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ABSTRACT: Stop-motion animation is a unique 

form of animation where materiality and handmade 

processes are central to its identity. They do not only 

define the technical process but also shape visual 

style, storytelling and the viewer’s experience. By 

animating physical objects, handcrafted models and 

tangible materials, stop-motion animation creates a 

connection between the real and the imaginary. The 

fictional worlds it produces remain connected to the 

physical qualities of the objects from which they 

originate, allowing viewers to experience fantasy 

through a recognisable material reality. 

This article explores the relationship between 

materiality, handmade aesthetics and the uncanny in 

stop-motion animation. Drawing on Freud’s concept 

of the uncanny, the study examines how lifeless 

objects acquire movement, expression and emotional 

presence, existing in an uncertain space between life 

and non-life. Through the analysis of selected films, 

including The Nightmare Before Christmas (Tim 

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

Coraline (Henry Selick, 2009) and Frankenweenie 

(Tim Burton, 2012), the article argues that the 

uncanny quality of stop-motion animation does not 

emerge only from themes of darkness, death and 

transformation; it is also produced through the 

physical characteristics of the medium itself: the 

visibility of handmade construction, the tension 

between stillness and movement, and the persistence 

of material traces within the animated image. In this 

way, handmade aesthetics become a central element 

through which objects acquire symbolic and 

emotional meaning. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The concept of the uncanny describes an 

experience in which something familiar becomes 

unfamiliar, creating feelings of uncertainty, 

discomfort or unease. Sigmund Freud introduced the 

term through the German concept Unheimlich, 

referring to moments when familiarity and 

strangeness exist simultaneously. Something 

recognisable becomes ambiguous and unsettling 

(Freud, 1919/2003). The uncanny is therefore not 

simply connected to fear; it emerges from unstable 

boundaries between the known and unknown, the 

living and non-living, the real and the imagined. 

In stop-motion animation, this instability 

takes on a material dimension. The technique relies 

on the manipulation of physical objects, puppets and 

models, which are photographed frame by frame to 

create movement. Unlike other forms of animation 

where the process of construction may remain 

hidden, stop-motion animation maintains a visible 

connection between the animated figure and the 

object from which it is created. This creates a tension 

between the character’s apparent life and the 

awareness of its artificial, inanimate origin (Crawte, 

2017; Justice, 2020; Shadbolt, 2018). This tension is 

central to the stop-motion animation experience. 

Materials such as textures, fabrics, surfaces and 

handmade imperfections are not merely decorative 

elements, they contribute to the meaning and 

emotional impact of the image. They give fictional 

worlds a sense of physical presence while also 

revealing their constructed nature (Gong, 2023; 

Maselli, 2018; Langan, 2023; Renée, 2018). The 

viewer therefore engages with an image that feels 

both tangible and imaginary. 

 

This article examines the role of handmade 

aesthetics and material qualities in creating uncanny 

experiences in stop-motion animation. Through 

selected examples from stop-motion films, it explores 

how materials, bodily transformations and animated 

movement challenge traditional distinctions between 

life and death, familiarity and unfamiliarity. The 

main argument is that materiality should not be 

understood only as a technical foundation of stop-

motion production. Instead, it functions as an 

aesthetic and narrative element through which the 

uncanny is created and experienced. 
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By examining the relationship between 

handmade construction and uncanny perception, this 

study highlights how the limitations of physical 

materials can become creative possibilities. The 

visible traces of production, the imperfections of 

handcrafted objects and the transformation of matter 

into animated form, contribute to a cinematic 

experience where familiar forms can gradually 

become unfamiliar. 

 
II. MATERIALITY AND HANDMADE 

AESTHETICS IN STOP-MOTION 

ANIMATION 

The distinctive character of stop-motion 

animation is closely connected to its physical origins. 

Unlike digital or hand-drawn animation, which create 

movement through graphic or computational 

processes, stop-motion animation begins with 

tangible objects, handcrafted models and physical 

materials that are gradually transformed through 

frame-by-frame manipulation. This connection to 

physical matter creates a unique relationship between 

the imaginary world of animation and the material 

reality from which it emerges (Gong, 2023; Maselli, 

2018). 

The physical construction of stop-motion 

worlds creates a different type of realism from that 

found in live-action cinema. Rather than reproducing 

reality through perfect imitation, stop-motion creates 

authenticity through the presence of actual materials. 

