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Defeating Childhood Anxieties through Imagination in Neil Gaiman’s Coraline 

In Neil Gaiman’s Coraline, the eponymous protagonist imagines herself in a world that is 

essentially a double of her own. At the beginning of Gaiman’s novella, Coraline is obviously, 

and understandably, bored, as she has just moved into a new house and has little to do except 

wait out the remaining weeks of her summer break before school begins. Coraline’s relationship 

with her parents is clearly no longer as emotionally satisfying as it was when she was younger, 

which causes her to feel rather neglected and lonely. These feelings cannot be easily assuaged 

because there are no other adults or children around whose presence might decrease her reliance 

on parental attention. With no one around to socialize with, Coraline escapes her boredom by 

retreating into her imagination. Fundamentally, this retreat represents a regression into a younger 

phase of childhood, and it is through this regression that Coraline’s imagination leads her into 

another world. This other world is occupied by “the other mother,” a nefarious and dangerous 

character (Gaiman 26). To understand this other world – and what the “other mother” represents 

for Coraline – demands an application of Jacques Lacan’s concepts of the Imaginary, the 

Symbolic, and the Real. Through a Lacanian lens, the challenges Coraline faces in the other 

world dramatize her psyche’s confrontation with anxieties from being in a transitional stage 

between younger and older childhood.  
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At the beginning of the novella, Coraline’s feelings of boredom and general malaise stand 

out, but the “childhood anxiety” she experiences only reveals itself at the end of the story 

(Keeling and Pollard 24). Although her initial anxiety about beginning a new school year drives 

the plot, Gaiman does not mention this detail until the end of the novella. While Coraline will be 

returning to school “next week” (Gaiman 15), she speaks of this neutrally in the beginning. 

Gaiman’s novella ends, however, with Coraline going to sleep on the night before she goes back 

to school, with Coraline reflecting that “there was nothing left about school that could scare her 

anymore,” undoubtedly due to facing her fears in the other word (159). Gaiman likely withholds 

this plot device to emphasize Coraline’s existence in an in-between stage of childhood. 

Coraline’s bland response to returning to school in conversation with her mother indicates her 

inability to be open about her true feelings (Gaiman 15), as she has not evolved to the older stage 

of childhood where self-reflection becomes easier. But this unmentioned anxiety pushes Coraline 

to try to get more attention from her parents and her adult neighbours, and Coraline’s discovery 

of the other world helps distract her from the anxiety she has not fully realized. Essentially, 

Coraline imagines and creates “the other mother” and alternate world so she may replace the lack 

of real-life attention she receives. By playing in this imaginary world, Coraline comforts herself 

against her uneasiness about the upcoming school year. With insights from Lacan’s concept of 

the Imaginary, the “realm[] of human reality” where one differentiates oneself from others 

(Lacan and Granoff 275), the essence of Coraline’s apprehensions can be understood. 

Significantly, Lacan’s two other concepts are entangled with the Imaginary – as the Imaginary 

can only be engaged through language learned in the Symbolic realm. The third, which Coraline 

metaphorically avoids, is the Real: the realm without difference or language. The Real is beyond 

comprehension and “cannot be “[faced] without vertigo” as the Symbolic and Imaginary realms 
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prevent true submergence into this realm by allowing one to individualize and speak (Lacan and 

Granoff 273). Coraline’s experiences in the other world exemplify this “true triangle” which 

“means conflict” – embracing this “conflict” is fundamental for self-awareness and maturation 

(Lacan and Granoff 274).  

Lacan’s concept of the Imaginary includes the moment when a child becomes aware that 

she is a separate being from others, particularly her mother. Lacan refers to this moment as “the 

mirror stage” – the stage of childhood development, when, as a toddler, a child understands her 

reflection as something outside of herself (Gooding 398). In the previous stage of the Real, a 

child cannot view herself as disconnected from her mother and this inability relates to existing in 

the unremembered realm of “no … partiality” – an experience that occurs in the womb (Rudd 

164). To become an independent individual, a child must accept her separateness from others and 

exist in the interwoven realm between the Imaginary and the Symbolic. As Coraline feels 

deprived of parental attention at the beginning of Gaiman’s novella, she struggles to make this 

transition and seemingly regresses into the Imaginary – the toddler-like stage of development. 

