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could infer as her reading of her situation – she has been forced 
to instantaneously transfer her emotional energies from the 
romantic/erotic to the maternal, a process that normally happens 
gradually.2 To her mind, Samuel’s birth led to the demise of Oskar 
and her independent life pre-motherhood. 

Amelia’s life is defined by lack: of Oskar and sex; of warmth 
towards her child; of acceptance for her sadness, stress and feel-
ings of motherly inadequacy. Compounding this, she exhibits 
a consistent pattern of avoidance. During the aforementioned 
exchange with Claire, she dodges suggestions for Samuel’s birth-
day. Earlier, when her son gets in trouble at school, she threatens 
to withdraw him from the institution instead of collaborating with 
staff to enact disciplinary action. When colleague Robbie (Daniel 
Henshall) attempts to win her affections, she is unresponsive. And 
when Samuel warns her about impending danger, she is dismiss-
ive: ‘If the Babadook was real, we’d see it right now, wouldn’t we?’

To survive, Amelia finds recourse in putting on a brave face, 
cultivating a respectable, genteel manner and watching escapist, 
romantic movies until the wee hours of the night.3 Even when 
opportunities for reparation present themselves – as when she 
discovers Samuel in the basement, performing a makeshift magic 
show to an audience of soft toys and an imagined father – she re-
mains evasive. But the more she defers confrontation or resigna-
tion – the more she denies – the more she fuels the Babadook, an 
incarnation of repression returned; in Kent’s words, the creature 
embodies ‘suppressed grief [that] builds such energy that it splits 
off from her’.4 Indeed, when the monster first takes physical form 
halfway through the film, it manifests as a mosaic of aspects of 
Amelia’s grief: its stature resembles Oskar’s, and its outfit is remi-
niscent of that of the magician (Stephen Sheehan) whose DVD 
Samuel obsessively watches. 
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TWhen the pop-up book that she has 
torn up and thrown away reappears 
on her doorstep, Amelia (Essie 
Davis) decides to pick it up and 
bring it inside. Reading it for the 
second time – pages formerly blank 

now filled with words – she encounters the lines: 

The more you deny 
the stronger I get.
Let me in!

You start to change 
when I get in, 
the Babadook growing 
right under your skin.

With these words, writer/director Jennifer Kent encapsulates 
the key themes of her debut feature, The Babadook (2014), whose 
titular monster terrorises Amelia and her son, Samuel (Noah 
Wiseman), in the weeks leading up to his seventh birthday. Her 
husband, Oskar (Ben Winspear), was killed – as Samuel seem-
ingly revels in telling strangers – ‘while driving [Amelia] to the 
hospital to have [him]’, a tragedy she hasn’t come to terms with. 
She first discovers the book after a tense conversation with her 
sister, Claire (Hayley McElhinney): over the years, Amelia has 
made Samuel ‘share’ his birthday with Claire’s daughter, Ruby 
(Chloe Hurn), but Claire, growing frustrated, believes mother 
and son would benefit from ‘celebrat[ing] his birthday prop-
erly […] on the day’. That night, Samuel picks Mister Babadook 
– which has magically appeared on his shelf – as his bedtime 
story, and Amelia inadvertently ‘lets in’ the monster by reading 
aloud the book’s incantation-like rhymes. 

The film is littered with evidence of Amelia’s ongoing grief. 
She still wears her wedding ring. She refuses to talk about the 
events surrounding Oskar’s death, and reprimands their son when 
he does so. And she hoards Oskar’s belongings in the basement 
of their three-storey house, kept from prying eyes under lock 
and key. But Kent’s film is loaded with significance beyond this 
obvious framing. While grief is key to its thematic tapestry, The 
Babadook also expounds on modern motherhood, domesticity 
and the power of words as a therapeutic tool.

‘NOTHING BAD’S GOING TO HAPPEN’

The reappearance of Mister Babadook powerfully evokes psy-
choanalysis founder Sigmund Freud’s notion of the ‘return of 
the repressed’. According to this concept, when an individual 
neglects to work through trauma, grief or some other negative 
emotion, instead burying it deep in the subconscious, it can 
resurface – sometimes in a stronger or more destructive form.1 
In Amelia’s case, it isn’t merely the book that she has spurned, 
but the more encompassing reality of Oskar’s death. Early in the 
film, Claire chastises her: ‘As soon as anyone mentions Oskar, 
you can’t cope,’ to which Amelia rebuts, ‘I have moved on. I don’t 
mention him.’ But refusing to talk about him merely masks the 
impact of grief on her life. 

