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INTRODUCTION

The Weird and the Eerie 
(Beyond the Unheimlich)

It is odd that it has taken me so long to really reckon with the 
weird and the eerie. For although the immediate origins of 
this book lay in fairly recent events, I have been fascinated 
and haunted by examples of the weird and the eerie for as 
long as I can remember. Yet I had not really identified the two 
modes, still less specified their defining features. No doubt 
this is partly because the major cultural examples of the weird 
and the eerie are to be found at the edges of genres such as 
horror and science fiction, and these genre associations have 
obscured what is specific to the weird and the eerie.

The weird came into focus for me around a decade ago, as 
the result of two symposia on the work of H.P. Love craft at 
Goldsmiths, University of London; while the eerie became 
the major subject of On Vanishing Land, the 2013 audio-essay I 
produced in collaboration with Justin Barton. Appropriately, 
the eerie crept up on Justin and me; it had not been our orig­
inal focus, but by the end of the project we found that much 
of the music, film and fiction that had always haunted us pos­
sessed the quality of the eerie.

What the weird and the eerie have in common is a preoc­
cupation with the strange. The strange — not the horrific. The 
allure that the weird and the eerie possess is not captured by 
the idea that we “enjoy what scares us”. It has, rather, to do 
with a fascination for the outside, for that which lies beyond 
standard perception, cognition and experience. This fascina­
tion usually involves a certain apprehension, perhaps even 
dread — but it would be wrong to say that the weird and the
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eerie are necessarily terrifying. I am not here claiming that 
the outside is always beneficent. There are more than enough 
terrors to be found there; but such terrors are not all there is 
to the outside.

Perhaps my delay in coming round to the weird and the 
eerie had to do with the spell cast by Freuds concept of the 
unheimlich. As is well known, the unheimlich has been inad­
equately translated into English as tb uncanny; the word 
which better captures Freud's sense of the term is the "unho- 
mely”. The unheimlich is often equated with the weird and the 
eerie — Freuds own essay treats the terms as interchangeable. 
But the influence of Freuds great essay has meant that the 
unheimlich has crowded out the other two modes.

The essay on the unheimlich has been highly influential 
on the study of horror and science fiction — perhaps, in the 
end, more because of Freuds hesitations, conjectures and 
rejected theses than for the actual definition he provides. The 
examples of the unheimlich which Freud furnishes — doubles, 
mechanical entities that appear human, prostheses — call up 
a certain kind of disquiet. But Freud’s ultimate settling of the 
enigma of the unheimlich — his claim that it can be reduced 
to castration anxiety — is as disappointing as any mediocre 
genre detectives rote solution to a mystery. What enduringly 
fascinates is the cluster of concepts that circulate in Freud’s 
essay, and the way in which they often recursively instantiate 
the very processes to which they refer. Repetition and doubling 
— themselves an uncanny pair which double and repeat each 
other — seem to be at the heart of every ’'uncanny1 phenom­
ena which Freud identifies.

There is certainly something that the weird, the eerie and 
the unheimlich share. They are all affects, but they are also 
modes: modes of film and fiction, modes of perception, ulti­
mately, you might even say, modes of being. Even so, they are 
not quite genres.

9



N T R O D U C T I O N

Perhaps the most important difference between the 
unheimlich on the one hand and the weird and the eerie on the 
other is their treatment of the strange. Freuds unheimlich is 
about the strange within the familiar, the strangely familiar, 
the familiar as strange — about the way in which the domestic 
world does not coincide with itself. All of the ambivalences 
of Freuds psychoanalysis are caught up in this concept. Is it 
about making the familiar — and the familial — strange? Or 
is it about returning the strange to the familiar, the familial? 
Here we can appreciate the double move inherent to Freudian 
psychoanalysis: first of all, there is estrangement of many of 
the common notions about the family; but this is accompa­
nied by a compensatory move, whereby the outside becomes 
legible in terms of a modernist family drama. Psychoanalysis 
itself is an unheimlich genre; it is haunted by an outside which 
it circles around but can never fully acknowledge or affirm. 
Many commentators have recognised that the essay on the 
unheimlich itself resembles a tale, with Freud in the role of the 
Jamesian unreliable narrator. If Freud is an unreliable narra­
tor, why should we accept that his own tale should be classi­
fied in terms of the category that his essay proposes? What 
if, instead, the whole drama of the essay consisted in Freud's 
attempts continually to contain the phenomena he explores 
within the remit of the unheimlich?

The folding of the weird and the eerie into the unheimlich is 
symptomatic of a secular retreat from the outside. The wider 
predilection for the unheimlich is commensurate with a com­
pulsion towards a certain kind of critique, which operates by 
always processing the outside through the gaps and impasses 
of the inside. The weird and the eerie make the opposite move: 
they allow us to see the inside from the perspective of the out­
side. As we shall see, the weird is that which does not belong. 
The weird brings to the familiar something which ordinar­
ily lies beyond it, and which cannot be reconciled with the
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“homely” (even as its negation). The form that is perhaps most 
appropriate to the weird is montage — the conjoining of two or 
more things which do not belong together. Hence the predilection 
within surrealism for the weird, which understood the uncon­
scious as a montage-machine, a generator of weird juxtapo­
sitions. Hence also the reason that Jacques Lacan — rising to 
the challenge posed by surrealism and the rest of aesthetic 
modernism — could move towards a weird psychoanalysis, in 
which the death drive, dreams and the unconscious become 
untethered from any naturalisation or sense of homeliness.

At first glance, the eerie might seem to be closer to the 
unheimlich than to the weird. Yet, like the weird, the eerie is 
also fundamentally to do with the outside, and here we can 
understand the outside in a straightforwardly empirical 
as well as a more abstract transcendental sense. A sense of 
the eerie seldom clings to enclosed and inhabited domestic 
spaces; we find the eerie more readily in landscapes partially 
emptied of the human. What happened to produce these 
ruins, this disappearance? What kind of entity was involved? 
What kind of thing was it that emitted such an eerie cry? As 
we can see from these examples, the eerie is fundamentally 
tied up with questions of agency. What kind of agent is acting 
here? Is there an agent at all? These questions can be posed in 
a psychoanalytic register — if we are not who we think we are, 
what are we? — but they also apply to the forces governing 
capitalist society. Capital is at every level an eerie entity: con­
jured out of nothing, capital nevertheless exerts more influ­
ence than any allegedly substantial entity.

