The Double Life of the Uncanny

Don Kunze!

August 22, 1938
Freud wrote in his notes:

“Psyche is extended; knows
nothing of it.”

[Psyche ist ausgedehnt; weif’ nichts davon.]

In research as well as personal life, it is always advisable to go to what are called “the primary sources,” but
what these are depends on what is secondary. In the case of the uncanny, the primary is not any book but,
rather, the practices that give evidence of what we call the uncanny. But, how did we come to call these
behaviors uncanny, and how did the words we use to frame and describe, and theorize about, the uncanny
come into being? These come from books, written by those who thought about the matter and, by
publishing, exposed their thoughts to critical review. Our primary source for the ways we have
characterized the uncanny, theoretically but also in our cultural conversations, are often texts.

We have a case of someone respecting the idea of the primary source in Freud’s essay on the uncanny,
which has been published in several English translations from the original German (“Das Unheimliche,”
Imago 5 (1919):297-324. The text is short and readable. In it, Freud cites another scholar, Ernst Jentsch,
whose work Freud himself regarded as a “primary source,” and even Jentsch’s two articles involve
something primary.2 Jentsch contends that the uncanny is a consistent and symmetrical phenomenon,
structured by a double relation. There are two “poles” of the uncanny. In the first, the dead person has not
noticed or forgotten that he/she has died. Or — and this is culturally significant — the friends and family
of the deceased (1) imagine that their departed is not fully dead; (2) cannot accept the fact of death; and/or
(3) imagine that the deceased “is not finished with dying” Because of the universality of the human respect
for the dead, which forbids the exposure or neglect of corpses and in fact requires extensive and elaborate
rituals to mark the fact of death, we know this idea must be “hard-wired” into the human cultural psyche.
The interval between the first death, which is simply consequential and contingent, and a second death
that must meet with certain conditions, is called “between the two deaths” It is an imagined momentum
of life that pushes past the terminal barrier separating life and death. It is the first step in imagining death
as something, rather than nothing. In this zone where the dead seem to have some kind of life, the idea of

1 Following a seminar at the Washington—-Alexandria Architecture Center of Virginia Tech. University, Fall 2022 (Camila Mancilla
Vera, Marion Eisenman, Paul Emmons, Negar Goljan, and Don Kunze), Mancilla Vera’s research focused on the uncanny; this
paper was written in response to that interest and is dedicated to her.

2 “Zur Psychologie des Unheimlichen” was published in the Psychiatrisch-Neurologische Wochenschrift 8.22 (25 Aug. 1906): 195-98
and 8.23 (1 Sept. 1906): 203-05 (the bibliographical references in the Freud editions do not make it clear that Jentsch’s essay is
spread over two separate issues of the weekly).

the uncanny and the double 1



the soul is born, as that which is able to traverse the interval between the two deaths. Because most religions
are derived from the idea that there is a soul, different from the body, and that this soul is the basis of the
identity of the subject we associate with “conatus” (the preservation of qualities and capabilities in the face
of change and challenges to identity), we can “reverse engineer” this interval between the two deaths to see
that the entire basis of religion comes out of death, the fear of death, and the positive constitution of death,
from a negative basis to a positive one.

Jentsch formulated this category of the dead person not fully dead, with a “kernel” of life animating it
in the interval between the two deaths (let us abbreviate it as D) not as a stand-alone phenomenon. It was
the result of a reflection, a mirror of another condition that was structurally similar although its apparent
operating principles seemed to be opposite. This was the case of the living person who, wishing to flee
from death, runs directly into a trap where death is located precisely in the center.

Jentsch’s other “atom” of the uncanny, Ap, is not simply “the opposite case”” It is as structurally active in
the formation of its opposite, Da, as Da is structural active in forming it. The two poles, between the two
deaths and the living person in flight from death, are co-structuring and co-causal. This must mean, Freud
reasons, that it is the distinction between them that is the key to how the two poles work, what their
relations must be, and how customs arise that make each pole seem to be independent, distinctive, and
supported by separate cultural customs and beliefs. We cannot treat the one without involving the other, or
without being responsible for theorizing the cut or distinction that separated them in the first place. The
co-determinacy of Ap and Da is the meaning of these sources of uncanny customs and behaviors, and thus
the uncanny itself must be based on the polarity of the uncanny and the cut/distinction that produced this
uncanny.

Many commentators on the uncanny, especially the “architectural uncanny,” forget these structural—
theoretical obligations and are satisfied to say “what the uncanny looks like.”? The uncanny does have
visible aspects and practices that can be described. But, what about them makes us define and describe
them as uncanny? Our own theoretical framing practices must be taken into account. How we know and
approach the uncanny is itself a part of the uncanny. We cannot claim full objectivity. Modern thought,
even disciplined theoretical—critical thought, has something uncanny about it. Thought itself, if it is
structurally affected by the polarity of the uncanny and the mysterious cut that separates the uncanny’s two
fundamental positions, cannot claim to be not-uncanny. The theoretical catastrophe of self-reference,
evident even in the seemingly logical situation of A=A, is uncanny under close examination. In one such
famous case of close examination, G. W. E. Hegel determined that this supposedly solid basis of logical
reasoning was, in effect, good for nothing. Later, almost as famously, Bertrand Russell would present his
famous Russell Paradox where Hegel’s argument was re-cast in terms of set theory. Perhaps there is
nothing more scandalous than the “uncanny” of the A=A, which seems so clear and logical but in fact is
easily dismantled.

