 
In the story of “The Ring of Polycrates,’ The king of Egypt turns away in horror from his host,
Polycrates, because he sees that his friend’s every wish is at once fulfilled, his every care promptly
removed by kindly fate. His host has become ‘uncanny’ to him. His own explanation, that the too
fortunate man has to fear the envy of the gods, seems obscure to us; its meaning is veiled in
mythological language. We will therefore turn to another example in a less grandiose setting. In the
case history of an obsessional neurotic, I have described how the patient once stayed in a hydropathic
establishment and benefited greatly by it. He had the good sense, however, to attribute his
improvement not to the therapeutic properties of the water, but to the situation of his room, which
immediately adjoined that of a very accommodating nurse. So on his second visit to the establishment
he asked for the same room, but was told that it was already occupied by an old gentleman,
whereupon he gave vent to his annoyance in the words: ‘I wish he may be struck dead for it.’ A
fortnight later the old gentleman really did have a stroke. My patient thought this an ‘uncanny’
experience. The impression of uncanniness would have been stronger still if less time had elapsed
between his words and the untoward event, or if he had been able to report innumerable similar
coincidences. As a matter of fact, he had no difficulty in producing coincidences of this sort; but then
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not only he but every obsessional neurotic I have observed has been able to relate analogous
experiences. They are never surprised at their invariably running up against someone they have just
been thinking of, perhaps for the first time for a long while. If they say one day ‘I haven’t had any
news of so-and-so for a long time,’ they will be sure to get a letter from him the next morning, and an
accident or a death will rarely take place without having passed through their mind a little while
before. They are in the habit of referring to this state of affairs in the most modest manner, saying that
they have ‘presentiments’ which ‘usually’ come true.
 
One of the most uncanny and wide-spread forms of superstition is the dread of the evil eye, which has
been exhaustively studied by the Hamburg oculist Seligmann (1910-11). There never seems to have
been any doubt about the source of this dread. Whoever possesses something that is at once valuable
and fragile is afraid of other people’s envy, in so far as he projects on to them the envy he would have
felt in their place. A feeling like this betrays itself by a look even though it is not put into words; and
when a man is prominent owing to noticeable, and particularly owing to unattractive, attributes, other
people are ready to believe that his envy is rising to a more than usual degree of intensity and that this
intensity will convert it into effective action. What is feared is thus a secret intention of doing harm,
and certain signs are taken to mean that that intention has the necessary power at its commend.
 
These last examples of the uncanny are to be referred to the principle which I have called
‘omnipotence of thoughts,’ taking, the name from an expression used by one of my patients. And now
we find ourselves on familiar ground. Our analysis of instances of the uncanny has led us back to the
old, animistic conception of the universe. This was characterized by the idea that the world was
peopled with the spirits of human beings; by the subject’s narcissistic overvaluation of his own mental
processes; by the belief in the omnipotence of thoughts and the technique of magic based on that
belief; by the attribution to various outside persons and things of carefully graded magical powers, or
‘mama’; as well as by all the other creations with the help of which man, in the unrestricted
narcissism of that stage of development, strove to fend off the manifest prohibitions of reality. It
seems as if each one of us has been through a phase of individual development corresponding to this
animistic stage in primitive men, that none of us has passed through it without preserving certain
residues and traces of it which are still capable of manifesting themselves, and that everything which
now strikes us as ‘uncanny’ fulfils the condition of touching those residues of animistic mental
activity within us and bringing them to expression.
 
At this point I will put forward two considerations which, I think, contain the gist of this short study.
In the first place, if psycho-analytic theory is correct in maintaining that every affect belonging to an
emotional impulse, whatever its kind, is transformed, if it is repressed, into anxiety, then among
instances of frightening things there must be one class in which the frightening element can be shown
to be something repressed which recurs. This class of frightening things would then constitute the
uncanny; and it must be a matter of indifference whether what is uncanny was itself originally
frightening or whether it carried some other affect. In the second place, if this is indeed the secret
nature of the uncanny, we can understand why linguistic usage has extended das Heimliche
[‘homely’] into its opposite, das Unheimliche (p. 226); for this uncanny is in reality nothing new or
alien, but something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become
alienated from it only through the process of repression. This reference to the factor of repression
enables us, furthermore, to understand Schelling’s definition [p. 224] of the uncanny as something
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which ought to have remained hidden but has come to light.
 
It only remains for us to test our new hypothesis on one or two more examples of the uncanny.
 