The metaphysical scandal of capital brings us to the broader 
question of the agency of the immaterial and the inanimate: 
the agency of minerals and landscape for authors like Nigel 
Kneale and Alan Garner, and the way that “we” “ourselves” 
are caught up in the rhythms, pulsions and patternings of 
non-human forces. There is no inside except as a folding of
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N T R O D U C T I O N

the outside; the mirror cracks, I am an other, and I always 
was. The shudder here is the shudder of the eerie, not of the 
unheimlich.

One extraordinary example of the displacement of the 
unheimlich by the eerie is D.M. Thomas* novel The White Hotel. 
The novel first of all seems to be about a simulated case study 
of a fictional patient of Freuds, "Anna G”. The poem by Anna 
G which begins the novel seems at first sight to be saturated 
with erotic hysteria, as Thomas* Freud proposes in the Case 
History which he writes. Freud*s reading threatens to dis­
sipate the oneiric atmosphere of Anna G*s poem, and also 
establish to a direction of explanation: from the present to 
the past, from the outside to the inside. Yet it turns out that 
the seeming eroticism is itself an obfuscation and a deflection 
from the poem*s most intense referent, which is to be found 
not in Anna G*s past, but in her future — her death at the mas­
sacre at Babi Yar in 1941. The problems of foresight and fate 
here bring us to the eerie in a disturbing form. Yet fate might 
be said to belong to the weird as well as the eerie. The sooth­
saying witches in Macbeth, after all, are known as the Weird 
Sisters, and one of the archaic meanings of "weird** is "fate**. 
The concept of fate is weird in that it implies twisted forms of 
time and causality that are alien to ordinary perception, but 
it is also eerie in that it raises questions about agency: who or 
what is the entity that has woven fate?

The eerie concerns the most fundamental metaphysical 
questions one could pose, questions to do with existence and 
non-existence: Why is there something here when there should 
be nothing? Why is there nothing here when there should be some­
thing? The unseeing eyes of the dead; the bewildered eyes 
of an amnesiac — these provoke a sense of the eerie, just as 
surely as an abandoned village or a stone circle do.

So far, we are still left with the impression that the weird 
and the eerie have primarily to do with what is distressing or
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terrifying. So let us end these preliminary remarks by pointing 
to examples of the weird and the eerie that produce a different 
set of affects. Modernist and experimental work often strikes 
us as weird when we first encounter it. The sense of wrongness 
associated with the weird — the conviction that this does not 
belong—is often a sign that we are in the presence of the new. 
The weird here is a signal that the concepts and frameworks 
which we have previously employed are now obsolete. If the 
encounter with the strange here is not straightforwardly 
pleasurable (the pleasurable would always refer to previous 
forms of satisfaction), it is not simply unpleasant either: there 
is an enjoyment in seeing the familiar and the conventional 
becoming outmoded — an enjoyment which, in its mixture 
of pleasure and pain, has something in common with what 
Lacan called jouissance.

The eerie also entails a disengagement from our current 
attachments. But, with the eerie, this disengagement does not 
usually have the quality of shock that is typically a feature of 
the weird. The serenity that is often associated with the eerie 
— think of the phrase eerie calm — has to do with detachment 
from the urgencies of the everyday. The perspective of the 
eerie can give us access to the forces which govern mundane 
reality but which are ordinarily obscured, just as it can give us 
access to spaces beyond mundane reality altogether. It is this 
release from the mundane, this escape from the confines of 
what is ordinarily taken for reality, which goes some way to 
account for the peculiar appeal that the eerie possesses.
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The Out of Place and the Out of Time: 
Lovecraft and the Weird

What is the weird? When we say something is weird, what 
kind of feeling are we pointing to? I want to argue that the 
weird is a particular kind of perturbation. It involves a sen­
sation of wrongness: a weird entity or object is so strange that 
it makes us feel that it should not exist, or at least it should 
not exist here. Yet if the entity or object is here, then the cat­
egories which we have up until now used to make sense of the 
world cannot be valid. The weird thing is not wrong, after all: 
it is our conceptions that must be inadequate.

Dictionary definitions are not always much help in defin­
ing the weird. Some refer immediately to the supernatural, 
but it is by no means clear that supernatural entities must be 
weird. In many ways, a natural phenomenon such as a black 
hole is more weird than a vampire. Certainly, when it comes 
to fiction, the very generic recognisability of creatures such as 
vampires and werewolves disqualifies them from provoking 
any sensation of weirdness. There is a pre-existing lore, a set 
of protocols for interpreting and placing the vampire and the 
werewolf. In any case, these creatures are merely empirically 
monstrous; their appearance recombines elements from the 
natural world as we already understand it. At the same time, 
the very fact that they are supernatural entities means that 
any strangeness they possess is now attributed to a realm 
beyond nature. Compare this to a black hole: the bizarre ways 
in which it bends space and time are completely outside our 
common experience, and yet a black hole belongs to the nat­
ural-material cosmos — a cosmos which must therefore be 
much stranger than our ordinary experience can comprehend.
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It was this kind of intuition which inspired the weird fiction 
of H.P. Lovecraft. “Now all my tales are based on the funda­
mental premise that common human laws and interests and 
emotions have no validity or significance in the vast cosmos- 
at-large,” Lovecraft wrote to the publisher of the magazine 
Weird Tales in 1927. “To achieve the essence of real externality, 
whether of time or space or dimension, one must forget that 
such things as organic life, good and evil, love and hate, and all 
such local attributes of a negligible and temporary race called 
mankind, have any existence at all.” It is this quality of “real 
externality” that is crucial to the weird.

Any discussion of weird fiction must begin with Love- 
craft. In stories that were published in pulp magazines, 
Lovecraft practically invented the weird tale, developing a 
formula which can be differentiated from both fantasy and 
horror fiction. Lovecrafts stories are obsessively fixated on 
the question of the outside: an outside that breaks through 
in encounters with anomalous entities from the deep past, 
in altered states of consciousness, in bizarre twists in the 
structure of time. The encounter with the outside often ends 
in breakdown and psychosis. Lovecrafts stories frequently 
involve a catastrophic integration of the outside into an inte­
rior that is retrospectively revealed to be a delusive envelope, 
a sham. Take “The Shadow over Innsmouth”, in which it is ulti­
mately revealed that the lead character is himself a Deep One, 
an aquatic alien entity. I am It — or better, I am They.