3 I'm referring of course to Anthony Vidler’s famous book, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely (Cambridge
MA: MIT, 1994).
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The Story in the Story

We can think further about Jentsch’s formula, Da/Ap. The subscripts behave like the famous literary device
known as the “story in the story.’4 This is the means by which, within a main story, many other stories can
be told, usually by one character to others. One classic form of this is the anthology, where a linking tale
allows the unfolding of other stories, and even stories inside of some of those, to the point where the
reader/listener may easily lose track of which story is the “real” one. Of course none of the stories is “real,”
but the reader has accepted one main line of narrative as a reference point. In a famous case, The
Manuscript Found in Saragossa, the cover tale is told by an officer in the French army, who found himself
under siege at the Spanish town of Saragossa in 1809. In “a small, well-built house” at the remote corner of
town, he finds objects left behind by the fleeing resident, but in a corner he notices several handwritten
notebooks, written in Spanish, that he manages to save and translate.

Notice that we are already “two stories deep” into the

structure of this novel that, when unfolded, will involve
what is almost equivalent to a high-rise built downwards
into the imaginary space of the story. The novel will be
written by a narrator who passes the story over to a
character he encounters. That character will, shortly after
beginning his or her story, pass it on further to a
character in their story ... and so on and so on. Even
critics who have paid close attention find it difficult to
map a hierarchical path connecting the stories and
assigning their depth-levels. In some cases, stories—in—
stories reference other stories—in—stories, crisscrossing

the matrix of stories that any hope for an orderly

chronology has to be abandoned.

A similar condition is contrived in a much shorter work by Italo Calvino, The Castle of Crossed
Destinies. Travels passing through an enchanted forest find themselves at a partly-ruined inn having lost
the power of speech. Through gestures, they make it evident to the inn-keepers, a couple whom Calvino
describes as, ambiguously, either (1) commoners who, having come into possession of a castle-like
building, taken the opportunity to re-invent themselves as a king and queen of a fictional domain, or (2)

4 The critical system I will rely on in this essay comes from William Irby’s introduction to Jorge Luis Borges, Labyrinths: Selected
Stories and Other Writings, trans. William Irby (New York: New Directions, 2007). Irby’s argument is that Borges used four and
only four “devices” of the writing genre of the fantastic: story-in-the-story, contamination of reality by the dream or fiction, travel
through time, and the double. The economy of this system is apparent in that each category can be derived from any other, or used
as a logical ground of the whole.
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an actual king and queen whose domain fell into ruin and its inhabitants had fled.> The hosts somehow
understand, and arrange for the mutes to be put up and fed. At the dinner, the guests enjoy an adequate
meal but wish to spend longer at the table by exchanging stories. Unable to speak, however, they devise a
means of doing this using Tarot cards. An elaborately illustrated deck is produced and the guests draw
cards intentionally representative of episodes of their life-stories. The narrator, who is one of the guests,
describes each card with the help of expressions on the faces of the story-teller and the gestures used in
placing the cards on the table. As the card supply grows smaller, the guests must use cards already placed
in the service of previous stories, so the table becomes a matrix of cards. The end result, claims the
narrator, is that the matrix represents all the stories that have, can be, and will be told, using rows,
columns, and diagonals of card combinations; sometimes only a few cards will be used, in other cases
whole rows, columns or diagonals.

Calvino, a member of the famous Bourbaki group of mathematicians and writers who argued for
structural necessities in fiction, believed in the principle of ex falso quodlibet sequitur (EFQ). This, in short,
is the idea that, if a premise is false, all of the subsequent arguments can be true. In fiction, the premise is
intentionally false: “Once upon a time,” or Cera una volta. Every language has a famous introduction used
in children’s fairy tales, to indicate that what follows is false but may be “true in its own way.” EFQ is also a
theological principle, the reverse of Dostoevsky’s famous contention that “if God is dead then everything is
allowed.” In fact, history proves that those who believe in God use religion to justify anything and
everything. The idea that God is ex falso provides the atheist with a way of proving God’s non-existence by
proving His Effectiveness. The belief in God leads to the idea that everything can be justified as long as it
may be said that “God has willed it” Ironically, this proof of God is an Escher sentence.6 It proves both the
existence and non-existence of God. This “Escher Proof” outdoes St. Anselm’s famous proof of God,
involving the ambiguity of “that for which there can be nothing greater,” which Kant admired because of
its involvement of negation.

The Contamination of Reality by the Dream or Fiction / Hamiltonian Time

The formula of “once upon a time” should be realized for what it is: a spiritual insulation. By “spiritual” we
mean that something immaterial has been refused passage while something physical has been allowed past
the same barrier. We know this through the failure which results in the opposite case: a door is closed but a

5 The curious binary nature of the inn-keeper couple could be described as an “Escher formation,” a semantic formation that
indicates, simultaneously, two opposite meanings or directions, in the same way the artist Maurits Cornelis Escher drew staircases
that could be seen as going up and/or down. The uncanny itself is an Escher construct, leading from life to death and/or death to
life. Calvino, aware of this ambiguity, provides the reader of his novel with a graphic version of the way narratives might be
regarded as Escher constructs. The Escher construct is equivalent to Freud’s famous “contronym,” the single word with two
opposite meanings (1910) “The Antithetical Meaning of Primal Words,” The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works
of Sigmund Freud 11:153-162.

