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ABSTRACT: This article examines the function of 

Gothic aesthetics and the uncanny in children’s 

animation, focusing on the way in which the 

imaginary, the supernatural and the uncanny 

transform the experience of fear. Particular emphasis 

is placed on stop-motion animation, which, through 

the materiality of the medium and the distinctive 

movement of its forms, can create an intense uncanny 

experience (Crawte, 2017; Lester, 2018). 

This article examines the works The Nightmare 

Before Christmas (Tim Burton, directed by Henry 

Selick, 1993), Corpse Bride (Tim Burton, 2005), 

Coraline (Henry Selick, 2009), Frankenweenie (Tim 

Burton, 2012) and Over the Garden Wall (Patrick 

McHale, 2014). A comparative analysis of the works 

reveals that the Gothic and the uncanny do not 

function solely as mechanisms for evoking fear. 

Instead, they allow for the exploration of themes such 

as death, loss, identity, self-awareness, isolation and 

coming of age. Humour, fantasy and aesthetic 

distancing transform the terrifying into an experience 

that is more controlled and manageable for a child 

audience. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Children’s animation is often associated 

with imagination, play and humour. However, a 

significant part of contemporary animation makes 

use of dark imagery, supernatural entities, distorted 

forms and themes related to death, loss and 

uncertainty. Within this context, stop-motion 

animation is of particular interest, as objects and 

normally inanimate forms suddenly acquire 

movement, creating a paradoxical sense of life within 

the inanimate (Crawte, 2017; Lester, 2018). 

This process is directly linked to the 

uncanny, the transformation of the familiar into 

something strange or threatening. In animation, a 

familiar body, object or environment can undergo 

transformation, acquire supernatural properties or 

defy the laws of physics. At the same time, Gothic 

aesthetics draw upon elements such as isolation, the 

supernatural, death and the presence of the "Other", 

creating a framework in which the boundaries 

between the real and the imaginary become blurred 

(Boyacýoğlu, 2021). 

The aim of this article is to examine how the 

Gothic and the uncanny function in animation for 

children and how they transform fear into a 

narratively and aesthetically manageable experience. 

 
II. GOTHIC AESTHETICS AND THE 

UNCANNY 

Gothic Aesthetics 

The Gothic aesthetic in contemporary visual 

narratives utilizes motifs such as the haunted house, 

supernatural threat, isolation, curse and the presence 

of the “Other”. These elements create a narrative 

framework that intensifies uncertainty and 

contributes to the creation of the uncanny. 

This aesthetic is developed through 

atmospheric images, intense contrasts of light and 

shadow and supernatural interference that alter 

familiar reality. In this way, normality is disrupted 

and the viewer enters a liminal space in which the 

boundaries between the real and the imaginary 

become blurred. In cinema, the Gothic aesthetic has 

evolved into a hybrid form that can combine elements 

of horror with drama, fantasy, science fiction, and 

comedy (Boyacýoğlu, 2021). 

In animation, and especially in stop-motion 

animation, the Gothic aesthetic acquires additional 

expressive force through the materiality of forms and 

the creation of worlds that combine the familiar with 

the strange. Thus, dark themes and supernatural 

forms can coexist with humour and imagination, 

creating a complex aesthetic experience that is not 

limited solely to the evocation of fear (Crawte, 2017; 

Lester, 2018). 

The Uncanny in Animation 

The uncanny arises when something 

familiar takes on a strange or menacing dimension. 

Animation enhances this process, as it allows for the 

violation of natural laws: the dead come back to life, 
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bodies transform and objects acquire human 

behaviour. 

In children's animation, fantasy can function 

as a form of distancing, allowing for the approach of 

dark themes without the immediacy of realistic horror 

(Lester, 2018). At the same time, however, stop-

motion animation can enhance the uncanny, as the 

slightly unnatural movement creates the sense of a 

life caught between the animate and the inanimate 

(Crawte, 2017; Lester, 2018). 

 

III. GOTHIC AS A CONTROLLED 

EXPERIENCE OF FEAR  

The Gothic in children’s animation does not 

function exclusively as a mechanism for inducing 

fear. It can be a controlled way of approaching 

themes such as death, loss, isolation and uncertainty. 