Although he is often classified as a writer of horror, Love­
craft s work seldom evokes a feeling of horror. When Love­
craft sets out his motives for writing in his short essay “Notes 
on Writing Weird Fiction”, he does not immediately mention 
horror. He writes instead of “vague, elusive, fragmentary 
impressions of wonder, beauty, and adventurous expectancy” 
The emphasis on horror, Lovecraft goes on to say, is a conse­
quence of the stories’ encounter with the unknown.
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Accordingly, it is not horror but fascination — albeit a fas­
cination usually mixed with a certain trepidation — that is 
integral to Lovecrafts rendition of the weird. But I would say 
this is also integral to the concept of the weird itself — the 
weird cannot only repel, it must also compel our attention. So 
if the element of fascination were entirely absent from a story, 
and if the story were merely horrible, it would no longer be 
weird. Fascination is the affect shared by Lovecrafts charac­
ters and his readers. Fear or terror are not shared in the same 
way; Lovecrafts characters are often terrified, but his readers 
seldom are.

Fascination in Lovecraft is a form of Lacanian jouissance: 
an enjoyment that entails the inextricability of pleasure and 
pain. Lovecrafts texts fairly froth with jouissance. "Frothing", 
"foaming" and "teeming" are words which Lovecraft frequently 
uses, but they could apply equally well to the "obscene jelly” 
of jouissance. This is not to make the absurd claim that there 
is no negativity in Lovecraft — the loathing and abomination 
are hardly concealed — only that negativity does not have the 
last word. An excessive preoccupation with objects that are 
“officially” negative always indicates the work of jouissance — 
a mode of enjoyment which does not in any sense “redeem” 
negativity: it sublimates it. That is to say, it transforms an 
ordinary object causing displeasure into a Thing which is both 
terrible and alluring, which can no longer be libidinally clas- 
sifted as either positive or negative. The Thing overwhelms, it 
cannot be contained, but it fascinates.

It is fascination, above all else, that is the engine of fatal­
ity in Lovecrafts fictions, fascination that draws his bookish 
characters towards the dissolution, disintegration or degen- 
eration that we, the readers, always foresee. Once the reader 
has read one or two of Lovecraft s stories, they know perfectly 
well what to expect in the others. In fact, it is hard to believe 
that even when a reader encounters a Lovecraft story for the
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first time that they will be very surprised by how the tale turns 
out. Therefore it follows that suspense — as much as horror — 
is not a defining feature of Lovecrafts fiction.

This means that Lovecrafts work does not fit the struc­
turalist definition of fantasy offered by Tzvetan Todorov. 
According to that definition, the fantastic is constituted by 
a suspension between the uncanny (stories which ultimately 
resolve in a naturalistic way) and the marvellous (stories 
which resolve sup ernaturalistically). Although Love craft’s sto­
ries involve what he characterised in “Notes on Writing Weird 
Fiction” as “the illusion of some strange suspension or viola­
tion of the galling limitations of time, space, and natural law 
which forever imprison us and frustrate our curiosity about 
the infinite cosmic spaces beyond the radius of our sight and 
analysis”, there is never any suggestion of the involvement of 
supernatural beings. Human attempts to transform the alien 
entities into gods are clearly regarded by Lovecraft as vain acts 
of anthropomorphism, perhaps noble but ultimately absurd 
efforts to impose meaning and sense on to the “real external­
ity” of a cosmos in which human concerns, perspectives and 
concepts have only a local reference.

In his book Lovecraft: A Study in the Fantastic, Maurice Levy 
fitted Lovecraft into a “Fantastic tradition” which includes the 
Gothic novels, Poe, Hawthorne and Bierce. But Lovecraft’s 
emphasis on the materiality of the anomalous entities in his 
stories means that he is very different from the Gothic novel­
ists and Poe. Even though what we might call ordinary natu­
ralism — the standard, empirical world of common sense and 
Euclidean geometries — will be shredded by the end of each 
tale, it is replaced by a hypernaturalism — an expanded sense 
of what the material cosmos contains.

Love craft’s materialism is one reason that I think we 
should distinguish his fiction — and indeed the weird in gen­
eral — from fantasy and the fantastic. (It should be noted
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that Lovecraft himself happily equates the weird and the 
fantastic in “Notes on Writing Weird Fiction”.) The fantas­
tic is a rather capacious category, which can include much of 
science fiction and horror. It is not that this is inappropriate 
for Lovecrafts work, but it does not point to what is unique 
in his method. Fantasy, however, denotes a more specific set 
of generic properties. Lord Dunsany, Lovecrafts early inspi­
ration, and Tolkien, are exemplary fantasy writers, and the 
contrast with them will allow us to grasp the difference from 
the weird. Fantasy is set in worlds that are entirely different 
from ours — Dunsany's Pegana, or Tolkien's Middle Earth; or 
rather, these worlds are locationally and temporally distant 
from ours (too many fantasy worlds turn out to be all too 
similar, ontologically and politically, to ours). The weird, by 
contrast, is notable for the way in which it opens up an egress 
between this world and others. There are of course stories and 
series — such as C.S. Lewis' Narnia books, Baum's Oz, Stephen 
Donaldson's Thomas Covenant trilogy — in which there is an 
egress between this world and another, yet there is no dis­
cernible charge of the weird. That is because the “this world" 
sections of these fictions serve, more or less, as prologues 
and epilogues to standard fantasy tales. Characters from 
this world go into another world, but that other world has no 
impact upon this one, beyond the effect it has on the minds of 
the returning characters. With Lovecraft, there is an interplay, 
an exchange, a confrontation and indeed a conflict between 
this world and others.

This accounts for the supreme significance of Lovecraft 
setting so many of his stories in New England. Lovecrafts 
New England, Maurice Levy writes, is a world whose “reality 
— physical, topographical, historical — should be emphasised. 
It is well known that the truly fantastic exists only where the 
impossible can make an irruption, through time and space, 
into an objectively familiar locale." What I propose, then, is
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that in his break from the tendency to invent worlds as Dun- 
sany had done, Lovecraft ceased to be a fantasy writer and 
became a writer of the weird. A first characteristic of the 
weird, at least in Lovecraft’s version of it, would be — to adapt 
Levy’s phrase — a fiction in which, not the impossible but the 
outside ‘can make an irruption, through time and space, into 
an objectively familiar locale”. Worlds may be entirely foreign 
to ours, both in terms of location and even in terms of the 
physical laws which govern them, without being weird. It is 
the irruption into this world of something from outside which 
is the marker of the weird.