6 The cryptic key to this bizarre contention has to do with what the “ex falso” of the EFQ claim really means. It may mean, simply,
substitution or, more interestingly, suppression (usually by a substitution or marker), condensation (cf. the metaphoric aspect of
dream conversion), or the full process of metaphor by which suppression produces, simultaneously, the production of a
metonymic chain of signifiers, each of which is anchored to a latent “x” element that is the glue maintaining law and order in the
collection of chains and the factor allowing the chains to be mapped onto other media, such as travel across the landscape (as in
the case of Freud’s famous example of parapraxis, the forgetting of a proper name. Sigmund Freud, “The Forgetting of Proper
Names,” Chapter 1 in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life: Forgetting, Slips of the Tongue, Bungled Actions, Superstitions and
Errors. The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud 6 (1901): vii-296
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ghost passes through it. The result is that the house is haunted. Normally, and more universally, some
object is placed at a door to keep spirits out while ordinary mortal bodies are allowed to pass. Let’s call this
what it is: idempotency. This is an electrical engineering term designating a switch that, once activated,
maintains the activated state. An elevator button, once pushed, remains “on” The elevator will not come
any faster if the impatient finger presses it again and again. Only the arrival of the elevator will reset the
circuit.

Idempotency, faced with two things?, allows for the passage of one thing while restricting the other
thing. But, in addition to separating an energy flow into two parts, a side—effect is that the idea of a
division has been made possible. The original unified energy, which with the other kind of off/on switch
would alternate between positive and negative states, the idempotency switch allows for one flow while
restricting another (successive pushes of the button). An example of an idempotency switch is the
mezuzah (N1aM), which must be touched on entry to allow the physical person to enter without letting the
unwanted would-be spiritual invader. In many parts of the Mediterranean, Near-East, and Asia, custom
requires such apotropes for all doors and windows.8

Idempotency is a kind of Escher sentence relying on opposition logic to create an insulating but
selective boundary. If we turn to the case of the story-in-the-story, we realize that just such a boundary is
created between every “linking tale” and the subordinate tales in the anthology collection. “Once upon a
time” restricts belief, asking it to be momentarily suspended, but it does not restrict all belief. A minimal
amount of credibility must pass. There must be enough energy to make characters in the subordinate story
on the other side of the “once upon a time” barrier believable and worth our investment of interest. We
invest by thinking that a character should do something or other, or should be capable of doing something or
other. No character exists without expectations projected by the reader/listener, expectations that, if
proven wrong, will lead to disappointment or even anxiety or, if proven right, will confirm the reader/
listener’s positive investment. If investment is, as it should be, considered as a form of energy, then we
must consider another useful term: the Hamiltonian. In any energy system, there will be a major,
prominent exchange system, but beyond this there will be neutral or antagonistic forces that are not only
significant but critical. In the body, blood flows not simply to carry nutrients and oxygen in one direction
and waste products in the other, but also to relay messages from one organ to another. Blood pressure
measures the physical flow but not the semantic one. A Hamiltonian account would require including the
semantic along with the “liquid” functions of conveyance. The latter could be called “Newtonian” and the
former, semantic functions, “quantum.” The quantum is secondary but logically primary.

A story system is Hamiltonian. It includes all of the energetics that, in latent or active form, allow for
narrative procedures and effects. The four techniques of fantasy in fiction, two of which are the story-in-
the-story and the contamination of reality by the story, constitute a critical system designed to

7 In the case of the elevator button, the two things are intention (to call for the elevator) and desire for the elevator to come as
quickly as possible. The idempotent button, by turning on and remaining on, responds to the notification of intention but not the
desire. To prove this point, imagine a button that also responded to desire, accelerating the car the more the button was pushed.

8 Idempotency algorithms are used by website managers to defend against “denial of service” attacks — floods of requests that
overwhelm web site resources, coordinated by automated “bots” — by converting the form of the leading edge of the attack into an
“immune response” deflecting later attacks. Medical immunization in general could be considered as a similar means of
converting the attacker into a defender, by using a weakened form of a virus to create antibodies able to resist future biological/
viral agents. To understand idempotency requires a generic version of the uncanny algorithm, say Xy/Yx.
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acknowledge and define the Hamiltonian. The immediate implication of this is clear: any truly adequate
and useful critical system addresses both latent and active forces operating in a work of art. The inclusion
of latency as not simply a remainder or inconsequential element but as a structural principle requires a
Hamiltonian methodology, one that allows latency its constitutive and structuring capabilities.

What would make the story-in-the-story and contamination of reality themes Hamiltonian? There
are two techniques that have yet to be added: (1) time travel and (2) the double. Both are “quintessentially”
themes associated with the uncanny. The arrow of time, so firmly embedded in our expectations of reality
as to be unsettling in any failure (such as déja vu or clairvoyance), is grounded in the order of cause and
effect. The latter must necessarily follow the former. After must necessarily follow now and the past that
happened before the now. We cannot imagine even minor transgressions of this order without engaging in
the uncanny.

Yet, in language, we have continual, ubiquitous, and even formational centralization of this uncanny
transgression. The first words of a sentence are not fully known until the end of the sentence, the unit of
meaning. The necessary temporal unfolding of speech does not allow the sentence to be completed until
the first is revisited and revised by the last. We allow our expectations, based on context and habit, to “hold
open” the space created by the first words of a sentence, expecting this debt to be paid off by the ending,
but we know full well how easy it is to be surprised. We suppress or rather suspend our doubt until the
payoff is given retroactively, in a temporal transaction that seems to lift up the arrow of time in order to
slide alternative causalities beneath it. Clearly, this is a form of “a-temporality” that cannot be denied.
Despite our allegiance to the logic of time, we repudiate it with every thought, every utterance. We do not
know where we start until we finish; but even then, in a fractal-like manner, we insert a new effect—
turned-cause into the final moment thought to complete meaning.

Our everyday — every moment — use of language contradicts our firm logical belief that time can
flow in only one direction. To read this sentence proves the point. In effect, we are “walking Escher
sentences,” who contradict ourselves even when we make the claim, by enunciating the sentence, “Time
flows ... in only one direction.” Even in this claim, time his flowed in at least two directions. Time is
Hamiltonian, i. e., it has the shape and logic of the uncanny. Time “itself” must thus have ...

