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from the reeking dunghill of the present times'" (quoted in 

Baldick 56) . And, when the novel was adapted to the 

stage, the moral outrage continued. Peake's play 

Presumption: or, the Fate of Frankenstein, as I have 

already noted, was met with angry protesters, who, armed 

with placards, urged the public (in particular, "fathers") 

to boycott the play. Capitulating to the morally outraged 

public, Peake provided his play with the following very 

acceptable summary: "The striking moral exhibited in this 

story, is the fatal consequence of that presumption which 

attempts to penetrate, beyond prescribed depths, into the 

mysteries of nature" (Nitchie 388). His expression, 

'penetrating the mysteries of nature,' is not only a 

reiteration of Victor's own words but stems, as I will 

illustrate later in this chapter, from a lengthy tradition 

of engendering nature as female, and science as male. The 

novel, rather than perpetuating such a view, however, 

offers what Anne Mellor and Brian Easlea have both 

interpreted as a feminist critique of science (see below) . 

Peake's moral tag did not, it seems, go unnoticed 

by Mary herself. Indeed, in her revised edition of 1831, 

Mary incorporated the interpretation of the novel as 

offered by Peake's play, when she has Victor allude to the 

-- by now -- popular play by saying, "'Oh that I could 

recall my impious labour, or suddenly extinguish the spark 

which I have so presumptuously bestowed'" (£ 123; Leonard 



Wolf 129; Baldick 61) . This affixing to Frankenstein of 

moral labels is, as I will show, not just a tendency 

restricted to the early dramatic Frankenstein adaptations 

but continues in present-day visualizations of the myth. 

It was also in evidence when Universal released its 1931 

film of the novel. Like Peake before him, Whale censored 

some of the film's more blatant improprieties to please 

the moral watchdogs. 
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In 1990, all this outrage concerning the novel's 

lack of a moral lesson seems outdated, something we have 

come to expect and accept from our Victorian predecessors. 

Yet as recently as 1955 the South African government 

banned Frankenstein on the grounds that it was "indecent, 

objectionable, or obscene" (New York Times "'Frankenstein' 

is Banned" Sept.5, 1955). The penalty for being caught 

with the novel ranged from a fine of 1,000 pounds to a 

maximum sentence of five years in prison. To ban a novel 

is not that surprising but to ban this novel seems beyond 

the limits of belief. Frankenstein, after all, is a story 

that all of us in some measure or another have grown up 

with. How could we, when children, be allowed to read 

such a book? Part of the answer depends on the version of 

the novel we have actually been exposed to. Those of us 

who read the Frankenstein story either in illustrated 

children's books or in serialized comics were offered a 

rather 'mutilated' version of the story. Similarly, 



films, television shows, cartoons or rock videos present 

only versions of the novel, not the novel itself. 

Finally, although we are continuously subjected to 

references to the Frankenstein story in the form of 

newspaper cartoons or advertisements, once again, we are 

not being told the entire story. It is my argument that 

in becoming as familiar as a fairy tale Frankenstein has, 

in fact, also become very remote to us. Or, to borrow an 

image from Frank McConnell, the novel ''has become 

virtually invisible through over exposure" (Spoken Seen 

23). It is also my belief that the novel incorporates 

much that a racist government such as the South African 

would find objectionable. Anca Vlasopolos, for instance, 

can offer the following response to the South African 

banning, because she is referring to the novel and not to 

the popular versions of it: 

Though no government on earth is fully exempt 
from charges of censorship or repression, 
South Africa provides a unique modern 
instance of a country in which appearance 
(i.e., shade of skin and racial physiognomy) 
is a strict criterion for social status and 
civil rights; and the subtext of 
Frankenstein -- the indictment of a class 
system that erects an aesthetics of exclusion 
to perpetuate its ascendency -- makes it 
anathema to such an overtly racist regime. 
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(133) 

How this distancing has come about and what it is in 



Frankenstein that is threatening and subversive are the 

concerns of this chapter. 
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In his introduction to In Frankenstein's Shadow, 

Chris Baldick argues for labelling Frankenstein a myth (1-

9) . In doing so, he not only unintentionally illustrates 

how such labelling actually reduces the novel but also how 

it distances the public from the novel itself. The story 

of Frankenstein, he explains, "requires only two 

sentences: (a) Frankenstein makes a living creature out of 

bits of corpses (b} The creature turns against him and 

runs amok" (3) . The sense carried by the latter sentence 

is, in fact, the one behind the common expression 

"creating a Frankenstein." It is this same sense which is 

carried by dictionary definitions of the term 

"Frankenstein." Here I should mention a tendency I have 

seen among critics with respect to their views on 

Frankenstein's generic status: there are critics such as 

Baldick who see the novel as a myth (a birth myth, a myth 

of the mad scientist, a secular creation myth); then there 

are those who refer to it as a "tale" (a fantastic tale, a 

tale of terror, a Gothic tale, a tale of frisson) . 2 The 

term "tale'' is for me particularly problematic -- more so 

than "myth" because to call the novel by the diminutive 

term, "tale," is to reduce its status and power even 
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further. As Mary Daly has explained about myths, "On the 

banal level of everyday clich~, [the same level I detect 

in criticism of Frankenstein] one often hears 'It's only a 

myth (or story, or fairy tale, or legend).'" The "cliche," 

she adds, "belittles the power of myth" (Gyn/Ecology 44). 