Here we can see why the weird entails a certain relationship 
to realism. Lovecraft himself often wrote disdainfully of real­
ism. But if Lovecraft had entirely rejected realism, he would 
never have emerged from the fantasy realms of Dunsany and 
de la Mare. It would be closer to the mark to say that Lovecraft 
contained or localised realism. In the 1927 letter to the editor 
of Weird Tales, he makes this explicit:

Only the human scenes and characters must have human 
qualities. These must be handled with unsparing realism,
(not catch-penny romanticism) but when we cross the line to 
the boundless and hideous unknown — the shadow-haunted 
Outside — we must remember to leave our humanity and 
terrestrialism at the threshold.

Lovecraft’s tales depend for their power on the difference 
between the terrestrial-empirical and the outside. That is one 
reason why they are so often written in the first person: if the 
outside gradually encroaches upon a human subject, its alien 
contours can be appreciated; whereas to attempt to capture 
“the boundless and hideous unknown” without any reference 
to the human world at all is to risk banality. Lovecraft needs 
the human world, for much the same reason that a painter of
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a vast edifice might insert a standard human figure standing 
before it: to provide a sense of scale.

A provisional definition of the weird might therefore take 
its cue from the slightly odd and ambiguous phrase “out of" 
that Lovecraft uses in the titles of two of his stories, “The 
Colour Out of Space” and “The Shadow Out of Time". On the 
simplest level, “out of” evidently means “from". Yet it is not 
possible — especially in the case of “The Shadow Out of Time” 
— to avoid the second meaning, the suggestion of something 
removed, cut out. The shadow is something cut out of time. 
This notion of things “cut out” of their proper place is one 
way in which Lovecraft has an affinity with modernist tech­
niques of collage. Yet there is also a third meaning of “out o f”: 
the beyond. The shadow out of time is, in part, a shadow of 
that which is beyond time as we ordinarily understand and 
experience it.

To possess a flavour of the beyond, to invoke the outside, 
Love craft’s work cannot rely on already-existing figures or 
lore. It depends crucially on the production of the new. As 
China Mieville put it in his introduction to At the Mountains 
of Madness: “Lovecraft resides radically outside any folk tra­
dition: this is not the modernising of the familiar vampire or 
werewolf (or garuda or rusalka or any other such traditional 
bugbear). Lovecraft’s pantheon and bestiary are absolutely 
sui generis.” There is another, important, dimension of the 
newness of Lovecraft s creations however: it is disclaimed 
and disguised by the author. As Mieville continues: “There is 
[...] a paradox to be found in Lovecraft’s narrative. Though his 
concept of the monstrous and his approach to the fantastic 
are utterly new, he pretends that it is not.” When they con­
front the weird entities, Lovecrafts characters find parallels 
in mythologies and lore which he had himself invented. Love- 
craft’s retrospective projection of a newly minted mythos into 
the deep past gave rise to what Jason Colavito calls the “cult of
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alien gods” in writers such as Erich von Daniken and Graham 
Hancock. Lovecrafts “retro-interring” of the new is also what 
places his weird fictions “out of” time — much as in the story 
“The Shadow Out of Time”, in which the main character Pea- 
slee encounters texts written in his own hand amongst archi­
tectural relics.

China Mieville argues that it was the impact of the First 
World War which gave rise to Lovecrafts new: the trau­
matic break from the past allowed the new to emerge. But it 
is perhaps also useful to think of Lovecrafts work as being 
about trauma, in the sense that it concerns ruptures in the 
very fabric of experience itself. Remarks that Freud makes in 
“Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (“as a result of certain psy­
choanalytic discoveries, we are today in a position to embark 
on a discussion of the Kantian theorem that time and space 
are necessary forms of thought’”) indicated that he believed 
that the unconscious operated beyond what Kant called the 
“transcendental” structures of time, space and causality which 
govern the perceptual-conscious system. One way of grasp­
ing the functions of the unconscious, and its break from the 
dominant models of time, space and causality, was through 
studying the mental lives of those suffering from trauma. 
Trauma can therefore be thought of as a kind of transcen­
dental shock — a suggestive phrase in relation to Lovecrafts 
work. The outside is not “empirically” exterior; it is transcen- 
dentally exterior, i.e. it is not just a matter of something being 
distant in space and time, but of something which is beyond 
our ordinary experience and conception of space and time 
itself. Throughout his work, Freud repeatedly stressed that 
the unconscious knows neither negation nor time. Hence 
the Escheresque image in Civilisation and its Discontents of 
the unconscious as a Rome “in which nothing that has once 
come into existence will have passed away and all the earlier 
phases of development continue to exist alongside the latest
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ones’". Freud’s weird geometries have clear parallels in Love- 
craft’s fictions, with their repeated invocations of non-Euclid- 
ean spaces. Witness the description of "the geometry of the 
dream-place” in "Call of Cthulhu”: “abnormal, non-Euclidean, 
and loathsomely redolent of spheres and dimensions apart 
from ours”.

It is important not to surrender Lovecraft too quickly to a 
notion of the unrepresentable. Lovecraft is too often taken 
at his word when he calls his own entities "unnameable” or 
“indescribable”. As China Mieville points out, typically Love­
craft no sooner calls an entity “indescribable” than he begins 
to describe it, in very precise technical detail. (Nor, despite 
his predilection for using the term “unnameable” — mocked 
but also defended by Lovecraft himself in his own story “The 
Unnameable” — is Lovecraft shy of giving names to Things.) 
But this sequence has a third moment. After (1) the declara­
tion of indescribability, and (2) the description, comes (3) the 
unvisualisable. For all their detail, or perhaps because of it, 
Lovecraft s descriptions do not allow the reader to synthesise 
the logorrheic schizophony of adjectives into a mental image, 
prompting Graham Harman to compare the effect of such 
passages with Cubism, a parallel reinforced by the invoca­
tion of “clusters of cubes and planes” in “Dreams in the Witch 
House”. Cubist and futurist techniques and motifs feature in 
a number of Lovecraft s stories, usually as (ostensible) objects 
of loathing. Even if he was hostile to it, Lovecraft recognised 
that modernist visual art could be repurposed as a resource 
for invoking the outside.

So far, my discussion of Lovecraft has concentrated on 
what happens within the stories themselves, but one of the 
most important weird effects Lovecraft produces happens 
between his texts. The systematisation of Lovecraft s texts into 
a “mythos” might have been the work of his follower August 
Derleth, but the inter-relationship of the stories, the way in
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which they generate a consistent reality, is crucial to under­
standing what is singular about Lovecrafts work. It might 
appear that the way that Lovecraft produces such consistency 
is not very different to the way in which Tolkien achieved a 
similar effect, but, once again, the relationship to this world 
is crucial. By setting his stories in New England rather than in 
some inviolate, far-distant realm, Lovecraft is able to tangle 
the hierarchical relationship between fiction and reality.