A Double

The central operator of the equation Jentsch gives us for the uncanny is the “/” between the Da/Ap. This is
a shorthand indicator that there is a pivot, a hinge. One term rotates, spins, flips, or otherwise converts to
the other and, in the process, reverses both of its terms. This is analogous to the point at which the Mobius
band is created out of a flat strip of paper. An arrow drawn at the ends, consistent with the band’s
orientation, T, is drawn, but when the ends are twisted and joined, the result is T !, a condition of non-
orientation. Topologically, a three dimensional material, the strip of paper, has been converted into a 2-
dimensional form, which we can test by drawing a line continuously along the surface without lifting the
point to prove that there is only one side. However, this proof is disconcerting. We see two sides. And,
when we pinch the edges and slide the strip between them, we feel that there are definitely two edges,
although at the 360° completion of the circuit, we force ourselves to admit that there is really only one
edge. Something strange has happened to the idea of the circuit. These proofs have involved the
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completion of a circuit, but from a perspectival point of view we have traveled 360°, but from a non-
perspectival point of view we have gone 720°, or twice around. We cannot resolve these differences easily.

Clearly there is a difference between the “reality” of our looking at the Mobius band and seeing it
clearly, with its distinctive half-twist, and the “reality” of our tests using a pencil and two fingers. In 2-d
terms, the band is twice as long as it looks to us as we stand in our Euclidean world. Non-orientation
combines with self-intersection of two kinds. First, the topological 2-d band is closed, joined. This is
consequential to its being self-joined with a twist, or non-orienting. We can see the twist, but an ant
crawling along its surface would not see a twist. What is a trap to us in 3-d is a surface without barriers at
2-d. The Mobius band leads a double life, each life however is “dead” to the other, yet each “haunts” the
other.

This is more difficult to imagine for a torus, which appears in perspectival space in everyday forms:
bicycle tires, bagels, doughnuts, wedding rings. Since all of these forms have thickness, we cannot imagine
that they have any relation to 2-d projectivity. Thus, it is important to note that the projective torus is only
the surface that combines incontinence (the hole in the doughnut) with continence (the air that can be
pumped into the bicycle tire). The rule is this: “If you can see it, it's not a torus.” The torus of these torus-
shaped objects lends its surface, and the continence of this surface allows itself to be inflated, filled, cut
into, and all the other things that can happen with 3-d figures.

The question is, what makes the torus a 2-d topology? It must have the properties of being self-
intersecting and non-oriented. For a point may placed anywhere on a torus, there are three kinds of circles
that can be drawn. The first is around the diameter of the “bicycle tire tube,” so to speak. The second is
around the diameter of the “wheel” of the tube. Neither of these circles can be reduced. This demonstrates

that the torus’s two voids
— distinguish it from the sphere,
' ' which is an oriented and self-

intersecting form. On a trip
around the world, the traveler

V7

arrives at the point where he/she

departed facing in the same
direction (orientation), but any
circle on the sphere can shrink to a point. The torus has four circles that resist shrinkage. The two circles
that are not the diameters of the tube or tire are called Villarceau circles, after Yvon Villarceau (1813-
1883), the French astronomer and mathematician. Each Villarceau circle is made by a single cut, but it
produces double, intersecting circles (the so-named vesica pisces). Without leaving 2-d space, these three
types of non-reducing circles specify the presence of two voids, yet there are no barriers or edges with
signs that say “do not pass” One void imprisons, the other doesn’t. This is the virtue of the bicycle tire,
bagel, or doughnut. But... if we take a knife and cut into the bagel, rotating the knife as it travels 360°
around the form, a strange thing happens. The cut produces two mirror-surfaces, each with the form of a
MGébius band! And... the two surface-bands are linked!

The properties of the 2-d surface of the torus as a projective form compel us to admit that it is a
projective form if we have to subtract the dimension we use to look at it, in order to consider it as only a
surface. As a surface, the presence of the two voids reveals a linkage. The generation of the tube-shaped
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void is a product of the circular void in the middle of the torus, while the central void is “maintained” by
the tube that encircles it. In 2-d terms, the Villarceau circles reveal the torus’s non-orientation and self-
intersection by combining them, by being Hamiltonian, an achievement that evaporates as soon as we
immerse the 2-d torus into 3-d perspectival space in order to see it with our eyes.

Immersion results in the disappearance of a Real that exists “elsewhere” — in the Hamiltonian
relations of 2-d topology. Because self-intersection and non-orientation disappear so completely for the
torus, we find it hard to believe in this alternative reality. Why doesn’t the torus show us a twist, like the
Mobius band? Or, a cut where we must imagine the inside surface sliding along to the outside as in a cross-
cap? Or, a glass neck that penetrates the “bottle” of the Klein bottle? We ride our bicycles, eat our bagels
and doughnuts, oblivious to the torus’s projective properties of non-orientation and self-intersection.

In the same way, we find that the “/” of Jentsch’s uncanny formula, Da/Ap, to be inconsequential;
nothing more than a flip or crisscross exchange. We forget the complexity of two elements each serving in
two roles, both as a dominant event and latent content, each charged with the duty to convert once on the
other side of the “/” We deny its topology, it’s 2-d-ness, because in its “immersion” into perspectival reality,
we see only customs, rituals, door-charms, and stories about traps. However, the Da/Ap also has its voids;
and its voids also interconnect. It has its internal mirror, and a cut that produces two “chiralistic” faces. If
we split apart the Da/Ap as we would cut into an apple, we would see something similar to the two M&bius
band-shaped faces we see when we cut into a torus with a rotating knife. We see the double. We must not

deny our denials!