However, Coraline is verbal so she is too old for this regression into these representations of the 

Imaginary and the Real. Yet considering the number of times Coraline must work with – or 

against – what is reflected back to her in mirrors throughout the novella, it stands to reason that 

the story dramatizes Coraline struggling to exit this stage of younger childhood development and 

work through her anxieties about becoming an independent individual. The mirrors in Coraline 

serve as literal manifestations of Lacan’s mirror stage, but also help Coraline move forward in 

her journey to defeat “the other mother.” After she recognizes herself in the mirror as a lone 

being, her ability to recognize herself as an individual without the aid of her own reflection 

grows stronger.  
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Several times in the novella, Coraline looks at herself in the mirror as an object, 

understands her reflection as a separate being, and then confronts the fears she has associated 

with taking responsibility for herself. A critical example includes when Coraline realises that 

“the other mother” has taken her parents from her and Coraline decides to be “brave,” even 

though her reflection displays her fear of “the other mother” and Coraline’s need to confront this 

figure (Gaiman 59). When Coraline looks in the mirror and sees “the girl in the mirror” looking 

back at her, Coraline thinks she “will be brave” and, immediately correcting herself, realises that 

she already is “brave” (Gaiman 59). This realisation after viewing an image of herself as a 

separate object shows Coraline’s determination to differentiate herself from that of a younger, 

more dependent version, who would be more frightened and therefore more incapacitated to 

battle “the other mother” (Gaiman 59). Furthermore, when Coraline later encounters the image 

of herself in the mirror, she thinks that her reflection seems “a little braver than she felt” before, 

which helps her as she gathers her mental strength to confront “the other mother” (Gaiman 74). 

When Coraline experiences her reflection as being “a little braver than she felt,” she 

experiences another aspect of Lacan’s Imaginary: the “Ideal-I” concept (Gaiman 74, Gooding 

398). This concept of “Ideal-I” occurs when one first sees oneself as a form outside of oneself 

and this form allows one to wear “the armour of an alienating identity” (Lacan 3) – a fantasy 

version of oneself that is actually “forever unattainable” (Gooding 399). When Coraline feels “a 

little braver,” she comprehends that her appearance does not reflect her true feelings and that 

perhaps the scared child she expected to see in the mirror is not there at all. This indicates that 

Coraline’s “Ideal-I” is starting to take on a fuller form: she is beginning to decide who she wants 

to be and what personal qualities she wants applied to herself. While Coraline starts to become 

an ideal version of herself, this becoming contrasts with Lacan’s idea that the “Ideal-I” is wholly 
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in the Imaginary realm and therefore unattainable. Coraline does develop into her fantasy self 

and does not suffer from being disenchanted with the “Ego-Ideal” version that Lacan suggests 

occurs in the Symbolic realm. Coraline’s adherence to her “Ideal-I” allows her to ignore any 

dissonance between her reflection and her self-image. As Coraline identifies her ideal self as an 

“explorer” (Gaiman 13, 71), she clings to this ideal for comfort when “the other mother” traps 

her behind the mirror and when Coraline searches for her parents (Gaiman 78, 113). During the 

ordeal of searching for her parents, Coraline – in subversion of Lacan’s theory – asserts her 

independence and projects her ideal self-image by confirming aloud that she is this identity  

(Gaiman 113).  

Coraline’s self-identification as an “explorer” is interesting because it directly opposes 

“the other mother’s” view of Coraline as a kind of doll – as “the other mother” wishes to play 

“games” with her and replace her eyes with “buttons” (Gaiman 13, 43, 75). Being an “explorer” 

is incompatible with being doll-like as it requires one to be self-reliant instead of waiting for 

someone else for acknowledgement (13). According to Lacan, “[t]he mirror state is a drama 

whose internal thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation” so Coraline’s 

objectifying self-image suggests that she feels inadequate and inanimate (Lacan 3). Therefore, 

her self-perception is still in slight disagreement with her materialising adventurous identity 

(Gaiman 13), but her outlook is positive regarding the fulfillment of this identity. As “the other 

mother” only exists in Coraline’s imagination, this indicates that Coraline also thinks of herself 

as doll-like. Of course, being a child, Coraline cannot fully decide what she does and when she 

does it, so this perception of herself as a doll controlled by her parents and other authority figures 

makes sense. This lack of control may distress Coraline, but the idea of giving complete control 

to “the other mother” by allowing her to sew buttons over her eyes truly frightens her (45). Also, 
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accepting these buttons would prevent Coraline’s further progress into the Symbolic realm 

because with buttons for eyes she would be pushed back into the realm of the Real – the realm 

“associated with a time prior to the emergence of individuality” (Rudd 166). By refusing the 

buttons Coraline refuses the surrender of autonomy, and ultimately differentiates her identity 

from that of her younger self. In Lacanian terms, being doll-like also means Coraline subjects 

herself to the gaze of “the other mother” – the gaze that “leaves the subject in ignorance as to 

what there is beyond the appearance” (Lacan and Miller 77). The threat of being subjected to the 

gaze of “the other mother” represents Coraline’s uncertainty about fulfilling her own desire to be 

the bold, adventurous “explorer” (Gaiman 13). In other words, “the other mother’s” gaze “may 

… symbolize” a “central lack” (Lacan and Miller 77), also known as the Real, exerting force in 

Coraline’s imagination. Later, when “the other mother” declares that “[m]irrors … are never to 

be trusted” she attempts to trick Coraline into remaining in the other world, a kind of regression 

into the Real, and where Coraline could not continue to pursue her own desire of becoming the 

Ideal-I version of herself as a brave explorer (Gaiman 75). Coraline inevitably accepts “the other 

mother’s” challenge when she decides to win her parents back from “the other mother” through a 

game (Gaiman 90).  