The interpolation into the stories of simulated scholarship 
alongside authentic history produces ontological anomalies 
similar to those created in the “postmodernist” fictions of 
Robbe-Grillet, Pynchon and Borges. By treating really exist­
ing phenomenon as if they had the same ontological status 
as his own inventions, Lovecraft de-realises the factual and 
real-ises the fictional. Graham Harman looks forward to a day 
when Lovecraft will have displaced Holderlin from his throne 
as philosophers' most exalted object of literary study. Perhaps 
we can also anticipate a time when the pulp modernist Love­
craft displaces the postmodernist Borges as the pre-eminent 
fictional explorer of ontological conundra. Lovecraft instanti­
ates what Borges only "Tabulates”; no one would ever believe 
that Pierre Menards version of Don Quixote exists outside 
Borges’ story, whereas more than a few readers have contacted 
the British Library asking for a copy of the Necronomicon, the 
book of ancient lore which is frequently referred to in many 
of Lovecrafts stories. Lovecraft generates a “reality-effect” by 
only ever showing us tiny fragments of the Necronomicon. It is 
the very fragmentary quality of his references to the abomina­
ble text that induce the belief in readers that it must be a real 
object. Imagine if Lovecraft had actually produced a full text 
of the Necronomicon; the book would seem far less real than 
it does when we only see citations. Lovecraft seemed to have 
understood the power of the citation, the way in which a text 
seems more real if it is cited than if it is encountered in the raw.
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One effect of such ontological displacements is that Love- 
craft ceases to have ultimate authority over his own texts. If 
the texts have achieved a certain autonomy from their author, 
then Lovecrafts role as their ostensible creator becomes inci­
dental. He becomes instead the inventor of entities, char­
acters and formulae. What matters is the consistency of his 
fictional system — a consistency which invites collective par­
ticipation by both readers and other authors alike. As is well 
known, not only Derleth but also Clark Ashton Smith, Robert 
E. Howard, Brian Lumley, Ramsey Campbell and many others 
have written tales of the Cthulhu mythos. By webbing his 
tales together, Lovecraft loses control of his creations to the 
emerging system, which has its own rules that acolytes can 
determine just as easily as he can.
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Approaching the Eerie

What is the eerie, exactly? And why is it important to think 
about it? As with the weird, the eerie is worth reckoning with 
in its own right as a particular kind of aesthetic experience. 
Although this experience is certainly triggered by particular 
cultural forms, it does not originate in them. You could say 
rather that certain tales, certain novels, certain films, evoke 
the feeling of the eerie, but this sensation is not a literary 
or a filmic invention. As with the weird, we can and often do 
encounter the sensation of the eerie “in the raw", without the 
need for specific forms of cultural mediation. For instance, 
there is no doubt that the sensation of the eerie clings to cer­
tain kinds of physical spaces and landscapes.

The feeling of the eerie is very different from that of the 
weird. The simplest way to get to this difference is by think­
ing about the (highly metaphysically freighted) opposition 
— perhaps it is the most fundamental opposition of all — 
between presence and absence. As we have seen, the weird is 
constituted by a presence — the presence of that which does 
not belong. In some cases of the weird (those with which Love- 
craft was obsessed) the weird is marked by an exorbitant 
presence, a teeming which exceeds our capacity to represent 
it. The eerie, by contrast, is constituted by a failure of absence 
or by a failure of presence. The sensation of the eerie occurs 
either when there is something present where there should 
be nothing, or is there is nothing present when there should 
be something.

We can grasp these two modes quickly by means of exam­
ples. The notion of an “eerie cry" — often cited in dictionary 
definitions of the eerie — is an example of the first mode of the
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eerie (the failure of absence). A bird’s cry is eerie if there is a feel­
ing that there is something more in (or behind) the cry than 
a mere animal reflex or biological mechanism — that there is 
some kind of intent at work, a form of intent that we do not 
usually associate with a bird. Clearly, there is something in 
common between this and the feeling of ‘something which 
does not belong” that we have said constitutes the weird. But 
the eerie necessarily involves forms of speculation and sus­
pense that are not an essential feature of the weird. Is there 
something anomalous about this birds cry? What exactly is 
strange about it? Is, perhaps, the bird possessed — and if it 
is, by what kind of entity? Such speculations are intrinsic to 
the eerie, and once the questions and enigmas are resolved, 
the eerie immediately dissipates. The eerie concerns the 
unknown; when knowledge is achieved, the eerie disappears. 
It must be stressed at this point that not all mysteries gener­
ate the eerie. There must be also be a sense of alterity, a feeling 
that the enigma might involve forms of knowledge, subjectiv­
ity and sensation that lie beyond common experience.

An example of the second mode of the eerie (the failure of 
presence) is the feeling of the eerie that pertains to ruins or 
to other abandoned structures. Post-apocalyptic science fic­
tion, whilst not in itself necessarily an eerie genre, is never­
theless full of eerie scenes. Yet the sense of the eerie is limited 
in these cases, because we are an offered an explanation of 
why these cities have been depopulated. Compare this with 
the case of the abandoned ship the Marie Celeste. Because the 
mystery of the ship — what happened to the crew? What made 
them leave? Where did they go? — has never been resolved, 
nor is ever likely to be, the case of the Marie Celeste is satu­
rated in a sense of the eerie. The enigma here, evidently, turns 
on two questions — what happened and why? But structures 
whose meaning and purpose we cannot parse pose a different 
kind of enigma. Faced with the stone circle at Stonehenge, or
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with the statues on Easter Island, we are confronted with a 
different set of questions. The problem here is not why the 
people who created these structures disappeared — there is 
no mystery here — but the nature of what disappeared. What 
kinds of being created these structures? How were they simi­
lar to us, and how were they different? What kind of symbolic 
order did these beings belong to, and what role did the monu­
ments they constructed play in it? For the symbolic structures 
which made sense of the monuments have rotted away, and 
in a sense what we witness here is the unintelligibility and 
the inscrutability of the Real itself. Confronted with Easter 
Island or Stonehenge, it is hard not to speculate about what 
the relics of our culture will look like when the semiotic sys­
tems in which they are currently embedded have fallen away. 
We are compelled to imagine our own world as a set of eerie 
traces. Such speculations no doubt account for the eeriness 
that attaches to the justly famous final image of the original 
1968 version of Planet of the Apes: the remains of the Statue 
of Liberty, which are as illegible from the perspective of the 
film s post-apocalyptic and indeed post-human far future as 
Stonehenge is to us now. The examples of Stonehenge and 
Easter Island make us realise that there is an irreducibly eerie 
dimension to certain archaeological and historical practices. 
Particularly when dealing with the remote past, archaeolo­
gists and historians form hypotheses, but the culture to which 
they refer and which would vindicate their speculations can 
never (again) be present.