Amelia isn’t just mourning her husband, however. With the 
accident having occurred on the day of Samuel’s birth, part of her 
blames him for Oskar’s death. More importantly, she has devel-
oped some resentment towards the child because – in what we 

Amelia’s life is defined by lack: 
of Oskar and sex; of warmth 
towards her child; of acceptance 
for her sadness, stress and 
feelings of motherly inadequacy. 
Compounding this, she exhibits  
a consistent pattern of avoidance.  
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‘DON’T YOU EVER STOP?’

In the film’s opening sequence, Samuel seeks consolation from 
Amelia after having a nightmare. She reads him The Three 
Little Pigs, then he falls asleep in her bed, clutching her uncom-
fortably. A close-up shows her grimacing, then we see her pull 
away, mother and child in ‘spooning’ formation but kept apart by 
a pregnant blackness. In Amelia’s defence, Samuel does display 
an excessive preoccupation with her welfare: he continually com-
municates fears about her dying or ‘going away’, and regularly in-
trudes on her personal space (including one instance when she 
is pleasuring herself with a vibrator – another reminder of her 
lost sexual life). But this dynamic is also sustained by her own 
aloofness and ambivalence towards the child: she recoils when 
he displays physical intimacy, she easily loses patience, and 
she frequently rebuffs his expressions of concern or care. It has 
been suggested that this type of inconsistent caregiving causes 
children to develop an anxious temperament: they obsessively 
worry about parental separation and prove difficult to console 
upon reunification.5 

Amelia’s mothering approach, suggests academic Shelley 
Buerger, elicits a horrified response ‘because of the threat it poses 
to our understanding of, and engagement with, the mythology of 
maternal devotion’ – an idea that has held sway, in the West espe-
cially, for millennia.6 A contemporary iteration of this mythology is 
the trend of ‘New Momism’, which espouses that women can ‘have 
it all’ – job, love, sex, beauty – while (paradoxically) succumbing to 
the patriarchal pressure to put their children first.7 This belief in 
the defining link between womanhood and child-rearing is so in-
grained, and so reinforced by popular culture, that when a woman 
defies it, she is deemed reprehensible, hysterical, monstrous.8 

Undeniably, Amelia’s embodiment of motherhood butts against 
those of the other mothers she encounters (including Claire). Not 

only is she often gruff and enervated, but she is also widowed 
and working-class – a sub-optimal maternal specimen by New 
Momist criteria if there ever was one. Kent distils this differ-
ence visually and narratively in the opening sequence of Ruby’s 
birthday party. In the first shot, Amelia is seated alone in the 
centre of frame; in the complementing shot, Claire and the other 
mothers are in a row facing her, as though an interview panel. 
Already, Amelia sticks out, but this is intensified by the contrasts 
in wardrobe: whereas the other mothers are uniformly donned 
in black or dark grey, perfectly styled hair worn down, Amelia 
sports a pink dress under her black coat, untidy hair in a pony-
tail. Compounding this, their daughters are all in pink outfits, 
aligning Amelia with the children’s inferior status. The mothers 
proceed to interrogate her about her career aspirations, before 
one patronisingly comments, ‘It must be difficult. I do volunteer 
work with some disadvantaged women, and a few of them have 
lost their husbands.’ 

It’s clear that Amelia is deemed aberrant by her peers because 
she is ‘failing’ at performing the ‘right’ kind of motherhood. She 
feels trapped, and is tired out, by the societal expectation that 
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women must be self-effacingly nurturing upon giving birth – 
something that, poet Adrienne Rich reminds us, is not instinc-
tive, but rather a patriarchal construction.9 Notably, Claire’s 
demand that Amelia learn to ‘cope’ is more condemning than it 
is constructive: to cope – to keep one’s head above water, to mere-
ly survive – isn’t to heal, and is but another means for repression.

The party marks a turning point in Amelia’s arc. First, she snaps 
at the mothers who condescended to her. On the way home, after 
Samuel experiences a convulsion, she asks a doctor (Terence 
Crawford) for sedatives to put him to sleep – a course of action 
that, he points out, most mothers steer clear of. And, a day later, 
she prickles at her kindly neighbour, Mrs Roach (Barbara West), 
for reminiscing about Oskar and encouraging Samuel’s outspo-
kenness. These outbursts are significant because they externalise 
Amelia’s seething antipathy towards the ‘good mother’ myth, which 
she is constantly trying and failing to live up to. They also lead up 
to when the Babadook first possesses her: crawling onto the ceiling 
then entering her body through her mouth. Immediately after, she 
watches television, but, instead of the usual romances, she is pre-
sented with images of demons and other grotesqueries.