The game Coraline wants “the other mother” to play with her is an “exploring game”: by 

playing to what she considers her strengths, Coraline asserts her control in this imaginary world 

(Gaiman 90). This game requires Coraline to investigate the other world to find her parents and 

“the souls of the children behind the mirror” that “the other mother” has hidden (Gaiman 90). 

Coraline clearly fears the obstacles during the course of this game, but her ability to keep moving 

forward suggests that her Ideal-I is not so far off as she feared. Through this game, Coraline must 

proceed through the other world’s version of her real-world apartment building to find and 
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collect the children’s souls and eventually win her parents back. After finding the first soul in her 

bedroom in the other world, Coraline leaves the other world version of her flat and explores her 

neighbours’ flats to find the remaining souls (Gaiman 94-97). As Miss Spink and Miss Forcible’s 

flat is a theater in the other world, Coraline must explore this theater and encounter the other 

world’s version of her neighbours – just as she must with “the crazy old man upstairs” and his 

flat (116). When Coraline explores the theater, she notices a grotesque “kind of sac” and tells 

herself that she is “not afraid” and although she “[does] not believe” this, she continues toward 

the sac (Gaiman 99, 100). Encased in this sac and “like two lumps of wax that had melted … 

together into one ghastly thing” was something  “[resembling] … the younger versions of Miss 

Spink and Miss Forcible” (Gaiman 100).  By refusing to listen to her fear, Coraline “[pushes] her 

hand into it” and frees the “glass marble” containing one of the souls from the sac and proves 

that she is “brave” (Gaiman 59, 100-01). Through the search for her parents, Coraline tries to 

avoid entrapment by “the other mother” at the “expense of her individuality” and in the process 

discovers her identity (Rudd 160). 

In this search and particularly in her final game with “the other mother,” Coraline’s 

journey shifts from demonstrating Lacan’s concept of the Imaginary to demonstrating the 

Symbolic. As “the [I]maginary is decipherable only if it is rendered into symbols” (Lacan and 

Granoff 269), it follows that connection with others - and all objects or subjects - is only possible 

in the Symbolic, so this is where adulthood is largely situated.  Lacan’s Symbolic realm is a 

“web of language” where a person “must negotiate” her “position” (Rudd 160). As the Symbolic 

requires one to use symbols (such as spoken language or facial expressions) to interpret meaning 

and participate with others as a subject, the “position” Coraline “must negotiate” is her place in 

her family and the outside world as a child entering older stages of childhood (Rudd 160). When 
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Coraline negotiates a language game to gain her parents back and force “the other mother” to 

capitulate, Coraline dramatizes her entry into the Symbolic (Rudd 160). Coraline’s success at 

outwitting “the other mother” by goading her into disclosing information enables Coraline to 

claim her independence in this fanciful version of the Symbolic realm (Gaiman 92). During the 

game, Coraline begins to understand that she does not need the same amount of attention that she 

did when she was younger because she begins to become more responsible and develop a greater 

capacity to figure concepts out on her own. Her ability to work with language to trick “the other 

mother” conveys her maturation into older childhood. Coraline accepts her detachment from 

others, and this acceptance allows her to become an independent individual. To enter the 

Symbolic realm, however, one must accept one’s individuality, which puts one into a “state of 

lack” – meaning that when one realises that one is an individual, one will “always be wanting” 

for something (Rudd 164). This something, to Coraline, is all the entertainment, attention, and 

clothing items she covets – as well as freedom from “awful meals” and “gray, wet days” that 

“[drag] on forever” where she “[doesn’t] know what to do” (Gaiman 117). Freedom from these 

things are material so they are nonliteral interpretations of Lacan’s objects of desire, but further 

underscores the Symbolic realm’s requirement of the acceptance that yearning – for something 

and anything – is perpetual. So when Coraline declares to the rats under the coat that she no 

longer “[wants]” to have everything she “[wants]” (Gaiman 118), she further accepts this 

Symbolic “order” (Rudd 164). Her acceptance that she will “always be wanting” corresponds 

with her unfolding ability to make her own decisions and trust her instincts (Rudd 164). Coraline 

changes into her real-world clothes out of the clothes she put on in the other world because she 

recognizes that they are symbolic of the other world and “the other mother” – a recognition that 

signifies that although they were “the kind of clothes she would love to have … at home,” she 
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refuses to embrace anything representative of “the other mother’s” desire to dominate Coraline’s 

judgement (Gaiman 76, 96). By accepting that she cannot have everything she wants all the time, 

Coraline accepts that she is growing up and that her childhood anxieties are normal.  