Viewers remain aware that characters, environments 

and objects have been physically constructed; 

however, this awareness does not weaken the 

illusion. Instead, the connection between the fictional 

world and its material origins allows fantasy to 

appear more tangible and emotionally accessible 

(Gong, 2023; Maselli, 2018). 

For this reason, the selection and treatment 

of materials become important expressive decisions 

within stop-motion production. Fabrics, clay, 

miniature objects and handcrafted surfaces contribute 

not only to the appearance of characters but also to 

their psychological and narrative identities. The 

texture of a costume, the irregularity of a surface or 

the movement of a specific material can 

communicate aspects of personality, vulnerability 

and transformation. Materials are therefore not 

passive elements of design; they participate in the 

construction of character and meaning (Gong, 2023). 

The handmade quality of the medium 

further strengthens the relationship between object 

and viewer. Instead of concealing the traces of 

production, stop-motion animation often preserves 

imperfections, variations and irregularities that reveal 

the human labour behind the animated image. 

Uneven surfaces, visible textures and subtle 

differences between frames create a sense of physical 

presence and intimacy, allowing viewers to perceive 

the animated world as something shaped through 

direct interaction with materials (Langan, 2023). 

This handmade character also distinguishes 

stop-motion animation from other animation forms 

that pursue visual perfection or complete separation 

from physical processes. Its aesthetic value does not 

depend on eliminating evidence of construction, but 

on combining illusion with material reality. Realistic 

lighting, textured surfaces and the behaviour of 

materials such as fabric, contribute to believable 

environments while simultaneously reminding 

viewers that these spaces are carefully constructed 

(Langan, 2023; Renée, 2018). This balance between 

realism and artificiality is one of the defining 

characteristics of the medium. 

Beyond its visual qualities, materiality 

allows stop-motion animation to explore themes 

related to identity, the body and transformation. This 

becomes particularly visible in the films of Tim 

Burton, where fabrics and costumes often function as 

extensions of the characters themselves. Clothing is 

not merely decorative; it becomes part of the way 

bodies are represented, revealing connections 

between appearance, memory, decay and 

reconstruction (Davies, 2010, 2021). 

Burton’s characters exist between opposing 

states: living and non-living, complete and 

fragmented, familiar and strange. Sally, Jack 

Skellington, Emily and Frankenweenie often appear 

physically vulnerable or incomplete, while their 

costumes both conceal and reveal processes of 

transformation. In this context, decay does not 

function only as a symbol of destruction; it also 

becomes an expression of change, adaptation and 

renewed identity. Clothing operates as both 

protection and a means through which characters 

communicate individuality and difference (Byron, 

2001; Davies, 2021). 

The relationship between fabric and the 

body is significant because it challenges the 

separation between organic matter and artificial 

material. In stop-motion animated worlds, the 

boundary between living flesh and non-living fabric 

becomes unstable. Textiles, stitches and fragmented 

surfaces become part of the characters’ physical and 

symbolic existence, reflecting themes of mortality, 

transformation and the fragile nature of identity 

(Davies, 2010).  

 

Through the interaction between material, 

body and movement, stop-motion animation 

transforms physical objects into carriers of emotional 
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and symbolic meaning. Handmade aesthetics do not 

simply support the creation of imaginary worlds; they 

influence the way these worlds are perceived. By 

preserving traces of human creation, stop-motion 

animation creates a cinematic space where material 

presence and imagination remain inseparable. 

 

III. STOP-MOTION ANIMATION AND THE 

UNCANNY 

The uncanny effect of stop-motion 

animation emerges from the transformation of 

ordinary materials into expressive forms. 

Handcrafted objects, puppets and models retain 

visible traces of their construction even when they 

perform emotional or human-like actions. This 

challenges the boundary between the living and the 

non-living, as characters can experience emotion and 

transformation while remaining clearly artificial 

forms (Boyacýoğlu, 2021). 

The material qualities of stop-motion 

animation do not weaken the illusion of animation; 

instead, they strengthen its emotional impact. 

Textures, fabrics, imperfections and handmade 

details allow viewers to enter fictional worlds while 

remaining aware of their physical origins. This 

combination of illusion and awareness of 

construction creates one of the medium’s central 

expressive tensions (Gong, 2023; Renée, 2018). 

