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Thou, to whom the World unknown

With all its shadowy Shapes is shown,;

Who see'st appall'd th'unreal Scene,
W%,

While Fancy lifts the Veil between:
E Sig¥

Ah Fear! Ah frantic Fear!
/\1‘ E‘ '

I see, I see Thee near.
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—— William Collins. “Ode to Fear”, in Odes

on Several Descriptive and Allegoric Subjects.
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Abstract

Victorian Gothic and Modern Chinese Uncanny Stori

The similarities between the Gothic and Zhiyi (Chinese
uncanny stories), which were respectively rooted in two
different cultural contexts, have already been testified by quite a
few researchers. In addition to cultural and literary parallelisms,
some overt or covert impact from the former on the latter
could also be configured, which was not solely because the
former emerged earlier in time and there had been documented
transmission of Western literature to China during the May 4th
Period.

The macabre, the aesthetic feature shared by both Victorian
Gothic and modern Chinese Zhiyi, is the cut-in point of the
present research which is comparative in essence. The nature
of the macabre, as one type of important aesthetic phenomena,
is by no means static from the point of view of the historical
development of aesthetics and cultures. With the change of
time and culture, the macabre also left traces of its own way.
Victorian Gothic and end-of-the-18th-century British gothic
fiction feature distinctive macabre configurations, so does

modern Chinese Zhiyi and ancient Chinese Zhiyi. The works



of Western aesthetic history and literary critic history provide
a reference system for us to situate the macabre configurations:
different from the sublime terror configurations which followed
the “pleasure principle” and were found to have haunted the
end-of-the-18th-century Gothic. Victorian Gothic were obsessed
with horror configurations “beyond the pleasure principle”,
which Freud would have labelled “the uncanny” and Lacan
would have otherwise labelled ‘“the return of the foreclosed”; it
is a kind of Heiddegerian angst of the Being that is originated
from the Real.

Uncanny horror manifests itself in the form of three themes
that recurred in Victorian Gothic fictions, namely, self splitting,
desire splitting, and the collapse of idols. From the perspective
of psychoanalysis, these three themes could be understood as the
reflections of horror of the Real onto the Victorian gothic texts.
From a perspective-of narration, the uncanny horror is built
up by means of intentionally retaining narrative blind points,
projecting narrative instantaneity and repetitiveness.

Although diverse in style, the modern Chinese Zhiyi shares
with Victorian Gothic the same aesthetic configurations of the
uncanny either in themes or in manner of narration. The modern
Chinese Zhiyi were also dominated by the uncanny horror in its
emotional expression of the macabre.

Two in-depth questions can be asked to follow the
discussions above: Why do Victorian Gothic and modern
Chinese Zhiyi both take so much interest in “the uncanny”?
Is this a coincidence, or does it arise from different reasons?

In fact, the answer to the two questions rests in the relation



between the Uncanny and modernity. The Uncanny is at the
same time the inevitable product and symptom of modernity.
It is just because of their sensitive expression of such unique
aesthetic phenomena that Victorian Gothic and modern Chinese
Zhiyi, as a kind of aesthetic modernism discourse, grow into
significant witnesses of the cultural and literary modernizations

of their own.
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