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“THERE WAS SOMETHING SCREWY GOING ON . . . ”:
THE UNCANNY IN CHARLES BURNS’S
GRAPHIC NOVEL BLACK HOLE
LAURA PERNA

The science of fear is not an exact one, and experts in disciplines from neurochemistry
to theatrical lighting design have attempted to determine exactly what it makes us afraid.
In the area of psychology, Ernst Jentsch posited an answer in his 1906 essay “The
Psychology of the Uncanny,” in which he sought to identify the process by which an
unsettled feeling arises in the sane mind. Jentsch began from the assumption that “it is
only when one deliberately removes such a problem [as a mundane or regular
occurrence] from the usual way of looking at it . . . that a particular feeling of uncertainty
quite often presents itself” (219). He concluded that the uncanny arises when an
inanimate object seems alive or a person appears to be an automaton (221). It was this
aspect of intellectual uncertainty in his colleague’s work to which Sigmund Freud would
later object. In his 1919 response, “The Uncanny,” Freud re-identified the sensation as
“that class of frightening which leads back to what is known of old and familiar” (sect. I,
par. 5).1 Perhaps unsurprisingly, Freud connected the unsettling feeling “to the anxiety
belonging to the castration complex of childhood” (sect. II, par. 12), and he supported
his theory with self-sustaining arguments concerning pieces of literature, fairy tales, and
ancient myth.
While the two psychologists ultimately disagreed about the root cause of the
uncanny, marked similarities appear in their work. Most importantly, both note that the
uncanny operates on a dynamic of uncertainty: the feeling arising from an oscillation
between the familiar and the unfamiliar. Also, both studies differentiate between the
occurrences of the feeling in real life and in art, namely, literature and theatre (Jentsch
222-5; Freud sect. II par. 1-13 and sect. III, par. 11-17). From these two common
points, one could surmise that a piece of art might be considered to be uncanny as a
result of the artist’s talent for manipulating his audience’s sense of certainty.
Additionally, one might consider the artistic medium’s flexibility to facilitate this talent.
The medium of the comic received no treatment in Jentsch’s and Freud’s work, and
while this hardly comes as a shock, the form of the graphic narrative deserves some
attention with regard to what it might offer an artist seeking to give his/her audience the
proverbial creeps.
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It will be appropriate, then, to examine the work of artist
Charles Burns, hailed by fans and critics alike as “the master of
indie horror comics” (Heater 1) and “master of the grotesque and
macabre, the unsettling and weird” (Pettus). Many regard his
twelve-issue series Black Hole (1995-2004), later collected into a
graphic novel published in 2005, as his magnum opus, and it is to
this work that the present analysis turns. The story follows a group
of high school students in the Seattle area in the mid-seventies. In
some respects, the plot of Black Hole resembles a stereotypical teen
romance. Keith must abandon his unrequited feelings for Chris,
his classmate, in order to pursue a relationship of mutual affection
with Eliza; Chris falls madly in love with Rob after a few
encounters; and Dave is unable to handle his own unreturned
affection for Chris. In addition, drugs, alcohol, and the formation
of peer groups permeate the foreground of the characters’
attentions. The torrent of emotion and social pressures is
complicated by the unexplained presence of a sexually transmitted
disease, “the teen plague” or “the bug,” which increasingly
becomes prominent in the characters’ lives as the story progresses.
The bug causes seemingly random physical mutations; for example,
Chris periodically sheds her skin and Eliza grows a tail. The central
characters, Chris and Keith, and their love interests, Rob and Eliza, respectively, are able
to conceal their mutations, thus allowing them to masquerade as uninfected. However,
the bug manifests in other teens in ways that are not so easily concealable. Dave grows
thick hair all over his face, while Rick becomes unrecognisable from the boils and
changes in skeletal structure on his face. Those characters which cannot pass as ‘normal’
come to form a settlement in the woods on the outskirts of town where they live in tents
and subsist on whatever food they can find or buy. When everyone in school discovers
that Chris is among the infected, she and Rob move to the settlement in the woods,
where Rob is subsequently murdered. As Chris’s emotional and physical health
deteriorate, Keith’s relationship with Eliza develops. The storylines converge with the
establishment of friendship between Chris and Keith and the subsequent murder of
more teens from the woods. After Burns reveals the identity of the killer, he ends the
storylines of Chris, Keith and Eliza, although he leaves their ultimate fates uncertain.