Many people experience the feeling in the highest degree in relation to death and dead bodies, to the
return of the dead, and to spirits and ghosts. As we have seen [p. 221] some languages in use to-day
can only render the German expression ‘an unheimlich house’ by ‘a haunted house.’ We might indeed
have begun our investigation with this example, perhaps the most striking of all, of something
uncanny, but we refrained from doing so because the uncanny in it is too much intermixed with what
is purely gruesome and is in part overlaid by it. There is scarcely any other matter, however, upon
which our thoughts and feelings have changed so little since the very earliest times, and in which
discarded forms have been so completely preserved under a thin disguise, as our relation to death.
Two things account for our conservatism: the strength of our original emotional reaction to death and
the insufficiency of our scientific knowledge about it. Biology has not yet been able to decide whether
death is the inevitable fate of every living being or whether it is only a regular but yet perhaps
avoidable event in life. It is true that the statement ‘All men are mortal’ is paraded in text-books of
logic as an example of a general proposition; but no human being really grasps it, and our
unconscious has as little use now as it ever had for the idea of its own mortality. Religions continue to
dispute the importance of the undeniable fact of individual death and to postulate a life after death;
civil governments still believe that they cannot maintain moral order among the living if they do not
uphold the prospect of a better life hereafter as a recompense for mundane existence. In our great
cities, placards announce lectures that undertake to tell us how to get into touch with the souls of the
departed; and it cannot be denied that not a few of the most able and penetrating minds among our
men of science have come to the conclusion, especially towards the close of their own lives, that a
contact of this kind is not impossible. Since almost all of us still think as savages do on this topic, it is
no matter for surprise that the primitive fear of the dead is still so strong within us and always ready to
come to the surface on any provocation. Most likely our fear still implies the old belief that the dead
man becomes the enemy of his survivor and seeks to carry him off to share his new life with him.
Considering our unchanged attitude towards death, we might rather enquire what has become of the
repression, which is the necessary condition of a primitive feeling recurring in the shape of something
uncanny. But repression is there, too. All supposedly educated people have ceased to believe officially
that the dead can become visible as spirits, and have made any such appearances dependent on
improbable and remote conditions; their emotional attitude towards their dead, moreover, once a
highly ambiguous and ambivalent one, has been toned down in the higher strata of the mind into an
unambiguous feeling of piety.
 
We have now only a few remarks to add — for animism, magic and sorcery, the omnipotence of
thoughts, man’s attitude to death, involuntary repetition and the castration complex comprise
practically all the factors which turn something frightening into something uncanny.
 
We can also speak of a living person as uncanny, and we do so when we ascribe evil intentions to him.
But that is not all; in addition to this we must feel that his intentions to harm us are going to be carried
out with the help of special powers. A good instance of this is the ‘Gettatore,’ that uncanny figure of
Romanic superstition which Schaeffer, with intuitive poetic feeling and profound psycho-analytic
understanding, has transformed into a sympathetic character in his Josef Montfort. But the question of
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these secret powers brings us back again to the realm of animism. It was the pious Gretchen’s
intuition that Mephistopheles possessed secret powers of this kind that made him so uncanny to her.
 

Sic fühlt dass ich ganz sicher ein Genie,   [“She feels that surely I’m a genius now, —
 Vielleieht sogar der Teufel bin.                    Perhaps the very devil indeed!”  Goethe, Faust]

 
The uncanny effect of epilepsy and of madness has the same origin. The layman sees in them the
working of forces hitherto unsuspected in his fellow-men, but at the same time he is dimly aware of
them in remote corners of his own being. The Middle Ages quite consistently ascribed all such
maladies to the influence of demons, and in this their psychology was almost correct. Indeed, I should
not be surprised to hear that psycho-analysis, which is concerned with laying bare these hidden forces,
has itself become uncanny to many people for that very reason. In one case, after I had succeeded —
though none too rapidly — in effecting a cure in a girl who had been an invalid for many years, I
myself heard this view expressed by the patient’s mother long after her recovery.
 
Dismembered limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at the wrist, as in a fairy tale of Hauff’s, feet
which dance by themselves, as in the book by Schaeffer which I mentioned above — all these have
something peculiarly uncanny about them, especially when, as in the last instance, they prove capable
of independent activity in addition. As we already know, this kind of uncanniness springs from its
proximity to the castration complex. To some people the idea of being buried alive by mistake is the
most uncanny thing of all. And yet psycho-analysis has taught us that this terrifying phantasy is only a
transformation of another phantasy which had originally nothing terrifying about it at all, but was
qualified by a certain lasciviousness — the phantasy, I mean, of intra-uterine existence.
 
 
There is one more point of general application which I should like to add, though, strictly speaking, it
has been included in what has already been said about animism and modes of working of the mental
apparatus that have been surmounted; for I think it deserves special emphasis. This is that an uncanny
effect is often and easily produced when the distinction between imagination and reality is effaced, as
when something that we have hitherto regarded as imaginary appears before us in reality, or when a
symbol takes over the full functions of the thing it symbolizes, and so on. It is this factor which
contributes not a little to the uncanny effect attaching to magical practices. …
 
To conclude this collection of examples, which is certainly not complete, I will relate an instance
taken from psycho-analytic experience; if it does not rest upon mere coincidence, it furnishes a
beautiful confirmation of our theory of the uncanny. It often happens that neurotic men declare that
they feel there is something uncanny about the female genital organs. This unheimlich place, however,
is the entrance to the former Heim [home] of all human beings, to the place where each one of us lived
once upon a time and in the beginning. there is a joking saying that ‘Love is home-sickness’; and
whenever a man dreams of a place or a country and says to himself, while he is still dreaming: ‘this
place is familiar to me, I’ve been here before,’ we may interpret the place as being his mother’s
genitals or her body. In this case too, then, the unheimlich is what was once heimisch, familiar; the
prefix ‘un’ [‘un-’] is the token of repression.
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Continue to Part III
 
Return to Part I
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