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This foreword arises from a conversation over several years with Gregorio Kohon 
about literature and psychoanalysis. The extended conversation explored a mutual 
interest in the way in which the concerns of psychoanalysis both inform and form 
part of aesthetic experience. In this new book, which significantly extends the 
scope of the Birkbeck Lectures which he gave as Visiting Professorial Fellow in 
2010–11, Kohon reflects on the place of the unconscious in the art form.

His book illuminates the ground shared by art and psychoanalysis. In doing so, 
it eschews mechanical “interpretation”, rejects “application” and provides instead 
an authentic language for reflection upon the nature of aesthetic experience. It is 
a rarity in interdisciplinary engagement in that both psychoanalysis and art are 
considered in their own terms, allowing a new understanding of the aesthetic to 
emerge. Psychoanalysis is not here “applied” to art as a metatheory; the reality 
of the consulting room is never far away and the reality of the artwork is always 
experienced. This makes for a painful and very personal engagement. Kohon con-
veys closely what he has come up against in the artworks that he discusses – paint-
ings, narratives, sculptures. At the same time, his approach bears the knowledge 
of the huge emotional vicissitudes of the consulting room, of psychoanalysis 
itself. His book is therefore authentic and disturbing in a way that much of the 
“psychoanalysis and . . .” literature is not.

His detailed engagement allows us to think about the nature of aesthetic experi-
ence in a new way. He argues that the uncanny, as described by Freud, is a fun-
damental component of that experience. It includes the bleakness of borderline 
experience, uncertainty, anxiety, aloneness, silence. These are states of mind that 
the reception of an artwork may evoke or touch or awaken in ways that may be dif-
ficult to understand or even bear. Kohon explores how the artwork invites the recip-
ient to take the emotional risk of engagement in a process which is also the reality 
of psychoanalytic experience. More than this, and importantly, he faces the fact 
that the most difficult questions in psychoanalysis are present in the work of art. 
The act of creation includes the despair of those moments when symbolisation 
and representation are not possible, and this is described movingly as part of the 
reality of psychoanalysis and the reality of artistic creation. Kohon acknowledges 
and explores the dream that cannot be dreamt and shows, for example, how the 
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stories of “The Hunter Gracchus” (Kafka) and “Funes the Memorious” (Borges) 
or the works of Muñoz uncannily represent something that eludes representation.

Thus, Kohon’s argument, which unfolds carefully in the process of his per-
sonal engagement with the art objects, is that the work of art both embodies and 
calls to this knowledge: that, at a fundamental level, it too is concerned with the 
bleakness of the unrepresentable, with making silence heard, darkness visible. He 
reminds us in a passage on the Warsaw Ghetto Monument that there is a real sense 
in which Auschwitz cannot be symbolised. He also considers how the mean-
ing of those passages in psychoanalysis that cannot be reproduced as they were 
outside the clinical session is that for which the artwork also struggles. Kohon 
describes carefully how this produces a paradox in the reception of the artwork, 
an “uncanny” quality, involving an encounter with the negative, which underlies 
the experience of the aesthetic.

Kohon’s life and work as a psychoanalyst bring to his explorations a clarity that 
this interdisciplinary field needs. As a clinician, he knows how the unconscious 
qua unconscious cannot be known – except, that is, through its transformations. 
Interpretation of those transformations is the creative act in psychoanalysis which 
offers the possibility of engaging with what is not known. This is what the crea-
tive act in art is also wrestling with: can the transformation be expressed? Can it 
be symbolised?

From this, Kohon convincingly develops an aesthetics of estrangement and, in 
relation to Kafka’s short story, “The Burrow”, outlines a paradigm of estrange-
ment encountered in the creative work of both psychoanalysis and artistic endeav-
our. “Psychoanalysis and the aesthetic share the task of making a representation of 
the unrepresentable, but they are separated by their own individual and contrasting 
ways of making the attempt. Art and literature have the capacity to create some-
thing unfamiliar within the familiar reality; psychoanalysis reveals and identifies 
the unfamiliar already present in that apparent reality”. Thus, in Kohon’s reading, 
psychoanalysis and art do not simply relate each to the other: they are rooted in 
the same ground and share a characteristic tendency to break through the concep-
tual signposts of their local habitations. His approach brings insight which feels 
real: Kohon addresses his subject as a psychoanalyst, not as someone who uses 
psychoanalysis.

This makes a significant difference, not least in the pervading sense that aspects 
of psychic experience have meaning within the psychoanalytic encounter and 
must become something else if transferred mechanically in a process of “inter-
pretation” or “application”. This concern leads to a meditation on the nature of 
“interpretation”. In discussing Richard Serra’s work, Kohon writes, “If we are 
going not so much ‘to understand’ the artistic object or the literary text as to 
allow ourselves, instead, to become involved with it, there will be a demand for 
uncertainty to be tolerated: uncertainty, opaqueness, doubt. The relationship with 
the artistic object cannot be resolved: it is steeped in the ambiguity of something 
familiar and unfamiliar, uncanny”. Thus interpretation in this context should be “a 
way of thickening the plot”, “a moment of dynamic creation”, not the revelation 
of hidden meaning through the application of a theory.
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This is the quality of dialogue most sought and most elusive in interdisciplinary 
work. The book takes literally the words of the Spanish poet, Antonio Machado, 
quoted by Kohon in his chapter “Of lairs and burrows”:

Walker, there is no road,
the road is made by walking.