In analyses and reviews, critics tend to focus on Burns’s trademark visual style and
the themes of physical mutation and body horror to explain its hair-raising mood. While
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these aspects undoubtedly contribute to the book’s overall unsettling effect, I would
argue that they do not account for it entirely. Here, I will propose that Jentsch’s and
Freud’s essays on the topic of the uncanny may offer insights into how Burns’s narrative
and visual choices allow him to disquiet his readers. Thus, I will consider how the
uncanny operates at both the level of the characters and plot and at the level of the
extra-diegetic, as a part of the reading experience. To begin, I will demonstrate briefly
that Burns’s characters undergo several uncanny experiences, which facilitate the
possibility of vicarious unease on the part of the reader. In fact, as Jentsch makes a
point of mentioning, “not the least pleasure of a literary work . . . lies in the empathy of
the reader . . . with all the emotional excitements to which the characters of the play or
novel . . . are subject” (223). Next, turning to the narrative structure of the book, I will
discuss how Black Hole operates through a logic of the uncanny, suspending the reader
between familiarity and unfamiliarity, primarily via visual means. I will examine how
Burns creates doublings of his characters, events, and images by alternating points of
view, shuffling time sequence, and portraying characters’ visions. This allows him to
maintain a sense of temporal disorientation in the reader as well as to evoke a sense of
déjà vu. Furthermore, he creates the possibility that the reader experiences similar
visions to the character, blurring the position of the reader in relation to the story. An
examination of Burns’s narrative and visual techniques will reveal not only the means by
which he achieves a sense of the uncanny, but also how the comic book form may
operate as uncanny literature.
Some of the uncanny situations that the characters of Black Hole both witness and
experience seem to come directly from Jentsch’s and Freud’s essays. For example, in
“Windowpane,” Keith
experiences an acidinduced hallucination
where the inanimate
seems alive. As he
walks to the woods, he
perceives that his
surroundings are alive
and pursuing him:
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The dirt road that wound down to Ravenna park . . . was different now . . . It was alive,
moving under my feet. A thick membrane . . . a skin. I was on the back of something
terrible living thing . . . I looked up into its eye . . . a flat hole staring down at me . . . It
was after me, trying to find a way in . . . it wanted to show me horrible things.
(“Windowpane” 17- 20)2

Keith tries to convince himself that the force pursuing him comes from his own
enhanced imagination, but has no success against the drug’s influence. Jentsch specifies
that “for people who are delirious, intoxicated, ecstatic, or superstitious [objects] come
alive by means of hallucination: they address it, carry on a conversation with it, or mock it”
(224, my italics). As Keith tumbles along the path to the park and reaches the woods,
Burns introduces another classic uncanny feature (Freud, sect. II, par. 31): Keith
stumbles across a detached human arm (“Windowpane” 21, 22). In this episode, the
reader may experience an eerie feeling through character empathy with Keith.
In other cases, Burns creates a possibility for an uncanny feeling by the reader’s
observation of characters’ experience. When Freud considers the whole of E.T.A.
Hoffman’s opus, he asserts that:
Themes [of uncanniness] are all concerned with the phenomenon of the double, which
appears in every shape and in every degree of development. Thus we have characters
who are considered identical because they look alike. This relation is accentuated by
mental processes leaping from one of these characters to another – by what we should
call telepathy – so that the one possesses knowledge, feelings and experience in
common with the other. (sect. II, par. 13)

Burns scatters visual doubles of characters throughout Black Hole. One character may
resemble another in appearance. For example, Chris looks very much like Eliza both
when her hair is wet and when she floats in water. Recalling a split screen from
television or cinema, Burns presents another set of visual doubles with the image of two
characters’ faces in one.3 Burns also incorporates doubles by way of mental processes
that leap between characters. For instance, in Chris’s dream at the beginning of the
novel, she pulls a scroll out of the wound in her foot that reveals an image referring to
her future (“Ssssss” 4). In the last section of the book, Keith has a dream in which he
encounters Chris and extracts a similarly predictive scroll from her foot (“The End” 78). It is possible that Chris might have told Keith about her dream by this point in the
novel, and thus provided a logical explanation for their common vision. Burns does not
refer to such an exchange here, but he does introduce the theme of shared
consciousness, which I will elaborate on in the following.