Castor and Pollux

The story of Castor and Pollux can be found, well-told, in
Robert Graves, “The Rival Twins.”® Born of Leda from two
fathers, one mortal, one immortal, the twins retained these
qualities of the fathers.10 Castor was mortal, Pollux immortal.
This did not diminish their strong friendship. So, when Castor

a : was killed accidentally, Pollux confronted the gods of the
underworld (some say Zeus) and demanded the return of his

twin brother. This was granted on the condition that the twins take turns occupying the realms of the

living and the dead, implying that the two would never again meet in their cycle of death and rebirth.

This, clearly, is a variation on seasonal myths, where winter and summer are ruled by gods whose
rivalry results in battles fought at autumn and spring, with predictable victories after sometimes protracted
battles. The twins themselves are models of the Da/Ap schema. Originally, Castor belongs to death, as a
mortal who will die, while Pollux is life immortal. But, the opposite ordering could be argued, since in
death there are no changes, everyone is in a permanent state, a kind of negative immortality. In contrast,
life is finite and the thought of death’s termination conditions mortality with its dread. Whichever brother
is assigned to whichever category, each takes a turn being alive, then dead, in the final solution of circular

9 The Greek Myths (New York: George Braziller, 1955), 74: 245-251

10 Tn Lacanian psychoanalysis, the theme of the two fathers is a critical point. This makes the “name of the father;” the hallmark of
the Symbolic and, by extension, the neurotic’s submission to the phallic law, into an Escher sentence. Lacan in fact employs this in
his employment of the torus’ “fundamental polygon” diagram, where the repetition of speech is expanded into two contronymic
(Escher) positions, one inside the Symbolic, the other outside. See Seminar XIV (1961-1962), The Logic of Phantasy.
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exchange. The inscribed elements, the small A and p within the major terms, indicate the function of
rotation, just as the torus’s surface itself specifies a central void, the guiding pivot of its own self-
intersection.

Rivalry, the aspect of the double most associated with René Girard’s work, has to do with the
subjective anxiety, that one can be replaced.!! There is always someone better, someone better looking,
someone with more of anything. This is a fear of premature burial: that one will not have died technically
but that, symbolically and socially, replacement has amounted to the same thing. This is one of the
categories of Da, “between the two deaths,” but travelling from the Symbolic side of this interval, from
being excluded from networks of symbolic relations, waiting in a detached way for actual death to happen,
like the character in Oliver Hermanus’s film, Living, Nighy, called Mr. Zombie, modeled after Akiru
Kurusawa’s Kanji Watanabe in Ikiru. The rival algorithm frees realistic literature of the obligation to refer
to the uncanny of the underworld. The same effects of Hades are available in plain air, on earth, in familiar
life situations. Nonetheless, the topology of the rotating twins dividing their time between zones of life and
death is the same. Only small adjustments need be made to make the twins rotation deal acceptable to
audiences with variable abilities to accept fantastic elements and themes.

What makes the double the easiest of the four themes of the fantastic to serve as a guide to the others?
Is it the reversed temporality by which Castor must circle back into life as his twin enters into darkness? Is
it the users-guide that twinship provides in constructing the insulations that allow for differential passage
of bodies and spirits in the story-in-the-story and travel through time? Isn’t contamination a matter of
the uncertain quality of the insulating container that allows for certain kinds of leaks and break-throughs?
Possibly the strongest argument for featuring the double as the flagship of the four Borgesian themes is a
matter of the Hamiltonian principle, the ideal of including latent along with manifest elements of the D4/
Ap schema. It the themes are about the energetics of writing and reading ... or even more ambitiously
about thinking and living ... then the “useless” must be retained and preserved alongside of what seems to
be most evidently useful. If the inscribed elements are standing for all of the latencies in the binomial A/D,
then it has to be noted that they are the basis of the rotation function, the “/;” which makes each face of the
AD the mirror of the other. This chiralistic operator is like the void in the torus. At the proper level of the
2-d projective plane, it is invisible; it exists only as a necessity of the form’s relation with itself. Of course,
we can see the void clearly if the torus is immersed into 3-space. But, at the level of projectivity, we have to
appreciate that the incontinent void is present only as a mathematical consequence, a “genetic proclivity”
for the tube, whose own void is present because the circle that defines it is forced into an open position, a
spiral. This spiral in turn is rounded into an orbit around the middle void, equally invisible at the level of
2-d projectivity.

Two circles, two forces of rotation, one with a gap that specify a void (the void of the tube), another
that from its center pulls the tube around to intersect itself. What could this possibly have to do with the
double, let alone the story-in-the-story, travel through time, or the contamination of reality by the dream
or story? Did Ernst Jentsch, in his wildest dreams, imagine that anyone would be subjecting his seemingly
simple formula to such an analysis? Our approach has been to plunge the formula Da/Ap into literature
and art, where there are myriad examples, whose first grouping around the forms of the fantastic constitute

11 Among René Girard’s many publications, some have had widespread popularity: Violence and the Sacred (1977), “To Double
Business Bound": Essays on Literature, Mimesis, and Anthropology (1978), Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World (1987).
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the easiest correlations between the uncanny in its most compact expression and categories that we can
recognize through descriptive and utilitarian features of the four themes. We have seen twins in everyday
life, we have all experienced déja vu and precognition. There are hardly any narratives that do not contain
other narratives, and everyone has had some experience of a life-event seemingly drawn from some

fictional situation. We already have a considerable collection, even before we turn to fiction proper for
more examples.