Toni Griffiths
London, February 20141

Note

 1  Dr Toni Griffiths has written on the subjects of ‘literature and psychoanalysis’ and has 
focused particularly on the work of George Eliot. She taught on the MA Comparative 
Literature course at UCL and for several years headed a department at UCL concerned 
with the field of higher education and professional development. She was a dean at 
the Institute of Education and senior research fellow at the University of Warwick.



This page intentionally left blank



I was privileged to have been invited to be the Visiting Professorial Fellow in the 
Department of Psychosocial Studies (School of Social Sciences, History and Phi-
losophy), at Birkbeck, University of London, in 2010–11, by Dr Lisa Baraitser, 
Professor Stephen Frosh and Professor Daniel Pick. I would like to express my 
appreciation to them as well as my gratitude to the students attending my work-
shops and lectures: they motivated me to continue working on my ideas.

This book is based on some of the lectures I gave during that period. In time, 
the present text developed a life of its own.

Every attempt has been made to contact copyright holders; my apologies to any 
whom I have inadvertently missed. Any omission in the present edition will be 
corrected in future ones. I would like to thank the following for their kind permis-
sion to reproduce the artwork contained in this volume:

Louise Bourgeois Studio for Bourgeois’s artworks; the Juan Muñoz Estate for 
Muñoz’s artworks; the Anish Kapoor Studio for Kapoor’s artworks; the Richard 
Serra Studio and Gagosian Gallery for Serra’s artwork; Jochen Gerz and Esther 
Shalev-Gerz for Mahnmal gegen faschismus; Ernst Schwitters and Sprengel 
Museum Hannover for Schwitters’s Hannover Merzbau; Attilio Maranzano for 
his photography of Muñoz’s Double Bind; Walrus for his photography of Muñoz’s 
Listening Figure; Luis Asin for his photography of Muñoz’s Conversation Piece; 
María José Orihuela for her photography of Muñoz’s Many Times; Teresa Nunes 
for her photography of Muñoz’s Many Times; Christine G. H. Franck for her pho-
tography of San Carlino Alle Quatro Fontane; W. C. Chow for his photography of 
Zen gardens; Michael Reeve for his photography of Serra’s Clara-Clara; the Art 
Institute Library of the Jagiellonian for Kunzek’s Wampir’s photography; wmpearl 
for The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising’s photography; Adrian Grycuk for Rapoport’s 
The Warsaw Ghetto Monument’s photography; Infinite Ache for the “Field of Ste-
lae”: Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe’s photography; F.J.B. Gonzáles 
for La Paralaje (drawing graphic illustration); Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa and 
the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum for Serrra’s artworks and pictures; and 
Prinzhorn Collection for permission to reproduce Mehr’s artwork.

I acknowledge the following: The Munch Museum for their help in researching 
Edvard Munch’s artworks; DACS, London and ARS, NY were instrumental in 

Acknowledgements



xx  Acknowledgements

obtaining the licensing of their members’ artistic works; Images OnLine helped 
with the research of the British Library Collections; and AKG Images and BPK 
provided high-quality archive photographs.

I would also like to thank the following for permission to reprint: a) From Col-
lected Fictions by Jorge Luis Borges. Copyright @ María Kodama, 1998, trans-
lated by Andrew Hurley. Translation and notes Copyright @ Penguin Putnam 
Inc., 1998. Reproduced by kind permission of Penguin Canada Books Inc. for 
Canada; Penguin Group (USA) LLC for USA, Phillipine Islands and the open 
market; The Wylie Agency (UK) Ltd for UK, and The Wylie Agency LLC, New 
York for the e-print; b) From Writing by Marguerite Duras, First University of 
Minnesota Press, 2011. Translation copyright @ Mark Polizzotti. Reproduced by 
kind permission of Mark Polizzotti; c) From New Selected Poems by Danni Abse, 
Hutchinson. Copyright @ Danni Abse 2009. Reproduced by kind permission of 
The Random House Group Ltd; d) From Negotiating with the Dead – A Writer on 
Writing by Margaret Atwood. Copyright @ O. W. Toad Ltd. 2002. By kind per-
mission of Cambridge University Press; e) From The Selected Poetry of Yehuda 
Amichai by Yehuda Amichai, University of California Press, 1996. Translated by 
Chana Bloch and Stephen Mitchell @ Chana Bloch and Stephen Mitchell. By 
kind permission of University of California Press; f) From “The Idea of Commu-
nism” by Alain Badiou. In The Idea of Communism, edited by C. Douzinas and 
Slavoj Žižek, Verso, November 2010. By kind permission of Verso; g) From “The 
uncanny, or ‘I am not who you think I am’ ” by M. de M’Uzan (2009, p. 207). 
In Reading French Psychoanalysis, edited by D. Birksted-Breen, S. Flanders, & 
A. Gibeault, Routledge, 2010. By kind permission of Taylor & Francis Books 
(UK); and h) From Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory by Yosef Hayim 
Yerushalmi, University of Washington Press, 1982. By kind permission of Univer-
sity of Washington Press.

My gratitude to Eric and Klara King for their patience and the invaluable help 
with the editing; to Daniel Kleimberg for his enthusiastic and efficient assistance 
regarding the illustrations at the beginning of the project; to Ana Tenorio-Torres, 
in Paris, who played a vital role in obtaining the permissions to reproduce the 
images included in the book; I also value her suggestions concerning the cap-
tions and the presentation of the images; to Kate Hawes, from Routledge, and 
Alessandra Lemma, for their interest in my work; and to Kirsten Buchanan, from 
Routledge, for her helpful assistance.