The events of the next morning crystallise her transformation 
from harried to horrific. When Samuel interrupts her sleep, she 
screeches, ‘Why do you have to keep talk-talk-talking?’ Not only 
does this phrasing match a syllabic motif in the pop-up book 
(‘Ba-ba-ba-dook-dook-dook’), but it foregrounds the potency of 
the voice as well: it is the act of talking that Amelia has hitherto 
avoided. Here, the concept of the ‘abject’ offers a useful analyti-
cal lens. Coined by philosopher Julia Kristeva, it highlights the 
instability of language and law, particularly with regard to primal 
urges and bodily functions, and is associated with repulsion and 
transgression. Although its usual visual referents are blood, en-
trails and excrement, Kristeva asserts that it is not the ‘dirty’ per 
se that elicits abjection, but rather that which ‘does not respect Sc
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borders, positions, rules’.10 In Kent’s film, this is dramatised in 
the gradual shattering of Amelia’s ‘good mother’ facade, initial
ly through her speaking up about concerns she previously felt 
weren’t her ‘place’. Following the above comment, Amelia yells 
at Samuel: ‘If you’re that hungry, why don’t you go and eat shit!’ 
– a paroxysm that would have engendered, on Kristevan terms, 
both ‘condemnation and yearning’11 for the frustrated mother. 
If abjection is a ‘recognition of […] want’, and we ‘elaborate that 
want […] by saying’,12 then Amelia’s reclamation of her voice (as 
facilitated by the Babadook) is her nascent rebellion against 
New Momism and its ilk. 

‘YOU ARE TRESPASSING IN MY HOUSE!’

Returning home after her rebuke of Mrs Roach, Amelia discovers 
a vagina-shaped crack in the wall behind her fridge, from which 
several cockroaches emerge. Apart from the insects’ obvious 
connection to the name of her neighbour – whose kindness and 
domesticity perhaps beget in Amelia an inferiority complex – 
this defect in her home parallels the growing infestation of the 
abject within her psyche.

With its entrapping, haunted setting and victimised female pro-
tagonist, The Babadook is undeniably Gothic,13 and Gothic texts 
tend to frame the home as a cinematic ‘map’ of the central charac-
ter’s mindset.14 Historically, the domestic has also been gendered 
as feminine (it is the realm of homemaking and caring for children) 
while simultaneously being associated with the libidinal and the 
primal (it is only within the home that the sex act is conventionally 
considered proper, and that we can acceptably express frustration, 
fatigue, rage).15 That Amelia’s home is built in the Victorian style, 
then, mirrors the antiquated ideas of femininity and motherhood 
that she endeavours to enact.16 Moreover, she is out of place within 
the New Momist milieu of trendy, gentrified suburbia, and she is 
immobile – both economically (via her low-paying nursing-home 
job) and due to being ‘stuck’ in her grief. But cracks are forming in 
her manufactured, imprisoning state of mind.

In The Poetics of Space, philosopher Gaston Bachelard expounds 
on how the representational ‘polarity of cellar and attic’ in litera-
ture offers a framework for examining the ‘phenomenology of the 
imagination’: ‘In the attic, fears are easily “rationalized” [… and] 
the day’s experiences can always efface the fears of night. In the 
cellar, darkness prevails both day and night.’17 Expanding on 
this framework through Freud, the cellar corresponds to the ‘id’ 
(unconscious prison for repressed emotion and carnal desire); the 
ground level, the ‘ego’ (daily life and decision-making); and the 
attic, the ‘superego’ (the seat of morality and reason). If the Gothic 
home is the protagonist’s psyche, then Bachelard’s thesis on ‘verti-
cality’18 offers a handy blueprint for decoding the series of events 
culminating in Amelia’s unravelling. As mentioned, Amelia has 
a collection of Oskar paraphernalia in the basement of her three-
storey home – a site for the compartmentalisation of her grief 
for and memories of her husband. It’s unsurprising, then, that it 
is here that the Babadook initially makes its presence felt: after 
Amelia’s first reading of Mister Babadook, her dog scratches at 
the locked basement door, tapping into the cinematic convention 
that animals can detect the supernatural. In turn, both times the 
Babadook possesses Amelia take place in her top-floor bedroom 
(a stand-in for Bachelard’s attic): the abject infiltrating the noble 
code of ‘good motherhood’.