Topology figures so strongly in the rotational arrangement of Castor and Pollux, where we are tempted
to say that the rotation is a torus rather than a simple circle, where we more quickly find a way to show
how the latent elements play a role at the 2-d level although they are seemingly invisible at the 3-d. The
twins deal is “circular;” but it is clearly more than a circle. There are two antipodal points, each occupied by
a twin. There is a line holding them apart, a line that, in traversing a void, takes the place of the void. There
is the energy that rotates this axel and the wheels at its ends, but this energy seems to be a pull rather than
a push, since each of the “wheels” constructing the tube of the torus moves forward because it cannot find
its starting point and must spiral forward to repeat the search. The wheel has lost itself, its repetition
generates the surface that is the only materiality of the torus. The
wheel is the motor of the torus, its energy. Yet, in Hamiltonian
terms, we must include not just the two wheels, the D of the A
and the A of the D, but the a of the D and the p of the A, the
elements which, if the D and A are wheels, the s and the p are
the gaps. If all this is true, then the “/” is the axel holding the
two wheels (two twins) apart and moving in coordinated
opposite directions.

In a remarkably parallel situation, Charlie Chaplin’s The Clown

Chaplin and the policeman running on a (1928) shows how a 3-d perspectival space circle can become a
revolving platform, whose central cone is all 2-d projective torus. Chaplin is the unemployed bum pursued
we see in this photo. Chaplin, puzzled by the . . . .

) } by a policeman, whom he diverts into the circus tent and onto a
fact that he, in running away, has ended up
running toward the policeman politely greets revolving platform being used by clowns in their scheduled act.

him by tipping his hat. Slightly earlier in this

At first the policeman is behind Charlie but as Charlie runs
scene he has checked his watch.

faster he is close to the back of the policeman, so close that he is

uncertain what to do. If he slows down, he comes within the
policeman’s grasp, if he speeds up, he is nearly in the position of apprehending his “rival” Here we have a
condition of non-orientation and self-intersection. The circle has become the torus!

Do we have the required two voids? Yes. The void that causes the circle around the “continent” void
propels the two foes without allowing them contact. This would end the scene, as actually it does when the
two fall off the revolving platform. Are there antipodes? Yes. The policeman and Charlie. Do they
constitute opposed domains, as do Alive and Dead in Jentch’s original formula? Yes. Charlie represents the
lawless but all-too-mortal freedom of the un-policed subject, the Policeman, thanks to his uniform, is
immortal. It may not be Mulligan or O’Riley in the uniform, but there will always be a uniform. The
immortal twin is a universal, like the divine Pollux.

With antipodes, the remaining question concerns the bar, the “/”” Does it maintain distance? We see
that this function exists in the ideal shape of the platform, which means to be balance off by two bodies,
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but our anxiety over the fact that Charlie, in running away from the policeman is actually running towards
him (a literal example of Ap). The policeman, as D4 (his uniform keeps him between the two deaths, until
his retirement from the force), can only move forward even though he can almost feel Charlie breathing
down his neck. To turn around would result in falling off the platform. The void, represented here by a
cone that cannot be mounted, represents an internal fall, should anyone try to climb it. The toroidal path is
the only one allowed, and this is defined by the lack that propels both of its agents.

The Katabasis

The Circus justifies our temporarily labeling Ap and D4 “the Tramp” and “the Policeman.” As toroidal
doubles, they endorse the speculative move back to Jentsch’s atomistic model to say that it is, in essence,
the story of the doubles, the twin, moving between the realms (as it says it does!) of the living and the
dead. Just as the uncanny led us to the themes of the fantastic, all of which are summed up by the double,
the double, in its engagement of projective geometry in the rotational voids of the torus, brings us back to
Jentsch’s crisscross binary. Are we to conclude that the entire (Hamiltonian) uncanny is toroidal? This may
be because of the way the binary directly incorporates latent elements in a schema that makes one term the
mirror of the other. We have seen that the uncanny is more than a characterization of the preoccupations
that, in modern terms, seem “weird” A characterization can be freely applied in any way; there is no
system, no possibility of a science, no basis for hypothesis-formation or experiment. The uncanny tempts
us into such characterizations, where at most we can identify similar practices and compare cultural
variations.

However, if the involvement of projective geometry in Jentsch’s primary formula, already symmetrical,
already Hamiltonian, already topological, is more than a characterization, if in fact the torus constitutes a
special “logic of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion,” then we may use the torus not so much as a visual
or physical analogy but as a foundational guide. The distinction between the topological torus and the
visible torus is critical. The former is 2-d, the latter 3-d. The rule is: “If you can see it, it’s not a torus.” The
dimension of view (the sagittal), the visual frame, distinction of figure from ground, and other protocols of
visibility convert the 2-d form into a 3-dimensional object. However, this does not prevent us from using
the torus as a 2-d phenomenon as we inspect it in 3-space. It simply means that we subject 3-space to
“toroidal calibrations,” reversing the process by which we use vision to domesticate what is, in the visible
world, primarily uncanny.