Thus, Mary Shelley may allude to such creation myths as 

Prometheus and Paradise Lost, but her own story is only a 

tale. 

This is not to argue that "tale" is, in all 

instances, a diminutive term. Rather, it is a question of 

context. Used, for example, in conjunction with Chaucer's 

Canterbury Tales, "tale'' is a generic term denoting the 

types of stories the pilgrims tell. Similarly, it refers 

to a specific genre with respect to Poe's short fictions. 

But to call Mary Shelley's novel a tale is something 

altogether different. Frankenstein was, after all, 

published as a novel. It was presented, as the title page 

illustrates, in three volumes, and, in 1831, it was once 

canonized (Paul Sherwin 891-2) when it was included in 

Colburn and Bentley's "Standard Novels Series" (Rieger 

xliii) . 

Critics, however, may counter that the term 

"tale" actually appears in the Preface to the 1818 edition 

(E 58). The word is, as critcs also know, Percy's not 

Mary's. To take his word for it is also to summarize 

Frankenstein -- as he did -- as a story exhibiting "the 
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amiableness of domestic affection, and the excellence of 

universal virtue" (L 58). With respect to Percy's 

Preface, Barbara Johnson has argued that it is "a series 

of denials jarringly at odds with the daring negativity of 

the novel" (9), and that "What is being repressed here is 

the possibility that a woman can write anything that would 

not exhibit 'the amiableness of domestic affection'" (10). 

Mary herself did not refer to her novel as a tale. 

In her Introduction to the 1831 edition, she explained: 

"At first I thought but of a few pages -- of a short tale, 

but Shelley urged me to develop the idea at greater 

length" (E 56). She thus implies a connection between the 

length of a work and its generic status. But if length 

alone is a criterion, then why are not works of comparable 

length to Frankenstein also referred to as tales? 

Critics, for instance, do not call James Joyce's A Portrait 

of the Artist as a Young Man a tale; instead, it receives 

such authoritative labels as Kunstlerroman or 

Bildungsroman. The same labels could be -- but are not 

applied to Frankenstein. It too traces the development of 

an "artist" (.[ 55). 

Critics may argue that Victor himself uses the 

word when he says to Walton: "I imagine that you may 

deduce an apt moral from my tale" (E 75) . Yet Victor is 

only one of the many characters who tell their life 

stories. To call a novel a tale based on one character's 



assessment of his part in it, however, is illogical. 

Indeed, we do not call Charles Dickens' A Tale of Two 

Cities a tale, simply because the title says so: we refer 

to this as a novel. 

Yet in spite of Frankenstein's publishing history 

and its presentation in three volumes, critics, perhaps 

following Percy's lead, still refer to it as a tale. The 

back cover of the Penguin edition of the novel describes 

the work as "Mary Shelley's powerful tale of Gothic 

horror." Likewise, Sir Paul Harvey, in his authoritative 

source book, The Oxford Companion to English Literature, 

lists Frankenstein as "a tale of terror by Mary W. 

Shelley" (312) . 3 I am not convinced that Harvey, or 

indeed the critics I later cite, is using "tale" in a 

generic context. Instead, I believe that, intentionally 

or not, "tale" is being used as a diminutive, diminishing 

not just the literary status of Frankenstein and, by 

extension, Mary Shelley's stature as a novelist but also 

the power of the novel itself. 
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The novel's power -- evident in its endless 

reworkings in our culture -- suggests its mythic stature. 

In addition to being easily summarized, Frankenstein 

shares the following characteristic with myths: its 

authorship for the most part is unknown. Mary Shelley has 

been distanced from her novel to the point where, 

presently, many first-time readers of Frankenstein confess 
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to not knowing who wrote it. The story, in ways analogous 

to what happened between Victor and his creation, has 

somehow outstripped its creator; without an author, the 

story eludes being fixed to a certain time frame. Because 

of this 'seeming' lack of authorship, this lack of dating 

of its origin, the Frankenstein story is not confined to 

any one person's particular social and political sphere. 