In the above selections, Burns incorporates into the plot components of
uncanniness as defined by Jentsch and Freud, allowing the reader to experience an
uncanny sensation vicariously either through the characters or by observing similarities
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among them. However, the events at the level of the plot alone do not give Black Hole
its unnerving quality; the reader’s experience precisely as a reader entails its own level of
uncanniness, specifically, through the visual instances of déjà vu. Neither Jentsch nor
Freud mentions the phenomenon of déjà vu by name, but the tension between familiar
and unfamiliar lies at the heart of both of their discussions. For example, Freud suggests
that the repetition of an event, image, or idea can evoke the uncanny in one’s daily life
and in literature. He explains that the fact of repetition itself is not responsible for
conjuring a feeling of fear; the “uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something
which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become alienated from
it only through the process of repression” (sect. II, par. 26). While this article will not
address the process of repression, the notion that the repeated image may cull an
uncanny effect will be the central focus for the remainder of this essay.
Burns intricately weaves recurring images through his novel by way of multiple
narrators, the incorporation of characters’ visions, and icons on the initial pages of each
section, thus creating a visual environment where, for the reader, eerily familiar images
constantly circuit into each other. In a simple example, returning to the selection cited
above, Burns punctuates Keith’s discovery of the severed arm with a moment of déjà vu
targeted not toward Keith himself but toward the reader, who has encountered the
image of the severed arm before. The arm’s palm-up position, the slight bend in elbow
and wrist, and the torn flesh below the elbow recall the title page image to a previous
section, “Planet Xeno.”
Additionally, Burns constructs an environment where déjà vu occurs easily via his
system of narration: multiple first-person narrators. This choice is not necessarily
unusual in a comic book, but merits mention because it allows him to forego the degree
of objectivity that an omniscient narrator would provide. The book’s nineteen sections
mostly alternate between the perspectives of Keith and Chris. Three sections of the
book seem to come
from Rob’s or Dave’s
perspectives:
“Who’s
Chris?,” “I’m Sorry,”
and “Rick the Dick.”
The reader sees Rob’s
dream
in
“Who’s
Chris?” and Dave talks
to himself in “Rick the
Dick,” showing the
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reader his thoughts. However, neither of them carries out the act of narration in the
same way that Keith and Chris do. The experiences, background, and internal states of
both Keith and Chris are not mediated through an authorial voice, but are presented
directly to the reader from the characters’ perspective. By establishing a narrative that
originates from multiple sources, without the author himself among them, Burns creates
a textual environment where doubling and ambiguity occur inherently. In the case of the
former, the same event may come to be narrated from both points of view; “Race
Toward Something” and “Cut,” for example, recount the goings-on of a party, first as it
unfolds for Chris, then for Keith. For the latter character, the motion of alternation
between narrators and different points in time gives Burns the freedom to leave out
details and events that would otherwise be gaping holes had he told his story in
chronological order or from a single point of view. Indeed, Burns takes full advantage
of his position of unseen narrator, “keep[ing] us in the dark for a long time about the
precise nature of the presuppositions on which the world he writes about is based, or . . .
cunningly and ingeniously avoid[ing] definite information on the point to the last”
(Freud, sect. III, par. 14). Within this textual environment, the suspension of reader
certainty operates without interrupting the flow of the story.
Into this narrative structure, Burns incorporates visions, memories, fantasies, and
dreams, allowing him a further means to invoke déjà vu in the reader seamlessly as he
tells his story. In an essay on Alan Moore and Eddie Campbell’s graphic novel From
Hell, Lisa Coppin emphasises how “the uncanny [is] created . . . via visual effects” (3): in
particular, dreams, visions, and instances where a character’s gaze corresponds to a
reality distinct from what is front of his eyes. Burns often shifts the reader’s focus
between Chris’s or Keith’s mind’s eye and their external experience, multiplying the
possibilities for recurring images and déjà vu. For example, the novel begins with a
vision: Keith faints just before dissecting a frog in biology class. As he makes the initial
incision and looks at the frog’s intestines, a strange feeling overtakes him, partially
brought on by the rush of formaldehyde from the preserved frog: “I froze. I can’t
explain what happened. It was like a déjà vu trip or something . . . A premonition. I felt
like I was looking into the future . . . and the future looked really messed up” (“Biology
101” 2). As Keith begins to lose consciousness, Burns presents the reader with four
images in equally-sized panels that constitute the character’s vision: the frog he has sliced
open, the bottom of a foot with a wound in the centre, a figure’s back whose skin is
tearing open, and a hand covering indiscernible genitals (“Biology 101” 3; see fig. 1). His
vision progresses, and the reader encounters both natural objects, including snake and
worm bodies, tadpoles, bones, and torn flesh, and human artifacts, including joints,
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guns, broken glass, and a can (“Biology 101” 4; see fig. 2). The reader will revisit these
images throughout the novel, both approximately and exactly. The original occurrence
of each of the initial four images is revealed as the story progresses, and variations of the
images reappear in characters’ dreams and fantasies as well as on section title pages. The
image of the sliced-open frog, for instance, has morphed into a horrific amphibious,
infantile figure in the last of Keith’s dreams (“The End” 2), and tadpoles recur both
visually and thematically throughout the graphic novel. For example, Keith’s own
mutation, a cluster of bumps on his ribs that wither into tail-like protrusions, resembles
tadpoles and the reader’s first encounter with his mutation precedes a series of tadpole
images. Additionally, Keith flashes back to a childhood memory of trying unsuccessfully
to keep tadpoles as pets. The vision includes a generic image of swimming tadpoles as
well as his memory of a clump of dead tadpoles on a patch of grass (“A Dream Girl” 1617; see fig. 3). Finally, frogs and tadpoles appear in Eliza’s drawings (“Bag Action” 18;
see fig. 4), Keith’s dreams (“A Dream Girl” 3), and within the swirling images of the
section title pages to “The End.”