I am particularly indebted to James E. Young (1989, 1993) for his work on the 
Warsaw Ghetto Monument. I could not have written my chapter on it without his 
research on the subject. Danuta Golec, in Warsaw, elucidated for me a number of 
past and present historical circumstances.

The conversations I had with Toni Griffiths about psychoanalysis and related 
subjects, whether while crossing the sea on the ferry from Tenby to Caldey Island 
in Wales, or walking around El Palacio del Rey Sancho in Valldemossa, Mallorca, 
were always challenging and inspiring. I am also especially grateful for her edito-
rial comments and suggestions.



Acknowledgements  xxi

I would like to extend my thanks to Viqui Rosenberg and Carlos Sapochnik. 
One way or another, it has been over fifty-five years of friendship: no está mal, che.

Similarly, my gratitude to Rosine Perelberg and Donald Campbell, for our dia-
logues, for their friendship, comradeship and support.

My warm thanks also to mi gran amigo Horacio Elena for the generous gift of 
his painting, Autorretrato, and for his permission to reproduce it for the cover of 
the book.

Valli, my wife, well, that’s another story: gracias, por todo, y por más.

London/Palma de Mallorca



This page intentionally left blank



No symphony was ever written by a committee.
Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History  

and Jewish Memory

Psychoanalysis is not what you think it is.
Michel de M’Uzan, “The uncanny . . .”



This page intentionally left blank



Chapter 1

Considering “The ‘Uncanny’ ”

We ourselves speak a language that is foreign.
Sigmund Freud, “The ‘Uncanny’ ”

. . . truth cannot be made up of pure facts.
Alain Badiou, The Idea of Communism

Clifford Geertz argued that, if it is to be understood, any form of social activity has 
to be incorporated into the texture, quality and consistency of a particular mode 
of life, defined as a specific manner and style of perceiving and thinking. Thus, 
in order to understand anything that concerns human society, one has to take into 
consideration the particular intimacies and the specific elements of what Geertz 
called “local knowledge” (1983). Whether it is a matter of the moral imagination 
in a society, its cultural and structural system, the question of symbolic power, 
issues of law, the concept of common sense, works of art or the construction of the 
self and identity, everything of cultural significance is always a “local matter”, a 
“way of being-in-the-world”, which those things both promote and exemplify. In 
the specific case of works of art, they materialise a “way of experiencing, [bring-
ing] a particular cast of mind out into the world of objects” (1983, p. 99).

I regard the realm of aesthetics as a distinctive order that allows us to identify 
objects that are concerned with art and literature, their specific modes of expe-
rience and forms of thought, their visibility and intelligibility (Rancière, 2000, 
pp. 12–13; 2003, pp. 75–76).1 This is a broad characterisation – one, among oth-
ers, that offers enough conceptual ambiguity to be used constructively. But it is 
not a definition or an explanation of aesthetics.2 It does not require the detailed 
exposition of a specific psychoanalytic framework.

Throughout his life, Freud expressed his admiration for literature and the arts, 
but not without a certain ambivalence. On the one hand, he thought that the expla-
nation of artistic genius was beyond the reach of psychoanalysis; on the other, he 
held that psychoanalysis extended its understanding to other endeavours, such as 
philosophy, religion, anthropology, linguistics, literature and art. Reading some 
of Freud’s writings on this subject, we could come to believe – mistakenly – that 
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truth in a work of art is only discernible through the application of psychoanalytic 
theories and interpretation (Kofman, 1970; Kohon, 1999a). This conception gave 
rise, during the early optimistic, pioneering years of the psychoanalytic move-
ment, to a proliferation of papers and books on the interpretation of artists and 
their art, as if their creations were comparable to patients’ symptoms or dreams 
told to a psychoanalyst. Psychoanalytic reductionism prevailed.

The application of psychoanalytic theories to art has always presented serious 
methodological difficulties. In this book, I do not offer psychoanalytic theories as 
comprehensive explanations of art and literature nor a psychoanalytic reading of 
culture; I will not attempt to unravel the creative process, the privileged realm of 
the artist. I am not concerned with the question of aesthetic values nor am I inter-
ested in the unconscious meaning of a specific work of art. Instead, I would like 
to explore how, in the perception and appreciation of art and literature, the viewer 
or reader is confronted by an emotional disruption provoked by the object, threat-
ening the natural distinctions by which we normally live. A crucial dimension of 
uncertainty appears to be demanded by the aesthetic object.

I suggest that the different and multiple meanings contained in and brought to 
mind by the artistic and the literary object, the mixture of past and present expe-
riences of the subject evoked by the encounter with the object, the elements of 
irrationality which probe and challenge the rational efforts of our perceptions, all 
provoke in us a feeling of strangeness. The recognition of something familiar goes 
hand in hand with the perception of something unknown, new, something other.

In his article on the uncanny, Freud suggested this:

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 . . . the 
unheimlich is what was once heimisch, familiar. . .