Still, Coraline’s gradual positioning into the Symbolic clashes with the threatening 

embrace of “the other mother” who wishes to keep Coraline as a “possession” in her world 

(Gaiman 104) – a rendition of the Lacanian concept of the Real. The other world is a mimic of 

Coraline’s real home, but when Coraline explores and gets closer to the woods she notices that 

“the trees [became] cruder and less treelike” until they became “like the idea of trees” (Gaiman 

70). When she walks further, she notices a “mist” and that “[t]he world she was walking through 

was a pale nothingness, like a blank sheet of paper” (Gaiman 71). This other world is essentially 

blankness – there is “no temperature, no smell, no texture, and no taste” so there is no 

differentiation from others and nothing to symbolize (Gaiman 71); therefore, the other world is 

very like the Real. The Real is the “realm” that both borders and overlaps with the Symbolic – 

basically, the “brute stuff of the universe” (Rudd 163) that cannot be articulated. Rudd states that 

the Real can only be confronted “when we have some sort of crisis or accident … although even 

then, we are soon back on track as we turn the incident into words, into the Symbolic” (163). The 

Real forces one to look around one’s separation from others and one’s engagement and 

interpretation of the world into something jarringly inexpressible. In the Real, “there is no 

‘individual’ perspective” so “the flimsiness of our symbolic universe” feels as if it can “be seen 

through” (Rudd 164). When Coraline explores outside of the house in the other world – a 

dramatized version of the Real – she feels like she is “walking into nothing” (Gaiman 70), where 

there is no language, and therefore no individuality. When Coraline cannot see beyond the house, 

this inability represents the “absence of horizon” typical to dreams and the Real (Lacan and 
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Miller 75), as well as conveys the limits of Coraline’s imagination, underscoring how the other 

world is a carefully constructed dream-world based on her personal fears. To avoid Gaiman’s 

version of the Real, where Coraline would lose her eyes (her perception of the world) to buttons 

and have a “misty, milk whiteness” prevent her from exploring autonomously (Gaiman 71), 

Coraline must beat “the other mother.” The “demanding” nature of “the other mother” projects 

Coraline discovering her conflicting desires for attention and individuality (Rudd 167).  

Of course, this processing of internal conflict begins at the opening of the novella as 

Coraline is already somewhat aware that her “desire to be the centre of attention” is no longer 

appropriate for a child of her age (Rudd 167). Through her experiences in the other world, 

Coraline learns that she will never allow herself to become “possessed” by someone (Rudd 164) 

– despite any desire for attention nor any consequent boredom or loneliness. After escaping “the 

other mother” by running through “the dark corridor,” Coraline knows that being someone’s 

“tolerated pet” is not needed for her to get close to the Ideal-I version of herself (Gaiman 104, 

133), so she is able to reject “the other mother” and the pressure of the Real. After Coraline 

defeats “the other mother” by tricking “the other mother” into thinking that Coraline is playing 

innocently with her dolls, she has suppressed the domain of the Real to firmly gain entrance into 

the Symbolic realm. By imitating her younger self pretending to play with her dolls, Coraline 

further distances herself from her younger childhood; she only pretends to play with them as a 

game, simultaneously asserting her developing self-awareness and maturation as well as 

avoiding “the other mother’s” determination to absorb her into a doll-like state where maturation 

would be impossible. Ultimately, Coraline’s defeat of “the other mother” represents her psyche’s 

defeat of her childhood fears. At the end of the story, Coraline’s adventures in the other world 

have successfully distracted her from feeling “apprehensive” on the night before she starts school 
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(Gaiman 159). Coraline now feels that she receives (or will receive) an adequate amount of 

attention from her parents and others and is comfortable with her status of a more self-sufficient 

child. By defeating “the other mother,” Coraline rejects the previous view of herself as a 

demanding child and this rejection represents her full integration into the Symbolic realm. In 

addition to the Symbolic, Lacan’s concepts of the Imaginary and the Real enable a figurative 

interpretation of Coraline’s psychological journey toward maturation. By venturing into her 

imagination – the other world of her psyche – Coraline conquers her anxieties about 

independence and vanquishes her boredom, safely and successfully transitioning into a later 

stage of childhood.  
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