Looking at a torus we do not see, unless we superimpose imaginary lines that have specific projective
qualities, two voids, spiral generation, bilateral structure, or Villarceau circles. In the bicycle tire we see
spokes and a hub in the place of a void, in the bagel we clearly see dense, cooked bread. We tend to the
spokes and hub to make the bicycle wheel function, we check the air pressure that fills the “void” (now
occupied with compressed gas) of the tube. In other words, all of the properties that make the torus
uncanny are domesticated once the 2-d shape has been immersed into 3-space. The same immersion that
makes the torus so useful in perspectival space allows us to fabricate the Mobius band by twisting a strip of
paper. Perspectivally, the twist is evident and must be subjected to tests (the continuous pencil line, the
pinch) to “prove” what is now not obvious, that the Mobius band is “really” a two-dimensional surface that
we “happen to be able to see”
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In ordinary visual experience, two dimensions are all that interact directly with the surface of cells that
make up our retina. The eyes must learn to see depth, which is constructed through a complex of
interactions with other senses, all of which are produced by the interactions of energy with cells arranged
as surfaces. There is no “depth sense organ.” Depth sense emerges from a set of sensations and reactions to
those sensations. If the realization of 3-space is considered to be a result and not a given, the same for
everyone with sight, we should write the order of senses as 1+1 (the stereognostic arrangement of eyes,
ears, hand, feet), a gap, then the result, 3-space (depth perception). Inserted into the gap is a “4” that
should more properly be written as 2, because the depth dimension involves time, the fourth dimension,
but time in its retroactive, “linguistic” function. The fourth dimension in depth perception requires a
temporal insertion in the same way the beginning of a sentence requires the terminal conclusion of the
sentence to “correct” the beginning, with a retroaction that suspends/suppresses the beginning until the
end returns its verdict. The 12A3 or 12/4\3 model says, that without this temporal insertion, the
appreciation of Euclidean space would be impossible. The 4 involves muscular tensioning as well as
movement (virtual or actual). The figure must be able to “slide in front of” the ground. The observer must
be able to at least imagine walking to different viewing positions or completely around a physical object to
confirm that it’s three-dimensional and not a stage prop.

The reality of 3-space’s gap, filled in with time, allows this interval to be defined differently by different
cultures, also for variations at all levels within culture and even down to the level of the individual, where
mental states — moods, anxieties, desires, etc. — are able to make modifications in the perception of
depth. If we give a name to this modifications, it would be parallax, the relation of the figure to the ground
that can be affected by either a movement in the object or by the observer. Parallax can be implied, as
when we attribute different views to observers standing in different positions. Camera lenses can simulate
even the parallax change of a linear approach toward or retreat from an objects, which flattens or thickens
the depth of field, respectively. In Alfred Hitchcock’s famous shot of the church bell tower in Vertigo
(1957), the zoom lens and camera position were set in opposition to each other. As one flattened the field
to simulate increased distance, the zoom lens cut in closer to simulate decreased distance. The immediate
result was the dizziness of vertigo, which we could, from this technique, now define as “simultaneous
running away and falling toward.” This is the logic of Ap, which is often described with the story, “The
Appointment in Samarra,” where a servant who sees the devil in the marketplace flees in terror to the
safety of Samarra but instead finds the devil waiting for her there.12

When there is such close correlation between a filming technique, as literal as the adjustment of a
photographic lens and camera tracking position, we can look at other technical set-ups to see how the
uncanny is to be found in such physical, measurable examples. There is another physical, measurable
example that is by far more common than the tracking-zoom shot: the descent theme (katabasis), a
narrative device so universal that it deserves to have its name given to the entire operational field of the
uncanny. Indeed, it is the official name for that part of the uncanny, the Da, known as “between the two
deaths” Here, the story follows the exploits of a character who appears to be living but is compelled the
visit the zone of death. Does the character know that it is in the zone of death? Does the audience? How is

12 The original version of this story can be found in the Babylonian Talmud, Sukkah 53a.5-6: https://www.sefaria.org/
Sukkah.53a.7%lang=bi. It was subsequently re-told by Somerset Maugham in his play, Sheppey (1933) and his epithet was used in a
novel, Appointment in Samara by John O’'Hara (1934). ‘Appointment in Samarra’ Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Appointment_in_Samarra
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something given this identity? These ambiguities may be allowed to persist. There is no requirement in
fiction for them to be resolved. To take a trivial example, a travel narrative can be a katabasis as long as it
involves key elements. But, the story of leaving home, finding adventures, and returning home may not
once reference the possibility that the traveler might be dead and not know it, or that the goal of his/her
travel might constitute a divination. In Apuleius’s Late Latin novel, The Golden Ass, the hero Lucius
accidentally transforms himself into a donkey and must wait for a full year to eat the flower that is the
antidote. His experiences are hellish but why do we need to give this literary form the name of katabasis?

Lucius’s experience as an animal closely involved with everyday life allows him to be the point-of-
view character whose parallax is that of a monster, a man-beast. In the disguise of a donkey he is yet able
to see and think as a human. It is what he sees and experiences that becomes monstrous as a result, and the
reader, through the monster’s eyes, sees a world of monstrosities. Lucius’s donkey-world is grotesque, not
just because, superficially, people treat him as an animal but he perceives this treatment as a human, but
because only by taking a point of view of an animal can the audience of this book see the world in its
monstrosity. The agent converts to the act, and the act inverts the figure-ground relation. Lucius is the
agent of a toroidal transformation. The book could easily be re-named, The Toroidal Transformations of
Lucius.

Here we are in the position to do more than paraphrase this famous ancient novel. Instead of re-telling
it, instead of saying that what happens to Lucius is uncanny, we can show how Lucius’s transformation —
any transformation that inverts the parallax of the (required) point of view allowing the reader to be
transported into the interior of a fictive space — is a matter of being in two spaces, two parallaxes,
simultaneously. In reading The Golden Ass, the reader is performing a katabasis no less than the main
character, Lucius. The double transformation justifies our comparison of this book, where the katabasis
begins as simply the template for describing Lucius’ descent into animality, to a full-blown “double
katabasis, where the journey into the hypothetical “underworld” of a man trapped inside the skin of a
donkey leads to the ability to see the world as an underworld.

They Live!

A film beloved by the Slovenian critic Slavoj Zizek, They Live, focuses on two key
elements of this double katabasis. The Wikipedia entry:

They Live is a 1988 American science fiction action horror film written and
directed by John Carpenter, based on the 1963 short story “Eight O'Clock in the
Morning” by Ray Nelson. Starring Roddy Piper, Keith David, and Meg Foster,
the film follows an unnamed drifter who discovers through special sunglasses
that the ruling class are aliens concealing their appearance and manipulating
people to consume, breed, and conform to the status quo via subliminal
messages in mass media.