Behind all of the manifestations of the eerie, the central 
enigma at its core is the problem of agency. In the case of the 
failure of absence, the question concerns the existence of 
agency as such. Is there a deliberative agent here at all? Are we 
being watched by an entity that has not yet revealed itself? In 
the case of the failure of presence, the question concerns the 
particular nature of the agent at work. We know that Stone-
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henge has been erected, so the questions of whether there 
was an agent behind its construction or not does not arise; 
what we have to reckon with are the traces of a departed agent 
whose purposes are unknown.

We are now in a position to answer the question of why it 
is important to think about the eerie. Since the eerie turns 
crucially on the problem of agency, it is about the forces that 
govern our lives and the world. It should be especially clear 
to those of us in a globally tele-connected capitalist world 
that those forces are not fully available to our sensory appre­
hension. A force like capital does not exist in any substantial 
sense, yet it is capable of producing practically any kind of 
effect. At another level, had not Freud long ago shown that the 
forces that govern our psyche can be conceived of as failures 
of presence — is not the unconscious itself not just such a fail­
ure of presence? — and failures of absence (the various drives 
or compulsions that intercede where our free will should be)?



Something Where There Should Be 
Nothing: Nothing Where There Should 
Be Something: Daphne du Maurier and 

Christopher Priest

Let's now test out these preliminary observations in relation 
to two writers who have rightly been closely associated with 
the eerie: Daphne du Maurier and Christopher Priest. Du Mau­
rier's eerie tales often revolve around the influence of entities 
or objects that should not possess reflective agency: animals, 
telepathic forces, fate itself. The eerie effect in some of Priests 
novels, meanwhile, depends upon gaps in memory, gaps that 
fatally undermine the characters' sense of their own identity.

Du Maurier's well-known tale “The Birds" (1952) is an 
almost generic case of the eerie. As I mentioned above, dic­
tionaries frequently cite an animal's “eerie cry” when they 
are giving examples of the eerie. “The Birds” builds upon the 
feeling that is triggered when we hear such cries — the sus­
picion that an entity to which we do not normally ascribe 
it possesses a deliberative agency. In du Maurier's tale, the 
birds cease to be part of the natural background and assert 
an agency of their own, but the nature of this agency remains 
mysterious. Instead of co-existing with human beings, the 
birds collaborate with one another to launch a murderous 
attack on the human population. This collaboration amongst 
different bird species is one of the first signs that something 
unprecedentedly strange is happening: “The birds were cir­
cling still above the fields. Mostly herring gull, but the black- 
backed gull amongst them. Usually they kept apart. Now they 
were united. Some bond had brought them together ”
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For those familiar with Hitchcock's film adaptation, read­
ing du Maurier's original story will come as something of a 
surprise. (Du Maurier reputedly hated Hitchcocks film.) 
Instead of a sunlit Californian setting, we find ourselves in 
a grey and tempestuous Cornwall, still in the grip of post­
war austerity. Instead of a flirting couple in the early days of 
romance, we find a family — the Hockens — defending their 
home against the birds' attack. In some ways, “The Birds”, 
with its focus on a retreat into a boarded-up house besieged 
by anomalous entities, reads like an anticipation of George 
Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968). The story sees the 
characters pitched out of a pastoral communal life into the 
kind of survivalist atomisation that Romero will depict.

The story’s unsettling power depends on two levels of 
threat: the first, of course, is the brute physical terror of the 
birds' attack. But it is the second level that takes us into the 
eerie. As the story develops, we see residual wartime certain- 
ties and authority structures disintegrate. What the birds 
threaten is the very structures of explanation that had previ­
ously made sense of the world. Initially, the preferred account 
of the birds' behaviour is the weather. As the attacks inten­
sify, other narratives emerge: the farmer for whom Hocken 
works says that the idea is circulating in town that the Rus­
sians poisoned the birds. (This turn to the readymade expla­
nations of Cold War paranoia makes a certain sense, when we 
remember that the birds have set aside their differences in 
order to develop a kind of species consciousness, analogous 
to class consciousness.) BBC radio broadcasts assume a cru­
cial role in the story. Initially, the broadcasts are the trusted 
voice of authority: when the BBC announces that the birds 
are amassing everywhere, the anomalous situation achieves 
a kind of official validation. At this point, the BBC is synony­
mous with an authority structure that it is assumed will “do 
something” to repel the birds’ attack. But, as the broadcasts
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become increasingly infrequent, it becomes clear that there 
is no more a strategy to deal with the birds than there is an 
adequate explanation o f their behaviour. By the end, the BBC 
is no longer broadcasting at all, and its silence means that we 
are definitively in the space of the eerie. There will be no expla­
nation, for the characters or for the readers. Nor will there be 
any reprieve: at the end of the story, the birds' siege shows no 
signs of concluding.

In another of du Maurier’s well-known short stories, 
“Don't Look Now” (1971), the “something where there should 
be nothing”, the forces that lie beyond ordinary modes of 
explanation, are extrasensory perception and fate. The story 
is about the way in which the misrecognition and disavowal of 
the power of foresight ends up contributing to the very event 
that was foreseen happening.

John and Laura are a married couple visiting Venice as 
part of their grieving process for their young daughter, who 
has recently died of an illness. While sitting in a restaurant, 
they meet a strange pair of sisters, who say that they can see 
the daughter sitting between the grieving couple, laughing. 
Laura is delighted, and becomes fixated on the sisters; John 
is skeptical and hostile, certain that the sisters are exploiting 
his wife’s grief. Soon afterwards, the couple learn that their 
son at school in England is ill, and it is decided that Laura will 
return home to be with him. When John is walking around 
the city, he thinks he sees Laura with the two sisters on a vapo- 
retto. In a panic, he goes to the police, sure that the sisters 
have abducted Laura. Yet John learns that Laura returned as 
planned; a humiliated John has to explain to the police that 
he was mistaken, and to apologise to the sisters. After he has 
taken the sisters home, he sees what he thinks is a young child 
being pursued by a man. Venice is being menaced by a serial 
killer, and John fears that the child will be its next victim. But 
what he thought was a child turns out to be murderous dwarf

67



THE  EERIE

— presumably the serial killer — who kills John. As he dies, 
John only now realises that his seeing the sisters with Laura 
was a case of foresight, a glimpse into the near future when 
the three would be together at his own funeral:

And he saw the vaporetto with Laura and the two sisters 
steaming down the Grand Canal, not today, not tomorrow, but 
the day after that and he knew why they were together and for 
what sad purpose they had come. The creature was gibbering in 
its corner. The hammering and the voices and the barking dog 
grew fainter, and 'Oh God/ he thought, ‘What a bloody silly 
way to die...’

