
BEYOND THE BRICK WALL: THE DARK ANCESTRY OF CORALINE 

1. The Dragon Slayer’s Creed: Analyzing the Epigraph 

DARK PROCLAMATION"Fairy tales are more than true: not because they tell us that dragons 
exist, but because they tell us that dragons can be beaten." — G.K. ChestertonNeil Gaiman 
carves this warning into the very threshold of the story to serve as a malignant reminder: we do 
not enter the Other World to learn of monsters, for our souls already recognize them. Instead, 
this epigraph frames Coraline’s journey as a manual for survival. Gaiman signals that while the 
"dragons"—the Beldam and her button-eyed traps—are grotesquely real, the true value of the 
tale lies in the revelation that even the most ancient shadow can be overcome through 
cleverness and a steady heart. 

2. A Twisted Heritage: The Primary Literary Ancestors 

Gaiman’s novella did not emerge from a vacuum; it is rooted in the black soil of 19th-century 
literature. Two primary ancestors shaped the structure and horror of Coraline’s odyssey. 

Through the Looking Glass 

Like Lewis Carroll’s  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland ,  Coraline  utilizes a "portal" structure, 
yet the reflection is far more sinister. Coraline moves from a mundane reality into a parallel 
world through a carved wooden door. This is not merely a different place, but a distorted 
mirror-image of her home. Consider the painting in the hallway: in our world, it is a boy staring at 
bubbles; in the Other World, his expression becomes nasty, his eyes peculiar—a vestige of the 
Gothic trope where the familiar is warped into the grotesque. 

The Horror of the Replacement 

Gaiman draws deep from Lucy Clifford’s 1882 cautionary tale,  The New Mother . In Clifford’s 
story, naughty children are warned that their mother will be replaced by a "New Mother" with 
flashing glass eyes and a wooden tail. While Clifford’s tale ends in a Stygian tragedy—the 
children flee to the woods to live "cold and alone" while the monster usurps their 
home—Gaiman transforms this trope. He shifts the 19th-century focus on "obedience" to a 
modern celebration of curiosity. Coraline’s exploratory nature, once considered a "naughty" trait, 
becomes the very strength she uses to defeat the replacement mother and reclaim her life.| 
Ancestor Story | Creepy Feature (Eyes/World) | The Core Lesson || ------ | ------ | ------ || Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland | A parallel world that mirrors and distorts reality (e.g., the bubble 
boy's nasty gaze). | Curiosity leads to self-discovery and the navigation of strange logic. || The 
New Mother | A monstrous replacement with glass eyes and a wooden tail who steals the 
home. | Naughty children are abandoned and left cold and alone in the wilderness. || Coraline | 
A "mirror" world where doppelgängers seek to replace souls with black buttons. | Bravery is a 
choice made in the face of terror; curiosity is a survival tool. | 



3. The Gothic Uncanny: Why "The Other World" is So Creepy 

The dread within  Coraline  is best understood through the Freudian concept of the  Uncanny  ( 
Unheimlich ), where the familiar becomes frighteningly "off." 

●​ The Mirror-Home Trap:  Terror arises from the juxtaposition of the  Heimlich  (homely) 
and  Unheimlich  (unhomely). It is a flat that looks like home but feels malignant, 
compromising the one sanctuary where a child should feel safe. 

●​ The Puppet’s Gaze:  The "Automaton" effect occurs when something mimics human life 
but lacks a soul. The Other Parents, with their paper-white skin and big black buttons, 
are dolls mimicking life. This mask eventually slips; notably, the Other Father is later 
transfigured into a "soft, doughy, and grub-like creature," showing the failure of the 
Beldam's mechanical mimicry. 

●​ The Needle’s Threat:  The story utilizes "bodily horror" through the threat of sewing 
buttons into Coraline's eyes. While adults perceive this as a terrifying loss of the soul 
(the "fear of castration" or damage to the eyes), children recognize it as a grotesque 
transformation into a toy—a permanent loss of independence. 

4. The Beldam: A Spider in the Web 

The Other Mother, or  Beldam  (an archaic term for "witch"), is an ancient, inhuman sorceress. 
As the story progresses, her appearance metamorphoses: her skin becomes paper-white, and 
her hair moves like the "tentacles of a creature in the deep ocean." 

1.​ Lack of Originality:  The Beldam cannot create; she can only "copy and twist." Her 
world is a superficial web designed to reflect the superficial desires of her prey. 

2.​ Miser-like Love:  She does not love as a mother does. She loves as a "miser loves 
money" or a "dragon loves its gold." She seeks to possess and consume, eventually 
leaving her victims as empty husks. 

3.​ The Beldam's Traps: 
4.​ Love-bombing:  Offering delicious treats (roast chicken) and attentive play to contrast 

with Coraline’s busy, distracted real parents. 
5.​ The Button Choice:  Forcing a permanent, soul-binding commitment through a "small" 

physical change. 
6.​ The Mirror Prison:  A dark space where she "steals hearts and souls," leaving behind 

spirits who have forgotten even their own names. 

5. The Allies: Wisdom from the Shadows 

Coraline receives guidance from entities that exist outside the Beldam’s web, providing her with 
the tools to resist.| The Mentor (Black Cat) | The Victims (Ghost Children) || ------ | ------ || An 
independent entity who "keeps himself together" and has no name. He moves freely between 
worlds. | Three spirits from different eras: a boy in britches, a girl with spider-web patterns on 
her dress, and another with silver butterfly wings. || Advice:  He warns her that the Beldam 
loves games and challenges. He specifically tells her to "hang on to" her protection—the  stone 
with a hole in it . | Advice:  They implore Coraline to find their souls (the "essences" of their 
lives) so they may escape the mirror prison where they have become empty husks. | 



6. Defining Bravery: The Wasp and the Well 

Gaiman provides a surgical definition of bravery through the story of the wasps. When 
Coraline's father stayed behind to be stung so she could escape, he wasn't being brave—he 
was doing what was necessary. The true bravery occurred when he went back into the 
wasteland to retrieve his glasses, knowing the wasps were waiting.Bravery is not the absence of 
fear; it is being terrified and doing the right thing anyway. Coraline applies this when she 
re-enters the Other World to save her parents.Final Reflection: Bravery is a choice made at 
the threshold of the unknown. Coraline proves that true exploration requires facing the 
darkness, even when your soul trembles at the keyhole and your heart beats like a 
trapped bird against your ribs. 

7. Student Challenge: Spot the Gothic Trope 

Identify why the following elements are "Gothic," keeping the provided hints in mind: 
●​ The Deep Well:  Why is a boarded-up, bottomless well a classic Gothic setting? 
●​ Gothic Hint:  Consider how these stories often feature unfathomable depths or forgotten 

places where secrets are buried. 
●​ The Thick White Fog:  How does the mist that turns the world into "pale nothingness" 

create tension? 
●​ Gothic Hint:  Think of how a "ghost-world" isolates the hero, making the familiar 

environment disappear. 
●​ The Sentient Rats:  Why are animals that sing "whispery" songs of your downfall 

considered Gothic? 
●​ Gothic Hint:  Gothic tales often use "vermin" as spies or omens of rot and decay. 
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