The aesthetics of animation create a distance between 

the viewer and the frightening, while humour, 

anthropomorphism and aesthetic exaggeration can 

limit the intensity of the horror, without eliminating 

the sense of the uncanny (Lester, 2018; Crawte, 

2017). Within this context, dark and supernatural 

figures are not necessarily presented as completely 

threatening. They can take on human characteristics, 

emotions and motivations, allowing the viewer to feel 

fear, familiarity and sympathy at the same time 

(Balloch, n.d.). The coexistence of these 

contradictory emotions transforms the Gothic from 

an aesthetic exclusively associated with horror into a 

field of exploration of uncertainty, diversity and 

human experience. 

 

IV. CASE STUDIES: GOTHIC 

AESTHETICS AND THE UNCANNY 

IN SELECTED ANIMATION WORKS 

The study examines five selected animation 

works, consisting of four films and one television 

series. 

Over the Garden Wall 

Over the Garden Wall (Patrick McHale, 

2014) combines dark fairy tales, American Gothic 

tradition, and humour. The series reinterprets 

elements of older fairy tales, including the darker 

Grimm traditions, through a modern narrative form 

(Potgieter, 2023; Trickey, 2021; Van de Veire, 2024). 

The uncanny arises from the uncertainty of the world 

in which the two brothers wander, while Wirt's path 

is connected to his confrontation with fear and his 

personal growth (Glitterati Lobotomy, n.d.; 

Potgieter, 2023). 

Although the original series was produced 

in 2D animation, the 2024 stop-motion animation 

anniversary episode is of particular interest to the 

present study, as this change in technique enhances 

the mysterious and uncanny qualities of the series’ 

world (Snelling, 2024). The use of stop-motion 

animation in this particular episode therefore 

provides an additional example of how the 

materiality and movement of forms can intensify the 

sense of the uncanny. 

The Nightmare Before Christmas  

In The Nightmare Before Christmas (Tim 

Burton, directed by Henry Selick, 1993), the gothic 

aesthetic is combined with stop-motion animation, 

anthropomorphism and humour. The contrast 

between Halloween Town and Christmas Town 

creates different aesthetic and atmospheric qualities 

(Harris, 2020; Salmon, 2024). Jack Skellington and 

Sally are typical figures of the uncanny: the former is 

a moving skeleton, while the latter is a cloth doll 

made up of different body parts. Despite their 

macabre appearance, they are presented as characters 

with feelings, needs and a desire for acceptance 

(Balloch, n.d.). Thus, the frightening becomes 

familiar and emotionally accessible (Harris, 2020; 

Salmon, 2024; Vinther, 2023). 

Corpse Bride  

Corpse Bride (Tim Burton, 2005) uses 

Victorian aesthetics, stop-motion animation and the 

theme of death to question the boundaries between 

life and death (Boyacýoğlu, 2021; Fitzpatrick, 2022; 

Keane, 2024). Emily, as a dead bride, combines 

physical decay with a deeply human and emotional 

presence. At the same time, the world of the Dead is 

presented as more colorful and free than the 

oppressive world of the living (Keane, 2024; Lyon, 

n.d.). The work therefore transforms death from an 

exclusive source of fear into an object of emotional 

and reflective exploration. 

Coraline  

In Coraline (Henry Selick, 2009), the 

uncanny is based primarily on the transformation of 

the familiar into the threatening. The Otherworld is 

initially presented as an idealized version of reality, 

but is gradually revealed as a place of deception and 

control (Adkins, 2021; Balbuena, 2024; Harrison, 

2024). The Other Mother is the most characteristic 

embodiment of this process. From an ideal maternal 

figure, she transforms into a threatening presence, 

transforming maternal care into a source of fear 

(Balbuena, 2024). The colour contrast between the 

real and the Other World reinforces this duality 

(Balbuena, 2024; Chirdo, 2023). At the same time, 

stop-motion animation lends materiality and an 

otherworldly quality to the film (Harrison, 2024; 

Yun, 2023). 