In some ways, the structure that emerges here is sim­
ilar to the time loop that we discussed earlier, but the loop 
here is less tight, and the register is eerie rather than weird, 
because the emphasis is on an obscured agent: fate itself. Fate 
here is certainly terrifying, but, as John realises in his dying 
moments, the patterns it weaves exhibit a certain artistry 
that in the end is ironic, and perhaps even macabrely comic, 
as well as harrowing. One irony is that, precisely because it is 
not recognised as such, Johns foresight does not allowfate’s 
patterns to be foreseen. John shares the disavowal of his own 
powers of extrasensory perception with another male fatally 
defined by self-blinding, The Shining s Jack Torrance, who we 
shall discuss in a later chapter. As with Jack Torrance, extra­
sensory perception compromises Johns masculine sense of 
self-determination; like Jack, Johns underestimating of the 
forces that threaten this — ultimately illusory — self-posses­
sion feed into the power of those very forces, which in the end 
leads to his destruction.

Nic Roegs film adaptation (1973) (of which, this time, du 
Maurier approved) is an exercise in the poetics of fate. Here as 
in so many of his films, Roeg works with parallels, pre-figura-
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tions and echoes, inviting us to see time as a rhyming struc­
ture. The redness of the stain on a slide that John is studying 
rhymes with the redness of the raincoat his daughter is wear­
ing when she dies; but his daughter’s death is not so much 
a completed catastrophe as the opening moment in a grim 
poetic pattern that will only be closed with Johns death, at 
the hands of the dwarf wearing a near-identical red raincoat. 
As Roeg heightens our sensitivity to these rhymes, he sug­
gests the eerie contours of fateful forces that will never fully 
come into view. Repetitions of colour are supplemented by 
sonic doublings. In keeping with the story, Roegs rendering of 
Venice is intensely eerie, and much of this has to do with the 
use of sound. Roeg took advantage of the way in which Venice 
acts as a sound maze, its architecture generating “schizo- 
phonic” effects by separating sounds from their sources, pro­
ducing a duplicitous sonic space. John and Laura often lose 
their way, returning inadvertently to places they had just left, 
retracing their steps and doubling back, wandering around a 
city that is a dubious labyrinth, and the fragmented image of 
a fate that can only be recognised too late.

If these two works by du Maurier are about an agency 
that should not be there — the collective cunning of birds; 
the poetic weaving of fate — then Christopher Priests novels 
The Affirmation (1981) and The Glamour (1984) are organised 
around absences, gaps where agency should be. The two lead 
characters are defined by gaps in the stories that they can tell 
about themselves, and one effect of Priest’s work (like that of 
Alan Garner, to which we shall turn later) is to make us appre­
ciate the eerie power of stories.

The Affirmation appears at first to be the story of a young 
man, Peter Sinclair, who has had a breakdown after a relation­
ship has collapsed and he has lost his job. A meeting with an 
older acquaintance leads to Sinclair taking up an offer to live 
in the older man’s second home, a rundown cottage in rural
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Herefordshire, in exchange for decorating and renovating 
the property. While he is at the cottage, Sinclair starts writ­
ing what he comes to think of as an autobiographical work, 
a piece of writing that will finally explain his own life to him. 
We do not at first see this text — perhaps we never see it — 
only Sinclair’s alternately euphoric and tortured thoughts 
about it. Sinclair admits that he has begun to embellish and 
indeed wholly alter elements of the narrative — changing rel­
atively trivial details such as the names of places and charac­
ters, but also personality traits and key events, rationalizing 
that these amendments mean that the novel will have fidelity 
to a "higher truth”. This is what many novelists would claim, 
and Priest is no doubt having a self-mocking joke at his own 
expense here.

When we eventually see it, Sinclair’s “autobiographical” 
text appears to be nothing of the sort: it looks like a work of 
extravagant fantasy (indeed it appears to belong almost to the 
fantasy genre). Actually, we are never certain that what we are 
reading is Sinclair’s autobiographical manuscript; in at least 
one version of what happens, the treasured manuscript which 
Sinclair carries around with him is nothing more than a sheaf 
of empty papers. But in the manuscript that we read, Sinclair 
becomes the winner of a special lottery, run on a place called 
Collago, an island that is part of a “Dream Archipelago” — a 
vast island group that, as its name suggests, appears to be at 
least as much a state of mind as a geographical location. The 
lottery allows winners to undergo a process called “athanasia”, 
which will give them a limited kind of immortality — their 
bodies will be cleansed of any morbidities and will be immune 
from contracting any future illnesses, but they may still die as 
a result of accidents. However, the athanasia process involves 
them losing their memory entirely. Their personalities will 
be rebuilt on the basis of a detailed questionnaire which they 
complete before the athanasia operation. However, Sinclair
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insists that those conducting his rehabilitation use his own 
autobiographical text instead (which cannot now, evidently, 
be quite the same text as the one we are reading: it must exist 
one level “down” from this narrative about the archipelago 
and the lottery).

In the remainder of The Affirmation, the relationship 
between the narrative lines set in real world locations and those 
which take place in the Dream Archipelago becomes increas­
ingly tangled. It appears that Sinclair—or some part of Sinclair 
— is proliferating fractured narratives in order to deflect from 
the trauma of his role in the suicide of his lover, Gracia.

An episode from Sinclair’s childhood provides what might 
be the key to the whole novel. He recalls an incident where, 
after an accident, he retrospectively lost any memory of the 
previous three days:

During these three days, I must have been alert, conscious and 
self-aware, feeling the continuity of memory, sure of my identity 
and existence. An event that followed them, though, eradicated 
them, just as one day death would erase all memory. It was my 
first experience of a kind of death and, since then, although 
unconsciousness itself was not to be feared, I saw memory as 
the key to sentience. I existed as long as I remembered.

