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word of the day: Unheimlich
    The word 'creepy' may not have a direct 
translation in German - but this eerie word comes 
close. Generally understood to denote a feeling of 
unease and uncomfortableness, the German word 
unheimlich is associated with negative emotions 
such as dread, fear and terror.
    There are two primary interpretations of the word's 
etymology. The first is that the core of the word lies in 
the noun 'das Heim', meaning 'home'. The added 
'lich' is similar to the English suffix '-ly', and is used 
when a word is 'like something', leaving us with the 
word 'homely'. Yet when prefaced with the prefix 'un', 
used to denote when a word is not something, we 
have something that is 'not homely', or something 
strange, eerie, and which creates a feeling of 
unease. This makes sense when considered as the 
opposite to the feeling of security and refuge that we 
feel within the four, safe walls of our home - our 
familiar space. However, the word can also be 
broken down into just two parts: the same prefix, un, 
followed by 'heimlich', which as well as 'homely', also 
means 'secret' in relation to 'das Geheimnis' (the 
secret).  This means that the word could also mean 
the 'un-secret' - something that is already known to 
us or has come to light in some way.
An eerie history
    The concept of unheimlich was first outlined by 
German psychiatrist Ernst Jentsch, who identified 
E.T.A. Hoffmann's Der Sandmann (The Sandman) 
as a prime example of the uncanny in literature. 
Sigmund Freud then elaborated on this 
interpretation in his 1919 essay 'Das Unheimliche', 
where he wrote of the two possible meanings, “both 
courses lead to the same result: the uncanny is that 
class of the frightening which leads back to what is 
known of old and long familiar”. Unheimlich can 
therefore be used to refer to something that is both 
known and unknown at the same time - both 'not 
homely' and yet 'not secret'. 
Artists have since utilised the phenomenon to create 
works which combine familiar objects but present 
them in a way that stirs up uncomfortable feelings. It 
can also be used as an adverb, and equated with the 
English 'very' or 'incredibly'.

Examples:

Die Geschichte war unheimlich. The story was creepy.

Es war unheimlich ruhig in der Hauptstadt. It was eerily quiet in 
the capitalist city.

Das war unheimlich gefährlich. That was incredibly dangerous 
(unsettlingly so).

What is „unheimlich“

„Unheimlich in 2020 Trieste“ 
by Florence

unheimlich formulae

+

UNHEIMLICH
street survey in Ljubljana during lockdown.

During the festival we took the matter to the street. What do 
people know about this magical word? What echoes in their 
hearts, when they hear that charming „unhemilch?“

In the whole of the jah afternoon during the so called 
„lockdown“ we found only 7 people (in Ljubljana, city of 
halb milion + -) and forced several others to comply. Here 
are the most common answers: 

What is „unheimlich“?

„It was Freud’s uncle...no?“ (1 pers.)
„Dont know, it was all Maša’s idea“ (1,1/2 pers.)

„How dare you speak German to me?“ (5 pers.)

„Ah, the bald guy? Went over there...“ (3 pers.)

„It must be some Zizek šit. Wait, who?“ (7 pers.)

„Fuck. It sounds so strangely known...“ (1 pers.)

„It’s the thing you mix whiskey with. Here, have some“ (1 pers.)

„It has somethin to do with government? (15 pers.)

„Dont know, it was all Maša’s idea“ (1,1/2 pers.)

(2 pers.)

yes -or- no?
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