This simple-sounding film seems to lack the basic components of the katabasis,
but in the sense that every story is technically a descent into a fictive zone where tests are applied and the
return trip is held in suspense, time is suspended, contamination—control is an issue, and the reader is
doubled by the construction of a point-of-view, fiction itself qualifies a story as a descent experience, no
matter what the story may be about. The work of art is a katabasis in a technically accurate but
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conceptually profound sense, meaning that our entire
experience of art could be — should be — considered
as an Underground experience. Within this, following
the logic of stories-in-stories, we may encounter
other descents, in disguise or fragmented but still
descents nonetheless.

In They Live the magical sunglasses enable the user to

“see things as they actually are” What in fact is this

existential truth—-state? First, the glasses subtract color
and replace this objective dimension with messages that appear in large letters across walls and buildings.
The intent is to show that, within ordinary spaces and objects — in fact within the ordinariness of these
spaces and objects — there are latent messages whose very latency compels us to follow commands of an
organized, demonic Other, whose wishes we do not — cannot — fully understand. Even when the message
seems positive, as in Lacan’s classic Enjoy!, the result is sinister. “Enjoy what? ... How?” This command
means that, even when we think we are doing something that is personal and enjoyable, we are being
enjoyed by the Other, that our actions have unseen and unintended consequences that form a part of an
invisible libidinal economy of the Other. This is the full and ultimate meaning of the Hamiltonian: that to
correctly understand the economy, the exchanges of energy that constitute the network within which each
object, each action, each agency, each subject participates “locally,” the same objects, actions, agencies and
subjects are nodes in a “global” exchange where the results are harvested
according to algorithms that cannot be translated or understood at the level of
the component parts.

This is a secularized version of the theological view of Providence — the belief

that our actions, which seem to be knowable at the level of the individual, play
an entirely separate role at a higher level, where the quality and quantity are

The (katagraphic) cut converted into alien currency. The two schemas, local and global, intersect along
through the torus’s twovoids  the lines of the vesica pisces of the Villarceau Circles. Can the vesica circles be

is mapped by two Villarceau
circles, which form a vesica
pisces. The central void of the is to distinguish Venn circles from Euler circles, which are what the cuts on the
torus forms an edge where torus made by the Villarceau circles are, technically. What are Euler circles? Euler
the center of each circle is at
the periphery of the other, a

model of inside-outness everyday life. This is a mysteriously open-ended and vague definition. However,
(Lacan: extimité).

considered primarily as toroidal, and not just as a kind of Venn diagram? The key

circles show, in contrast to Venn circles, only that which can be encountered in

it can be explained by the unexpected relation of Euler circles to the strange
comportment of victims of the condition known as aphasia.

In Phenomenology of Cognition (2021: 294), Ernst Cassirer describes the curious response of aphasia
victims to say or do something; if asked to do something contrary to the aphasiac’s perception of reality,
they cannot bring themselves to do it. If asked to describe something contrary to what they see to be the
case, they refuse, without being able to explain why. Cassirer reports his encounter with the aphasiac:

He is unable to repeat anything other than the “actual” state of affairs that as such corresponded
directly to his own concrete-sensible lived-experiences. In the course of a conversation that took
place on a bright summer day, I pronounced the sentence, “It is bad, rainy weather today” and
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asked him to repeat this sentence but he was unable to do so. He said the first words easily and
surely, but then the patient faltered and paused, and nothing could induce him to complete the
sentence in the form giving him; each time he slipped into another form of the sentence that
corresponded with the actual facts.

Another patient in Frankfurt, who had lost the use of his right arm, when asked to say “I can write
with my right hand” would always replace the word “right” with “left” When Euler circles combine so that
the periphery of each runs through the center of the other, a central void is created. This is not an “empty
space” per se, but something that resists transgressive filling or assignment. The void is not just a nothing; it
is a “nothing of nothing,” a void of a void. This is the kind of truth that the wearer of the spectacles in They
Live see. Not only do they see messages that have been concealed by the ordinariness of things, they see
that ordinariness itself as been the instrument of concealment; that it has conscripted them as willing
accomplices to “see what they wish to see” and suppress the latent content. The result is that the blind
subject is blind through the very act of seeing what the Other requires it to see, and become involved in
(metonymic) signifying chains where locally present meanings are governed from a remote position
beneath or behind a bar, a kind of /x factor, a “remote control” in the hands of a capricious Other.

In short, They Live is about a “they” that lives through the lives of phenomenal “others” who play a role
in a play written, directed, produced, and viewed by alien entities, unknown and unknowable. This
mysterious otherness in the film points directly to the lack of the sagittal dimension in projective space.
This is the dimension by which we see and subsequently relate the visible world to other experiences. This
is the way we collate and compare the “facts” of these experiences into formations of knowledge, and the
dimension by which we return from theory to the world to corroborate hypothetical assertions. Without
this dimension, there is literally no way to know anything. Within the sagittal-lacking projectivity of the
torus, there is nothing, and all the vesica’s void can do is point to a location where there are two types of
rotation. Like the truth-telling aphasiac, there is no distance that allows theories to acquire the distance
required for contingency (conditionality). Without this dimension, theory is pressed flat against the Real,
and the Real is indistinguishable from the theorized. The 1:1 flatness of the world revealed in They Live is
not just an ideological messaging system revealed by pealing back a veil of concealment, it is the exposure,
arrest, torture, and execution of the participating subject! It is the collapse of the dimension — the parallax
— that would allow the subject to “have a relationships” with the world. No sagittal, no parallax, no ability

to say what the world is like or how one can live in it.

This is what happens