The irony is that the Sinclair of the Dream Archipelago under­
goes the “death” of amnesia in order to achieve immortality. 
And if Sinclair exists “as long as he remembers”, the prob­
lem is that the different versions of Sinclair do not remem­
ber: the “this-world” Sinclair because his consciousness 
has fragmented under pressure from Gracias suicide; the 
Dream Archipelago Sinclair because he has submitted to the 
athanasia process.

What is eerie here is the agency of the unconscious itself. 
The Affirmation can be read as an extended reflection on the
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conundrum of how it is possible to conceal something from 
ourselves, how a single entity can be simultaneously the one 
who is hiding something and the one from whom the thing 
is hidden. This can only happen because the unity and trans­
parency which we ordinarily ascribe to our minds are illusory. 
Gaps and inconsistencies are constitutive of what we are. 
What covers over these lacunae are stories — which there­
fore possess their own agency. Memory is already a story, and 
when there are gaps in memory, new stories must be confabu­
lated to fill in the holes. But who is the author of these stories? 
The answer is that there is not so much an author as a confab- 
ulatory process without any “one” behind it. This process isn’t 
a pathological deviation from the norm, but the way in which 
identity ordinarily functions. However, this functioning is 
usually obscured, and only comes into view when something 
goes wrong — when the stories fail, and the question about 
the machinery that produces them becomes unavoidable.

Priest’s novel The Glamour returns to many of these pre­
occupations, particularly the problems of amnesia and con­
fabulation. Richard Grey is a cameraman who has lost his 
memory as a result of being caught in a terrorist bomb blast. 
He is recovering in a hospital in Devon, when he is visited by a 
woman, Susan Kewley, who claims to have been his girlfriend. 
Like The Affirmation, the novel turns on the relationship 
between gaps and stories, with memory understood as a par­
ticular kind of story, susceptible to manipulation and recon­
struction. For instance, one of the doctors working on Grey’s 
rehabilitation refers to the condition of “hysterical param­
nesia”, in which patients confabulate a whole “remembered” 
world on the basis of a few fragments.

The novel offers alternate versions of how Richard and 
Susan met. In the first version, the one that Richard initially 
believes, and which he seems to have recovered via hypnosis, 
the couple met while on holiday in France. Their developing
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relationship was overshadowed by the presence of Susan’s 
manipulative lover, Niall, with whom she wants to break off, 
but who has a sinister hold over her. Yet Susan utterly rejects 
this account, claiming that she has never been to France, and 
that their affair — again with Niall always in the background 
— actually took place in London. There is something intensely 
eerie about the retrospective downgrading of the episodes in 
France. To the reader — and presumably to Grey — the events 
in France have a vividness which makes them “feel” at least as 
real, if not more real, than the episodes in London narrated 
by Kewley. (This is something like a reverse of the effect of 
what happens in The Affirmation: the Dream Archipelago 
scenes appear at first to be a fantasy or a fiction-within-a-fic- 
tion, ontologically inferior to the episodes which happen in 
the real-world locations, but they attain a vividness which 
exceeds that of the more “realistic” sections of the novel.) If 
the French story was not real, we are confronted, as in The 
Affirmation, with the question of the agent that produced it. 
At the climax of The Glamour, we seem to receive an answer to 
this question: in a metafictional twist, Niall claims to be the 
narrator of the whole novel, and it is Niall who has “fed” Rich­
ard his false memories of the France trip. If the overwhelming 
effect of this revelation is to somewhat dissipate the sense of 
the eerie that the novel has built up — we now seem to know 
the precise nature of the agent which has produced all these 
stories — we are still left with the problem of the scope of 
Niall’s influence: how much of what we have read is Niall’s 
contrivance, how much belongs to what Niall still calls Rich­
ard s “real life”, and to what extent can Nialls fictions be sep­
arated from this “real life”? If Richard has a “real life” beyond 
Niall, this implies that Niall is “only” the narrator, someone 
who is telling Richards story, not his author-creator — despite 
Nialls claim that “I have made you, Grey”

The metafictional struggle between Niall and Richard can
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be read as part of the novels core preoccupation with the 
question of invisibility. If Niall is the narrator, he is a “level 
up” from the characters he is narrating, and therefore not 
fully visible to them (they can interact with Niall the charac­
ter, but not with Niall the narrator). But the novel is about 
invisibility in a seemingly more straightforward way. Niall, 
Susan and to some extent Richard himself apparently have 
“the glamour”. Glamour, the novel explains, is an old Scottish 
word, and

[i]n the original sense a glamour was a spell, an enchantment.
A young man in love would approach the wisest old woman in 
his village and pay her for a charm of invisibility to be placed 
on his beloved, so that she could no longer be coveted by the 
other young men. Once she had been glammered, or made 
glamorous, she was free from prying eyes.

The novel is ambivalent about how this disappearance is pro­
duced — is it an induced failure to see? Do some people simply 
escape notice, and forever fall into the background? Or is it 
some form of sorcery which allows Niall and the others not 
be seen (but would this ultimately be any different from an 
induced failure to see in any case)?

Disappearance, alongside amnesia, is a clear case of “noth­
ing where there should be something”. But the two cases are 
very different. Whereas amnesia generates a gap that is per­
ceived and felt — a gap that demands filling by a story; dis­
appearance is a gap which conceals itself. It is an example of 
negative hallucination, a concept which is introduced into the 
novel when, while under hypnotic suggestion, Grey is induced 
not to see a woman who is in the same room as him. Nega­
tive hallucination is a phenomenon that is in many ways more 
interesting — and more eerie — than “positive” hallucination. 
Not seeing what is there is both stranger and more common-
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place than seeing what is not there. Failure to see, the invol­
untary process of overlooking material which contradicts — or 
simply does not fit in with — the dominant stories which we 
tell ourselves is part of the ongoing 'editing process” through 
which what we experience as identity is produced. In nega­
tive hallucination, objects and entities are typically registered 
but not seen. If, say, someone is induced into not seeing a box 
lying on the floor, they will nevertheless swerve to avoid the 
box when they walk across the room, and what is more they 
will produce a rationale, a little story, explaining why they 
have done so. It was Freud who introduced the concept of 
negative hallucination, and, as with confabulation, the phe­
nomenon illuminates the eerie qualities of the unconscious, 
its negative production. The unconscious, something which is 
itself a gap, an invisibility, is also the producer of gaps which 
are not seen.
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