(Freud, 1919, p. 245)

Freud’s interpretation may or may not be correct, but I would like to take the 
structure of his statement for the consideration of the dynamics of the familiar 
(heimisch)/unfamiliar (unheimlich). From this point of view, I would argue that, 
in the “way of experiencing” the aesthetic, the sense of the present, what makes 
us feel real and there, in the here and now, coexists with the reactivation of what 
George Eliot defined as our “powerful imagination”: “. . . far reaching memories 
and stored residues of passion, bringing into new light the less obvious relations 
of human existence” (Eliot, 1879, chap. 13, p. 197). Fantasies, needs and desires 
that belong to another scene, to another time in the past, defy the sense of com-
fortable familiarity that we assume in everyday life. This constitutes a condition 
of the aesthetic experience, where the self of the individual is not fully in charge.

Art, history, literature and psychoanalysis have each a distinct, meaningful place 
in the wider repertoire of interrelated and mutually influential cultural creations. 
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They are all part of the same cultural world but they do not constitute a harmoni-
ous unity nor do they share a common structure. They embody different modes 
of experience: each of these modes demands from the subject what Edward Said, 
in a different context, described as “. . . a knowing and unafraid attitude toward 
exploring the world we live in” (1998, p. 109).3

This is clearly different from a “theory of beauty” that would account for the 
existence of art or a philosophical reference that would demarcate the limits of 
its presence in the world. I would suggest that there is no general concept of art, 
which “ceaselessly redefined itself” (Rancière, 2011, p. xi). The aesthetic expe-
rience can never be conceived as essential or universal; rather, it may best be 
understood through the recognition and acceptance of its very ambiguity. It resists 
not only definition but also exclusive interpretation; attempting to define what it is 
meant by the concept of aesthetic experience is not easy.4

The experience of contemporary art, as discussed in these pages, offers itself 
as the object of multiple interpretations. There is a constant dynamic shifting of 
meaning that varies and fluctuates within the individual, from one individual to 
another, from one culture to another.

Contemporary art, in particular, demands from the spectator an active participa-
tion. Freud’s reference to the philosophers’ definition of the aesthetic attitude as 
that in which “. . . we are not trying to get anything from things or do anything 
with them . . . but . . . we are content with contemplating them . . .” (Freud, 1905, 
p. 94) does not help us here. We may not ask anything from it but the object 
demands something from us. Lucien Freud declared,

What do I ask from a painting? I ask it to astonish, disturb, seduce, con-
vince. . . .

(quoted in L. Freud, 2012)

The spectator has to be willing to engage with this challenge, this invitation that 
comes from the work of art. It is not just a matter of passive contemplation; the 
aesthetic object does not allow us to be distant; it insists on the subject being 
involved and implicated.

In the short story “Like Life”, Lorrie Moore offers a description of how one of 
her characters, dashing around an art gallery, would stop for a long while in front 
of a work that she liked; she would feel that it was pulling her in, dancing with 
her for a while, and then letting her go (1990, p. 168). The spectator is, indeed, 
pulled in, drawn by the aesthetic object, brought in to be part of a dance, even if 
for a little while, and then set free. The encounter with the object may be a play-
ful occasion – playful but nevertheless serious, where there are no guarantees. 
For each of us, the engagement entails a complex participation, full of potential 
ambiguity, irony, pain, memories, logical relations, emotions, revelations, anxie-
ties and confusion.

Traditionally, many psychoanalytic authors have tended to link the aesthetic expe-
rience with the vicissitudes of the encounter with the primary object. Nevertheless, 
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it may be something more mysterious and complex than this. There is an excess in 
the experience itself that defies simple definitions. It is conceivable that the exis-
tential memory present in aesthetic jouissance takes place in the context of experi-
ences other than that mythical primary encounter. Its significance may have started 
somewhere else, in a psychic place other than with the mother, and progressively 
moved back and forth along different paths. Possibly only later on in life would its 
meaning have emerged retrospectively.

While definitions are problematic, the aesthetic moment and its jouissance 
require interpretations. But such interpretations are not to do with the revelation 
of underlying meaning, a hidden truth, or through the employment of a precon-
ceived, psychoanalytic or any other kind of theory. This is not a negative reference 
to psychoanalytic theory per se; in fact, I cannot think of any other theory that 
would better account for the complexity of the human mind. Nevertheless, in gen-
eral terms, interpretations here should not be understood by reference to the inten-
tion or motivation of the one who produces the painting or the sculpture. In this 
book, interpretations are presented as a way of “thickening the plot”, of engaging 
more fully with the object of enquiry, of entering into a dialogue. They require 
“a moment of dynamic creation rather than passive discovery” (Egginton, 2007, 
p. 3). The approach should be dynamic but not intrusive – imaginative and yet 
never complete. Geertz claims that, in contrast to a paranoid’s delusion or a swin-
dler’s story, interpretations cannot be fully coherent (1973, p. 18). In any case, as 
most psychoanalysts are aware, interpretations do not require or even represent a 
consensus. They make things more interesting; they complicate matters. At best, 
they resemble the translation from one language into another.

It is in and through the very process of the translation of a poem, for example, 
that we discover the original text. There is always something unprecedented and 
unexpected in a translation: something in the original text demands an interpre-
tation that may recover for the reader the uniqueness of that text. But no single 
version establishes the “truth” of a poem; this would need to be re-discovered or 
perhaps even created. Furthermore, each new version may add original and crea-
tive insights. Contained in the dialogue between the translator and the translated 
(as, in the analytic dialogue, between the analyst and the patient), more than one 
way of carrying out the task will be discovered. As Umberto Eco has argued, the 
translator will have to be sufficiently ruthless: “. . . only by being literally unfaith-
ful can a translator succeed in being truly faithful to the source text” (Eco, 2003, 
p. 5, italics in original; see also Rockhill, 2000).