The relationship between materiality and the 

uncanny becomes particularly visible in stop-motion 

films, where physical forms are used to explore 

unstable states of identity, transformation and 

perception.  

 

In Burton’s films, clothing functions as 

more than a visual element of character design; fabric 

becomes connected to the body and contributes to the 

construction of identity. Through characters such as 

Sally, Emily, Jack Skellington and Frankenweenie, 

Burton presents fragile and incomplete bodies that 

exist between states of life and death, familiarity and 

strangeness. Costumes reflect vulnerability, memory 

and change, while signs of deterioration suggest 

transformation rather than simple decay (Byron, 

2001; Davies, 2010, 2021). 

In Henry Selick’s Coraline (2009), the 

uncanny is also created through the transformation of 

familiar forms into unsettling versions of themselves. 

The contrast between the ordinary world and the 

Other World is reinforced through handcrafted 

textures, detailed environments and material 

transformations that create a sense of uncertainty 

between reality and illusion (Balbuena, 2024; Yun, 

2023). The Other Mother represents a central 

example of this uncanny transformation. Although 

she initially appears as a familiar maternal figure, her 

altered physical characteristics gradually reveal an 

unsettling and artificial presence. The use of button 

eyes, exaggerated forms and changes in bodily 

appearance challenges the boundary between the 

human and the non-human, creating a figure that is 

both attractive and disturbing (Balbuena, 2024; 

Harrison, 2024). In this way, Henry Selick’s Coraline 

demonstrates how stop-motion animation uses 

material qualities not only to construct visual worlds 

but also to express psychological and emotional 

tensions.  

 

The uncanny dimension of stop-motion 

animation is not produced only through gothic 

imagery, dark narratives or representations of death. 

It is also embedded in the physical conditions of the 

medium itself. The movement of static objects, the 

visibility of handmade construction and the 

persistence of material traces create a tension 

between animation and stillness, presence and 

absence. Stop-motion animation reveals both the 

desire to bring matter to life and the limitations of the 

physical object (Shadbolt, 2018). 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Stop-motion animation demonstrates that 

materiality shapes not only its production process but 

also its aesthetic and expressive possibilities. 

Through handcrafted objects, physical materials and 

frame-by-frame manipulation, the medium creates a 

distinctive relationship between tangible reality and 

imagination. Textures, surfaces and material details 

contribute to the sense of physical presence that 

characterises stop-motion animation worlds, 

allowing fantasy to emerge through recognisable 

material forms (Gong, 2023; Maselli, 2018). 

The handmade quality of stop-motion 

animation is central to this experience because it 

preserves traces of human creation rather than 

concealing them. Imperfections, irregularities and 

variations in movement reveal the process behind the 

animated image, creating a sense of authenticity and 

intimacy. At the same time, these elements maintain 

an awareness of construction, producing a continuous 

tension between realism and artificiality (Langan, 

2023; Renée, 2018), connecting it to the experience 

of the uncanny. By transforming lifeless objects into 

expressive forms, stop-motion animation challenges 

the distinction between the animate and the 

inanimate. The viewer encounters figures that appear 

alive while their material origins remain visible. The 

uncanny emerges from this coexistence of attraction 

and uncertainty, familiarity and strangeness (Freud, 

1919/2003; Crawte, 2017; Justice, 2020). 
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The selected examples demonstrate the 

creative possibilities that emerge from the 

relationship between materiality and the uncanny. 

Through fragile and transformed bodies, stop-motion 

animation explores themes of identity, 

transformation and mortality. Fabrics, costumes and 

handcrafted surfaces become active elements of 

character construction, contributing to emotional and 

symbolic meaning beyond their decorative function 

(Byron, 2001; Davies, 2010, 2021). 

Ultimately, the significance of handmade 

aesthetics in stop-motion animation lies in the 

transformation of material limitations into creative 

possibilities. The handcrafted object does not simply 

represent an idea; it participates in the creation of 

meaning through its texture, physical presence and 

interaction with movement. Through the connection 

between materiality, animation and imagination, 

stop-motion animation creates a cinematic 

experience where familiar forms can become 

unfamiliar and the impossible can acquire a tangible 

presence. Handmade aesthetics are therefore not only 

a visual characteristic of the medium but also one of 

the main ways through which the uncanny is 

produced. 
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