Keith’s initial vision exemplifies how Burns integrates internal visions, the
scrambling of the narrative sequence, and the repetition and distortion of specific images
to destabilise the reader’s certainty about the sequence of events and to create a sense of
déjà vu. Because Burns presents Keith’s vision early on, the reader returns to the images
in it as they appear over the course of the story, despite the fact that they have occurred
only once in the chronological sequence of the narrative, which follows Keith’s vision.
This return to the familiar which should not be familiar comprises the core of Freud’s
analysis of the uncanny.
Burns takes advantage of the visual aspect of
the comics medium in order to evoke the uncanny
from within the panels of the story itself, but he goes
beyond the diegetic space to intensify the eeriness of
Black Hole. Each of the novel’s nineteen sections
begins with a title page, on which he presents the
reader with isolated images of an object that occurs
in the story, like a broken glass bottle or bones tied
together with string. Only the reader views these
images in this context as icons and he/she sees them
again within the story. Jentsch begins his essay with
the assumption that an uncanny feeling arises when a
familiar object is viewed from an unfamiliar
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perspective (218-19). I would argue that this re-viewing of objects as icons, whether
before or after their appearance on section title pages provides an example of this recontextualisation. Burns shifts these icons between the readers’ and characters’ worlds,
and the issue of familiarity versus unfamiliarity roots itself in the crossing of these
contexts. The black pages at the beginning of each section represent a middle space
between the reader and the characters, recalling objects from the story, but also
reinserting them into a context outside the story. When the broken bottle which
appeared in Keith’s initial vision (“Biology 101” 3, panel 4) returns on a black page
isolated from the narrative (title page to “Ssssss”), it gains a degree of unfamiliarity, even
though the reader may very well remember where he/she had seen it before.
Furthermore, with these images presented reliably at the beginning of each section,
Burns creates the suggestion that the reader is having his /her own vision experience
which resembles the characters’. This connection between character and reader is
supported by the title pages of the final section, “The End.” Here, the swirling collage of
debris and images which Burns includes in Chris’s and Keith’s visions reappears in a
space that is specific to the reader’s gaze. Unlike the characters’ visions, however, the
crossing of contexts on section title pages happens not between conscious and
unconscious, but between the characters’ reality and the reader’s experience. The shared
consciousness, which Burns hinted at between Chris and Keith via the dream of the
scroll in the foot, seeps out of the novel and into the mind of the reader himself/herself.
Whether in a classic or innovative sense, Burns inserts the uncanny into Black Hole
on multiple levels. His characters experience situations that are uncanny as Jentsch or
Freud would define it, as in the case of Keith’s trip through the woods, and therefore
Burns establishes doubles within the narrative which only the reader is intended to
perceive. More importantly, he goes beyond the diegetic level to incur an unsettled
feeling in his audience. By employing a complex narrative structure and integrating
character and reader experience, he creates an environment where uncertainty easily
proliferates. Lisa Coppin credits the comics medium with immense flexibility in
garnering an uncanny sense in readers by way of visual procedures (13), and Burns’s
work serves as a case in point. He exploits the visual field both from within and outside
the plot itself to instill in his readership the simultaneous uncertainty and familiarity that
the classic analysts of the uncanny sought to dissect.
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Notes
1

References here will be made to section number, then paragraph number.
As the pages of Black Hole are unnumbered, references will be made to section name, then page
number, then, if necessary, panel number. The single issues include blurbs made by anonymous
narrators from the story, but as these do not appear in the graphic novel they will not be discussed in
the present analysis.
3
For further discussion of this point, please see Raney.
2