Towards the end of the second act, after the first possession, 
Amelia grabs Oskar’s violin from the basement and takes it up to 

her bedroom. She cuddles it, and, when Samuel tries to intrude, 
she reprimands him. During this fleeting, intimate confrontation 
with grief, she finds peace. When she awakens, however, she is 
unsettled. Descending to the ground-level kitchen, she discov-
ers Samuel phoning Mrs Roach to ask for help; livid, she grabs a 
large knife and cuts the phone line. When he mentions his fear 
that she has ‘let [the Babadook] in’, she yells, knife still in hand: 
‘Nothing is coming in here tonight!’ Her psyche is closed off 
from reason; the id’s influence, via the Babadook, overpowers 
her. After commanding Samuel to take a sedative, she watches 
a cartoon of a wolf donning sheepskin – the Babadook is ‘under 
[her] skin’. She has a series of hallucinations: a bloodied Samuel, 
with her standing next to him wielding the knife; a TV news 
report recounting her having murdered him; and finally, after 
she has been lured into the basement, Oskar standing alive in 
front of her.  

The apparition demands that she ‘bring [him] the boy’, but the 
selfish spell of the id is broken. Seeking clarity, she runs up to her 
bedroom, where the Babadook possesses her again. This time, it 
enters her body19 rather than her mouth – a transformation target-
ing action, instead of just words. Terrorising Samuel, she chases 

Let down by the happy endings 
promised by the fairytales and 
romances around her, Amelia 
finds herself drawn to Mister 
Babadook ’s offer of ‘change’, 
of liberation from maternal 
mediocrity through monstrosity.
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‘You are trespassing in my house!’ Her assertion of domestic au-
thority is her symbolic triumph: no context captures a person’s 
ability to modify their environment more than the home,20 and, 
on Gothic–psychoanalytic terms, this signals the start of Amelia’s 
journey towards healing. The dual meaning of the verb ‘trespass’ 
is also salient: while the Babadook does violate her domestic space, 
it has also ‘sinned’ against her superego, leading her astray from 
her better judgement as a mother. 

‘YOU CAN’T GET RID OF THE BABADOOK’

If the home represents Amelia’s mind, then the intrusion of the 
Babadook signifies a clouding of her autonomy, a case of her 
‘lashing out’. But, while the film’s abject incarnation of a wearied 
mother both allures and repels us – in that we both choke at and 
cheer on Amelia’s violent ‘owning’ of her situation – we mustn’t 
forget her role in enabling this transformation. It is she, after all, 
who picks up the book and ‘lets it in’ to the house again.21 In Kent’s 
words, Amelia is consumed by the need to ‘[bring] the “inside 
out”’,22 something the monster allows her to do.

That Amelia ultimately ‘can’t get rid of the Babadook’ – it 
lives on in a weakened state in the basement, sustained by worms 
she feeds it – is perhaps a corollary of the Faustian deal she has 
struck. Let down by the happy endings promised by the fairytales 
and romances around her, Amelia finds herself drawn to Mister 
Babadook ’s offer of ‘change’, of liberation from maternal mediocri-
ty through monstrosity. In the end, much like with the creature she 

him to his room and tears down his locked door after demanding 
he ‘let [her] in’ and calling him a ‘little pig’ (aligning herself with 
both the Babadook and the monstrous wolf of The Three Little 
Pigs). Abjection crescendoes when Amelia utters the words that 
have festered within her for the past seven years: ‘You don’t know 
how many times I’ve wished it was you, not [Oskar], that died!’ 
and, ‘Sometimes, I just wanna smash your head against a brick 
wall until your fucking brains pop out!’

Notwithstanding the extremity of the second statement 
(whether it be an exaggeration or an actual violent fantasy, it is 
one born of exhaustion and resentment), Amelia has regained 
agency by confessing, and asserting power over, the harmful feel-
ings she has harboured. She remains enthralled by the Babadook 
and its murderous impulses, however, so Samuel injures her, 
then ties her up in the basement. There, in the seat of her id, she 
manages to break free and acts on her darkest whim: grabbing 
Samuel by the neck and strangling him in order to annihilate the 
source of her pain. But she wills herself to exorcise her demon, 
pulling away and vomiting the Babadook out as an abject, vis-
cous black liquid. 

The film’s final confrontation, expectedly, happens in her bed-
room – morality and monstrosity facing off. After invisibly throw-
ing Samuel around the room, the Babadook assumes Oskar’s 
form and parrots his last words, forcing Amelia to relive his final 
moments. Exposed to that which she has avoided, and with her 
maternal protectiveness activated, she undergoes another change. 
The house shakes vigorously, her mental state radically chal-
lenged, and she drives the Babadook away with the declaration, Sc
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now cannot eliminate, she has learned to accommodate her grief 
for Oskar, her resentment towards Samuel and her anger at the 
societal pressures placed on mothers. Only in reconciling with, 
rather than repressing, these burdens can she move on and offer 
the love deserved by Samuel – and by her own self. 
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http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/freud1.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/freud1.pdf
http://www.terrapsych.com/freud.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1990/02/becoming-attached/308966/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1990/02/becoming-attached/308966/
http://www.adolfoaranjuez.com