Consequently, it appears to speak of universal 'truths,' 

fears, anxieties and so forth. It is this aspect of the 

public's perception of the story which has made it, I 

believe, so attractive to politicians and so susceptible 

to being recuperated for political purposes. 

Mary Shelley herself is partly responsible for 

this distancing. Indeed, when she published Frankenstein 

in 1818, she did so anonymously, leaving as the only clue 

to authorship her inscription to William Godwin. The 

consequence of this inscription was, as Maurice Hindle 

notes in his introduction to the Penguin edition of the 

novel, that the vehement attacks on the novel by critics 

stemmed not so much from the actual novel but from the 

novel's affiliation with that "infamous philosophical 

radical of the anarchist Left," William Godwin (8, 

Florescu 154). From its very beginning, then, the novel 

became linked with politics, but it is a link which as I 

will show has been forged by both the radical left and the 

conservative right. 



Another consequence of the inscription to Godwin 

was that readers assumed the author to be Percy Shelley 

"since to the world he was Godwin's best-known literary 

disciple" (Hindle 8). The effects of this assumption are 

twofold. First, the linking of the novel to Percy -- a 

well-known radical and atheist -- had the same effect as 

linking the novel to Godwin. Indeed, James Rieger argues 

that the reviewer in the Quarterly Review "thinking the 

book to be Shelley's, stigmatized it as a work of 'a man 

who perverts his ingenuity and knowledge to the attacking 

of all that is ancient and venerable in our civil and 

religious institutions'" (xix). But, on the other hand, 

Percy was an established author, and his authority, I 

believe, played a role in the critical reception of the 

novel. Walter Scott, for instance, who assumed Percy's 

authorship after receiving the manuscript from Percy on 

Jan. 14 (Florescu 155), praised the novel: 

It is no slight merit in our eyes that the 
tale though wild in incident is written in 
plain and forcible English ... the ideas of 
the author are always clearly as well as 
forcibly expressed; and his descriptions of 
landscapes have in them the choice 
requisites of truth, freshness, precision and 
beauty. 

(Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, March 1818, 
612-620) 

Scott does question what he considers certain 
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improbabilities in the novel, the self-education of the 

creature, for instance, but concludes with the favourable 

claim that "upon the whole, the work impresses us with the 

high idea of the author's original idea and happy power of 

expression" (620). Other enthusiastic reviews were 

expressed by the conservative Court magazine and the 

/ 
magazine, La Belle Assemblee (Florescu 155) . In both 

magazines Florescu notes that praise was divided evenly 

between the novel's original idea and its excellent style 

(155). 

When Mary finally acknowledged authorship in 1823, 

however, the tone of Frankenstein reviews changed utterly. 

Typical of the new style of review is the patronizing 

claim made in Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine: "For a man 

it was excellent, but for a woman it was wonderful" (March 

1823). Equally patronizing is Byron's comment to his 

publisher, John Murray. '"Methinks,'" he said, '"it is a 

wonderful work for a girl of nineteen -- not nineteen, 

indeed, at that time'" (quoted by Hindle, 8). After more 

than a century and a half of literary criticism of 

Frankenstein, that tone is still very much in evidence. 

Anne Mellor can claim in Mary Shelley: Her Life Her 

Fiction Her Monsters that, since the publication of Ellen 

Moers' Literary Women in 1976, Mary is finally being 

judged as an author in her own right (39), but recent 

critical readings of the novel belie this claim. I agree 



with Mellor that prior to Moers' work, 

literary scholars and critics had for the 
most part discussed Mary Shelley's career 
merely as an appendage to her husband's, 
dismissing Frankenstein as a badly written 
children's book [a fairy tale] even though 
far more people were familiar with her novel 
than with Percy Shelley's poetry. 

( 3 9) 

But, at the risk of perpetuating the very type of 

criticism I would prefer to leave buried in the past, I 

have found that critics are still attacking the novel on 

172 

stylistic grounds -- grounds that are in stark oppposition 

to the early reviews of the novel, written when the 

authorship was assumed to be male. 4 

One year prior to the release of Moers' Literary 

Women Gerhard Joseph, in his "Frankenstein's Dream: The 

Child As Father of The Monster," identified Frankenstein's 

weaknesses as "its perfunctory characterizations once we 

get beyond Frankenstein and the monster -- its absurd 

coincidences, its Gothic melodramatics, [and] its 

stylistic gaucheries" (97). Four years later (three years 

after Moers' work) George Levine, co-editor of a 

collection of essays on Frankenstein, also points to the 

novel's style. Like Joseph, Levine isolates the stylistic 

flaws of the novel, offering this damning praise of 

Frankenstein: 

The echoes of the form and implications of 
the novel are pervasive through the following 



century. This is not to deny that it is a 
radically uneven and awkward work, or to 
claim that every echo is a direct reference. 
Yet in the face of its remarkable 
participation in the central myths of 
developing industrial cultures, its obvious 
deficiencies become merely curious in a work 
so much larger than its failings. As we 
listen to some of the echoes, we ought not to 
forget that a reasonable formal case can be 
made for the novel. 