Comparable to the analytic situation of transference or the daily occurrence of 
dreams, the experience of the aesthetic (whether for the writer/artist or the reader/
spectator) will always be autobiographical – and it will always be suffused with 
saudade.5

The aesthetic experience can never be considered finished nor complete; there 
will always be the possibility of future development and change. In every new 
experience of an aesthetic object, there will be further opportunities for new nar-
ratives. A painting might not be seen in the same way each time it is viewed. 
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The same short story offers different meanings, new descriptions of its characters, 
additional accounts of the plot. The conscious and unconscious memory of previ-
ous aesthetic experiences increases the possibility of new perceptual responses. 
When I refer to “the memory of previous aesthetic experiences”, I do not mean 
a nostalgic longing, originating in maternal primitive experiences. The responses 
might make their presence known via unexpected emotional eruptions, which may 
include disturbing and poignant sentiments. It might be a reaction not easily dis-
cernible by the subject: it may be experienced and yet not consciously noticed; 
even if noticed, it might not be susceptible to being thought about. It might denote 
something unknown but this does not necessarily make it new.

For this to occur, the subject has to be ready and willing to undergo some form 
of depersonalisation, to experience some sense of unreality; the subject must risk, 
however briefly, losing the boundaries that keep the self safe and sound. This may 
involve anxiety, the fear of which may inhibit the capacity for aesthetic expe-
rience; trepidation and apprehension may do away with joy. The subject might 
suffer a genuine estrangement from the self, which, as Freud specifies in “The 
‘Uncanny’ ” (1919), is elicited by the reappearance of something familiar that has 
been repressed.

I refer to Freud’s work concerning estrangement and the uncanny in the next 
section of this chapter. At this point, however, I make a temporal leap and jump 
forward to 1933.

Estrangement

Victor Tausk’s paper, “On the Origin of the ‘Influencing Machine’ in Schizo-
phrenia”, described his observations of a paranoid delusion that occurs in a “cer-
tain type of schizophrenic patient” (Tausk, 1933, p. 519).6 Such a delusion often 
involved being influenced from afar by a “diabolical machine”, typically believed 
to be operated by a group of people – most frequently the patient’s doctors – who 
were regarded as the persecutors. The machines were experienced as instruments 
of torture and mind-control; they consisted of boxes, cranks, levers, wheels, but-
tons, etc.; they could implant and remove ideas and feelings and inflict horren-
dous pain from a distance. At times, they made the patient see pictures. The 
machines used waves, rays or mysterious forces that physics could not explain; 
they created sensations that could not be described by the patients because they 
were strange to them, alien to any other experience. Many of Tausk’s descrip-
tions, common then in classical psychiatry, are still referred to in the contempo-
rary psychiatric clinic.7

A clinical description of an influencing machine was recorded by John Haslam 
as early as 1810. In his Illustrations of Madness (1810), Haslam described the 
first fully documented case of what later would have been described as paranoid 
schizophrenia. The patient was a literate man, a Welsh architect named James 
Tilly Matthews, who was able to produce sketches of an air loom (Figure 1.1), 
which he imagined striking him with “spermatic animal-seminal” magnetic rays.
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The air loom was supposed to be operated by a gang of four men and three women, 
villains skilled in “chemistry” who lived at the London Wall in Moorfields, not 
far from the Bethlem Hospital where Matthews was a patient.8 Matthews claimed 
that the rays affected his body so as to produce a variety of symptoms, a litany of 
horrible tortures. The torments included “lobster-cracking”, during which the cir-
culation of the blood was prevented by a magnetic field, “stomach-skinning” and 
“apoplexy-working with the nutmeg grater”, which involved the introduction of 
fluids into the skull. “Bill the King” was the man in charge, pictured in command 
of the instrument and its levers, tubes and piano-forte keys. The rest of the gang, 
supposedly all French agents, seemed to be having sexual intercourse on the floor 
next to the machine.

Tausk noted that influencing machines were described by their troubled inven-
tors as complex structures. Sometimes these devices were experienced by the 
patients as their doppelgänger,9 unconscious projections of the patients’ frag-
mented bodily experience. Although patients would typically invoke all the pow-
ers known to technology to explain their obscure workings, the machines always 
resisted a coherent account of their function: “All the discoveries of mankind”, 

Figure 1.1  John Haslam, The Air Loom (1810). Illustrations of Madness, exhibiting a singular 
case of insanity, in the person of John Tilly Matthews, with a description of the 
tortures experienced by bomb-bursting, lobster-cracking and lengthening, etc. 
(1810). London. © The British Library Board, 1191.i.7.
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Tausk wrote, “are regarded as inadequate to explain the marvellous powers of this 
machine” (Figure 1.2).10

There is something extraordinary and unexpected about the detailed and rich 
depiction of this specific paranoid delusion. Frequently, the reader’s associations 
are to the literary and artistic realm of science fiction. My own associations on 
reading the paper for the first time included the original cinematographic version 
of Frankenstein (directed by James Whale in 1931) – that wonderfully inaccurate 
and distorted version of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s novel, Frankenstein: Or, 
The Modern Prometheus (1818). In a memorable scene in the film, the monster 
(played by Boris Karloff) lies inert while being raised to the skies by Franken-
stein (played by Colin Clive). The supposedly brilliant, yet mad, scientist stands 
hunched over the machine he has invented, twisting dials and moving levers, 
excitedly contemplating how the platform with the monster’s body is exposed to 

Figure 1.2 Jakob Mehr, Influencing Machine (1810). © Prinzhorn Collection.
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the opening in the roof, lightning from the storm in the sky above bringing the 
dead to life. The image of this modern Prometheus stealing fire from the heavens 
inverts the schizophrenic patient’s phantasy of an influencing machine stealing 
life from him.