Frankenweenie  

Frankenweenie (Tim Burton, 2012) 

examines the uncanny through the violation of the 
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boundaries between life and death. Sparky's return to 

life simultaneously maintains elements of familiarity 

and decay, creating a distinctly uncanny presence 

(Lloyd, 2021). The film uses comic Gothic elements 

and exaggeration to temper the intensity of the horror. 

Victor's relationship with Sparky transforms the 

resurrection story from a simple horror story into a 

narrative about loss and the inability to accept death 

(Lloyd, 2021). 

 

V. COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION 

A comparison of the five works shows that 

their common element is the subversion of 

familiarity. Fear does not always arise from 

something completely unknown, but from the 

transformation of a familiar face, body or place. The 

Other Mother in Coraline, Sparky in Frankenweenie, 

Emily in Corpse Bride and the anthropomorphic 

characters in The Nightmare Before Christmas are 

typical examples (Balbuena, 2024; Lloyd, 2021; 

Boyacýoğlu, 2021; Balloch, n.d.). Despite its 

different forms, the uncanny functions in all five 

cases through a disruption of normality: something 

familiar remains recognizable but simultaneously 

acquires a new, strange or threatening dimension. 

However, each work deals with fear 

differently. Coraline transforms it into a 

psychological threat, Corpse Bride connects it to loss 

and death, Frankenweenie to the transgression of the 

boundaries of life and death, while The Nightmare 

Before Christmas tempers it through humour and 

anthropomorphism. Over the Garden Wall 

incorporates fear into a dark yet comic fairy tale 

adventure (Potgieter, 2023; Trickey, 2021). 

The role of stop-motion animation is 

particularly important. The materiality of the figures 

and their slightly unnatural movement can enhance 

the sense of the uncanny (Crawte, 2017; Lester, 

2018). In Coraline, the technique enhances the 

ambiguity between the magical and the menacing 

(Harrison, 2024; Yun, 2023), while in Tim Burton's 

works it allows the macabre to coexist with the 

comical and the emotional (Fitzpatrick, 2022; 

Balloch, n.d.; Lloyd, 2021). The case of Over the 

Garden Wall is particularly interesting, as the 

transition from the series’ 2D animation to the 

anniversary episode’s stop-motion animation 

demonstrates how the same narrative and aesthetic 

identity can acquire a more pronounced uncanny 

quality through a different animation technique 

(Snelling, 2024). 

Therefore, the uncanny functions not only as 

a mechanism of fear but also as a mechanism of 

ambiguity. The child is confronted with characters 

and situations that cannot be completely classified as 

safe or dangerous, real or imaginary. This ambiguity 

allows for the processing of difficult issues within an 

imaginary context (Lester, 2018). 

The Gothic can therefore function as a 

controlled experience of fear. Fantasy, humour, 

exaggeration and the aesthetics of animation create 

an intermediate space between safety and threat. Fear 

is not eliminated, but transformed into an experience 

through which loss, identity, autonomy and 

uncertainty can be explored (Crawte, 2017; Lester, 

2018). 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

This study suggests that gothic aesthetics 

and the uncanny are essential narrative devices in 

children's animation. The Nightmare Before 

Christmas, Corpse Bride, Coraline, Frankenweenie 

and Over the Garden Wall utilize dark, supernatural 

and uncanny elements not only to evoke fear but also 

to examine loss, death, identity, social acceptance 

and personal growth. 

The main common element of the works is 

the transformation of the familiar into the unfamiliar. 

Familiar bodies, parental figures, pets, spaces and 

fairy-tale worlds acquire a different and 

unpredictable dimension. Stop-motion animation 

enhances this process through the materiality and the 

particular movement of the forms (Crawte, 2017; 

Lester, 2018). 

At the same time, humour and imagination 

create distance from the frightening. In this way, fear 

can be represented without necessarily becoming an 

extreme or traumatic experience. The child is not 

completely protected from the dark, but comes into 

contact with it within a controlled imaginary 

environment. 

Therefore, Gothic and uncanny in children's 

animation are not simply aesthetic choices. They 

function as means of exploring human experience, 

transforming the frightening into a form of 

storytelling through which children can approach 

uncertainty, loss, change and self-awareness. 
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