It is interesting to note that at the beginning of his paper, Tausk explains almost 
apologetically that his clinical and theoretical considerations are based on a single 
clinical example. Furthermore, in this particular case, “. . . the structure of the 
machine differs materially . . . from all other varieties of apparatus of this sort” 
(1933, p. 519). This is a “very rare variant” of an influencing machine, and Tausk 
cannot but feel that objections will be made to his conclusions: after all, how 
could anyone draw generalisations from the study of a single, uncharacteristic 
case? Psychoanalysis is supposed to be a science, and sciences involve gener-
alisations arising from a considerable number of cases. However, Tausk argues, 
psychoanalysis is not psychiatry. In psychoanalysis, things work differently. In 
principle, it is possible (“permissible” is the word used by Tausk) to derive general 
conclusions from “exceptional types”. He says,

The conformity of typical cases have the ultimate effect of an impenetrable 
barrier, while a deviation from type, on the other hand, may be a window in 
the wall through which a clear view is to be obtained.

(Tausk, 1933, p. 520)

Tausk made a crucial and significant discovery from the material of one case only. 
What Tausk described as “conformity” may nowadays be understood as “evidence”.

Among the many symptoms described by Matthews, the Welsh architect, was a 
sense of depersonalisation and isolation of affect. This was similar to what Tausk 
included in his clinical descriptions as the patients’ feelings of “inner estrange-
ment”. According to Tausk, patients feel “strange to themselves, no longer under-
stand themselves: limbs, face, facial expression, thoughts and feelings have become 
estranged” (p. 523). In passing, he uses the expression, “self-estrangement”, the 
internal perception of changes taking place in the psyche and/or the body of the 
individual. This is something that may occur at puberty but does not necessarily 
become pathological.

Tausk was one of the first psychoanalytic authors to use the term “estrange-
ment” in this specific sense. In German, the word is Entfremdung, which may be 
translated as estrangement, alienation or disaffection. We find in Strachey’s ver-
sion of Freud the words estranged and estrangement. He used these English words 
to convey the process of separating and creating distance, of becoming alienated 
from an object: usually a friend, a lover, the family and/or the world. This is also 
the sense in which the word was translated into English by other authors in early 
psychoanalytic writings. Otherwise, in other contexts, the word used in translation 
was “derealisation”, which is closer to the German sense of “unreality”.

The concept of estrangement was to be used frequently and significantly by 
psychoanalytic authors across the generations. They included, among others, 
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Melanie Klein (1927), Otto Fenichel (1933), Erich Fromm (1942), Karen Horney 
(1950) and R. D. Laing (1960).11 For the present purposes, I concentrate briefly on 
a description by another author, Paul Federn.

For Federn, estrangement frequently took the form of an attack, the perception 
of which varied in intensity and extent for the same individual at different times. 
Mostly, it occurred after a precipitating event or in some special circumstances:

The symptom of estrangement, since it was first discovered, has always been 
referred to as a feeling, never a knowledge or a consciousness of estrangement.

(Federn, 1932, p. 62)

Federn noted that there is always a split between a detached, observing self and a 
participating self: the observing self, although familiar to the individual, does not 
prevent the loss of the capacity to perceive an object with one’s full ego; the par-
ticipating self experiences these strange feelings and consequently suffers from a 
“feeling of unreality” (Federn, 1932, p. 71; see also Federn, 1949). The movement 
between familiarity and strangeness creates a surplus of terror and anxiety in the 
subject, and the experience of this split becomes uncanny.

Lacan referred to Federn’s concept of estrangement when describing Hamlet’s 
rejection of Ophelia. The revelation of the queen’s adultery and his father’s injunc-
tion to kill the adulterer make Hamlet reject Ophelia as his object of desire: she 
had become associated with his mother. As Gertrude betrayed him with Claudius, 
so Ophelia betrayed him with Polonius, her father, who forbade her to see him: 
thus she stayed away from her lover and rejected his letters. At this moment in 
the play, Ophelia becomes, for Hamlet, “completely null and dissolved as a love 
object” (Lacan, 1959).

In 1980, there was a celebrated production of Hamlet at the Royal Court Thea-
tre in London. The director, Richard Eyre, in an inspired move, cast Jonathan 
Pryce, who was playing Hamlet, also as the ghost of Hamlet’s father – as if he 
had possessed his son: whenever the ghost appeared and spoke, the audience con-
templated Hamlet twisting and shuddering in agony while delivering his lines. 
A deep, cadaverous voice emerged from the depth of Hamlet’s guts, demanding 
revenge in the most dramatic manner; in this way, a dialogue was established 
between the character of the ghost and the character of Hamlet within the person 
of the same actor. Hamlet seemed to observe himself in horror as he was taken 
over by his father’s words. Pryce’s physical contortions communicated unbeara-
ble pain. The audience was not just touched by this pain but was also increasingly 
disturbed and mesmerised. It was as if the split between actor and character had 
disappeared: what was happening on stage was real. Watching Pryce caressing 
his neck and chillingly stroking his chest, the audience became alarmed, and a 
sense of terror invaded the theatre. Hamlet appeared to be seized and trapped by 
the soul of the dead: a dybbuk. Those present at these performances at the Royal 
Court were put in touch with something uncanny, feeling a sense of unreality. 
Most poignantly, it was later revealed that Jonathan Pryce’s father had recently 
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died; the young actor was in the process of deep mourning. Lacan’s description of 
the play as “a tragedy of the underworld” (Lacan, 1959, p. 39) was borne out by 
this particular performance.

In Jewish folklore, the dybbuk represents a wandering, disembodied soul that 
attaches itself to a living person and controls his behaviour in order to accomplish 
a task unfulfilled during his life. The dybbuk is not exclusive to Jewish culture: 
comparable mythological figures, among many others, are the draugr (Norse and 
Scandinavian), the ghûl (Arabian), the oni (Japanese), the Nachzehrer and the 
Wiedergänger (German). In medieval England, there was the revenant. Perhaps 
the most interesting, and certainly the most famous case of possession in Euro-
pean history took place in the seventeenth century in France in the town of Lou-
dun, an episode known in history as “the devils of Loudun” (de Certeau, 1970; 
Huxley, 1952; Sluhovsky, 2002; Stephenson, 2014).12

In the case of the dybbuk, the spirit is drawn to a person who is already suffering, 
weak and vulnerable; he is supposedly going through a predicament similar to the 
dead person’s. Interestingly, the dybbuk is supposed to know more about the per-
son’s desires than the person does himself. Hamlet’s ghost, turned dybbuk, speaks 
Hamlet’s desires. This is an instance of the return of the repressed; as such, a ghost 
is “the most immediate representation of the uncanny” (Masschelein, 2011, p. 120). 
There is something intolerable about a ghost, neither alive nor dead. The dialectic 
between the strange and the familiar, central to everything uncanny, also includes 
the dead, never completely gone from the lives of the living. A sense of transgres-
sion is present here: it concerns the crossing of boundaries between the past, the 
present and the future, as well as the limits between life and death. It is this “coming 
back (of the repressed) that makes the ghost what it is” (Cixous, 1976, p. 543).13

On her first appearance in the play, Ophelia describes Hamlet’s extreme dis-
tress; she knows, without perhaps being fully aware of it, that Hamlet is pro-
foundly disturbed, which prompts her to make a proper, “clinical” description 
(Lacan, 1959, p. 21) of his depersonalisation:

. . .
Lord Hamlet, with his doublet all unbrac’d,
No hat upon his head, his stockings foul’d,
Ungarter’d and down-gyved to his ankle,
Pale as his shirt, his knees knocking each other,
And with a look so piteous in purport
As if he had been loosed out of hell
To speak of horrors, . . .

(Hamlet, Act II, Scene I)14

Hamlet seems terrified – as if indeed he were the one coming back from hell, the 
one to speak of horrors. Ophelia has become alien to Hamlet, Hamlet to Ophelia. 
The intensity of the depersonalisation is extreme: it dominates his being. It has 
become uncanny.
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The uncanny

Now we can work our way back, via Michel de M’Uzan, to Freud, 1919.
Freud developed his arguments on the uncanny from a linguistic perspective, 

connecting the term “unheimlich” to words like fright, fear, anxiety, horror (Freud, 
1919). He accepted Friedrich Schelling’s definition of the uncanny as the name 
for everything “. . . that ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come 
to light” (Freud, 1919, p. 225). Freud maintained that the uncanny reveals the 
repression of a fear or trauma that had once taken place – more precisely, it would 
uncover the return of the repressed threat of castration.

But this does not exhaust the definition of the uncanny:15 de M’Uzan states that 
we cannot ignore

those “experiences” that are at the very least closely related to the uncanny, 
in which anxiety is sometimes absent and where the sexual does not seem to 
be involved, or at least not regularly.

(M’Uzan, 2009, p. 202, italics in original)

Furthermore, he adds,

I am thinking, among other things, about the phenomena of depersonalisa-
tion. . . .

(de M’Uzan, 2009, p. 202)

After this brief reference to Freud’s “The ‘Uncanny’ ” (1919), de M’Uzan turns to 
another of Freud’s papers, “A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis” (1936). 
During a visit to Athens with his brother, Freud had felt that the ancient monu-
ment at which he was gazing was not real. Freud wrote how, for that moment, 
he felt that, “What I see here is not real” – a “feeling of derealisation” (Entfrem-
dungsgefühl) (1936, p. 244). This is when what is actually reality appears strange 
to the subject. Examples of derealisation, where the reality of what is being seen 
cannot be believed, abound in literature. The following is an extreme example:

“Eerie”, Joe thought. “A chitinous multilegged quasiarachnid and a large 
bivalve with pseudopoedia arguing about Goethe’s Faust”.

(Dick, 1969, p. 108)

Depersonalisation, in contrast, takes place when the subject’s own self becomes 
strange. H. G. Wells lucidly writes,

At times I suffer from the strangest sense of detachment from myself and 
the world about me; I seem to watch it all from the outside, from somewhere 
inconceivably remote, out of time, out of space, out of the streets and tragedy 
of it all.

(Wells, 1898, p. 31)
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In “A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis”, Freud contrasted these two 
closely interrelated phenomena, derealisation and depersonalisation, when we try 
to keep something away from us, with their counterparts: fausse reconnaissance, 
déjà vu and déjà raconté: “illusions in which we seek to accept something as 
belonging to our ego . . .” (1936, p. 245).

De M’Uzan argues that

strangeness is an impression that is affirmed each time “natural distinctions” 
tend to become erased – that is, distinctions between the inside and the outside, 
the ego and the non-ego, the subject and the object, the familiar and the alien.

(de M’Uzan, 2009, p. 203)

A sense of strangeness can arise, threatening the feeling of being “at home”. At that 
point, we might not be quite able to cope with the difference between the inside and 
the outside, between closeness and distance from others. Quite appropriately, de 
M’Uzan also relates this sense of strangeness to “a sort of exaltation” that can be 
observed during “so-called creative activities” (2009, p. 204). The comfort offered 
by the presence of the familiar, of the already known, of the “always there”, which 
we count on for our physical and psychic survival, remains precarious. Between 
the cracks, the ghosts appear: insecurity, self-doubt, discomfort, anxiety, even para-
noia – all ready to jump, making the individual feel alien to himself.16

The most interesting and significant aspect of de M’Uzan’s argument is his 
contention that the feeling of depersonalisation constitutes “a crucial phase in the 
development of psychic functioning”; it marks the “moment when the uncanny 
finds its primordial basis” (2009, p. 206, italics in original). The “stranger anxi-
ety” experienced by most babies between the ages of nine and twelve months 
might represent one manifestation of this critical and essential psychic develop-
ment, a genuine instance of terror and anxiety, which seizes the baby, making him 
at that moment feel endangered, as if his very survival were in question, the world 
appearing alien and menacing.

Although de M’Uzan does not make an explicit connection with the concept of 
the mirror stage, his emphasis is very closely related to Lacan’s formulation of the 
self as a stranger to itself: according to Lacan, the identification with an image in 
the mirror produces a double of the subject, turning that primitive experience into 
a source of alienation. The identification is based on an illusion, which turns being 
into not-being: the familiar becomes unfamiliar.17

De M’Uzan had already elaborated these ideas in Aperçus sur le processus de 
la création littéraire (1965). In considering the feeling of strangeness as a trace 
of an “essential activity of the mind”, de M’Uzan recognised and established the 
uncanny as a developmental event, something that cannot be reduced to herme-
neutics or to “mere” meaningful events in one’s life.

Julia Kristeva, another French author influenced by Lacan, thought that the 
uncanny can be considered “a paroxystic metaphor of the psychic functioning 
itself” (1988, p. 184). She saw the uncanny as the reappearance of the self as 
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other: a “me” that is foreign, an alien that is “I”. From a psychoanalytic point of 
view, this activity of the mind can be considered an unexpected form of trans-
gression associated with primitive imaginary boundary crossings between me and 
not-me. The consideration of that reappearance of me as other plays a decisive 
role in any ethical involvement with the alien, the stranger, the foreigner.

Freud’s work on the uncanny cannot be placed in any given theoretical posi-
tion without imprisoning the concept, imposing rigid boundaries and limiting its 
importance. de M’Uzan’s and Kristeva’s considerations open the doors for its fur-
ther elaboration and application.

The uncanny may also emerge when something is present but has not yet 
become explicit; it might refer to a feeling of anxiety that something is pending, 
is about to be revealed. There may be contradictions and pauses in our percep-
tion, cracks and interruptions, spaces and breaks that remain unsolved. Todorov 
speaks of the uncanny in literature as provoking a “hesitation” in the reader and 
in a character of a book; in considering the events narrated, there is uncertainty as 
to whether to accept a natural explanation or a supernatural one. Such vacillating 
reluctance creates the moment and the space for the uncanny to be experienced 
(Todorov, 1970).

In Cujo, Stephen King (1981) described the terror experienced by a young child 
of only four years, named Tad, who believes that a “thing”, half man, half wolf, 
is prowling in his closet (p. 8). His parents explain to him that such monsters do 
not exist: they may be shadows that appear to be like the bad things seen on TV. 
They show him the pile of blankets in the closet, the teddy bear, the reflections 
from the light in the bathroom.18 But the monster in the closet refuses to go away: 
as soon as the parents go back to their bed, the monster, whispering, threatens to 
eat the child up. Tad, alarmed and full of trepidation, listens in terror: the monster, 
says, “. . . you’ll be mine” (p. 12). The child stares at the closet, horrified. Yet he is 
also fascinated. There is something almost familiar about the monster, something 
that Tad almost knew. This is the worst thing for him: the feeling that he “almost 
knew” the monster (p. 8, italics added).

What was hidden but has come to light? Referring to the ideas Freud developed 
in “Totem and Taboo” (1912–13), one could interpret in the story a projection 
into the outside world of repressed primitive perceptions that originally belonged 
to the self: Tad’s internal perceptions are now located outside, in an object (the 
monster) that inhabits the external world. The monster hidden in the closet is a 
disguised representation of the child’s internal and repressed bad, angry, persecu-
tory feelings. What is most interesting here is that the child knows it: the projected 
is almost familiar to him.

I suggest that the Freudian concept of the uncanny, das Unheimliche, the dual 
concept of the simultaneously strangely familiar and disquietingly unfamiliar, 
may help to describe not only those aspects permeated by conscious “dread 
and horror”, but fundamental aspects of the aesthetic experience (Freud, 1919, 
p. 219). Furthermore, as a developmental achievement, the uncanny may be a 
necessary condition for the experience of the aesthetic. One of the challenges is to 