(Endurance of Frankenstein 18) 

The labels, "radically uneven," "awkward," "literary 

deficiencies," and "failings" should be sufficient to 

convince readers that Frankenstein, is, as he says 

earlier, "a 'minor' novel, radically flawed'' (3). But he 

actually undercuts the novel in other, more subtle, ways. 

According to Levine, Frankenstein itself is not, contrary 
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to what Baldick and others claim, a "modern myth'' (Baldick 

1) but is instead only a participator in the central myths 

of developing cultures. Likewise, it is not that a formal 

case can actually be made for the novel but that a 

"reasonable" formal case can be made. Why -- might a 

reader wonder -- would Levine choose to write on 

Frankenstein at all, given its obvious failings? As if to 

answer this very question, Levine, along with his co-

editor Knoepflmacher, explains in the Preface: 

Might not a Frankenstein 'perplex' be met 
with the same mixture of amusement and 
disbelief always shown by students toward a 
book assumed to contain nothing more than a 
story about an awkward and poorly sutured 
monster? ... Our undertaking, we also 



realized, might raise questions even among 
those more serious readers who would not 
have to be convinced that Frankenstein is 
much more than an adolescent flight that has 
somehow managed to cash in clumsily on 
popular traditions. 

(xii) 

In addition to pointing out one of the popular views of 

the novel -- the novel is nothing more than ... -- Levine 

also says something about his own level of reading. He 

seems unaware of the connection he inadvertently makes 
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between 'non-serious' readers and himself. The former see 

the novel as "cashing in on popular traditions," something 

which is "clumsy;" Levine argues for seeing the novel as 

"participating in central myths" -- something which has 

now become "remarkable." Levine's semantic distinctions 

remind me once again of the "myth"/"tale" dichotomy I 

mentioned earlier. When Levine wants to add weight to 

what he is arguing, he talks of central myths. These are 

much more authoritative than popular traditions, or tales. 

After providing what has become a familiar trope 

in Frankenstein criticism -- the obligatory apology 

Levine and Knoepf lmacher then take readers into the mind 

of Mary Shelley. Again, the result (if not the intent) is 

to discredit the novel. And with respect to my earlier 

claim about the distancing of Mary from her work, Levine 

and Knoepflmacher seem to deny Mary authorship: 



How much of the book's complexity is actually 
the result of Mary Shelley's self-conscious 
art and how much is merely the product of 
happy circumstances of subject, moment, 
milieu? The novel intimates that it knows 
little about its implications (although it 
seems clear enough about its literary sources 
in Milton, Gothic fiction and Romantic 
poetry) . Are not its energies, therefore, 
un-self-conscious and accidental? ... Such 
questions are valid ... 
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(xii) 

Mary, according to Levine, knows what she is doing when 

she alludes to recognizable authorities, but when it comes 

to her own authorship/authority she "knows little." 

William Veeder, in his introduction to Mary 

Shelley: The Fate of Androgyny (1986), takes issue with 

precisely the claims about intentionality which Levine and 

his co-editor make. Questioning instead the 

intentionality of the critic, Veeder rhetorically asks: 

'Could Mary Shelley possibly have intended 
that?' will be a way of asking, 'Could she 
possibly be that sophisicated an artist 
capable both of imagining so complex a 
situation and of manipulating technique so 
adroitly?' 

( 4) 

In answer to his own question, Veeder looks to the 

authority of the literary canon. "We readers," he argues, 

are predisposed to respect claims for 
intricacy in a text of Percy Shelley or 



Emily Bronte because these authors have 
entered the canon. Whether Mary Shelley 
'could possibly be that sophisticated an 
artist' depends in part upon how sophis­
ticated we are willing to consider her. 
Excellent recent criticism has increased 
considerably the status of Frankenstein 
as an imaginative and technical performance 
but Mary Shelley has by no means escaped 
completely the caricature which has plagued 
her since 1818 -- that she was an inept 
neophyte who chanced upon a myth. 

( 4) 

'For a girl it was wonderful.' 

Veeder's point about the power of the canon is 
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reiterated by Chris Weedon, who points out the circularity 

inherent in evoking the authority of the canon. 

"Critics," says Weedon, "turn to aesthetic criteria to 

silence the radical potential of texts by denying them a 

place in the canon" (145-6). Stylistic preferences, then, 

keep a work out of the canon; and, because potentially 

radical works are not allowed entry, the canon protects 

itself from the very criticism these works may offer. At 

the same time, because they are not in the canon, these 

works will continue to be subject to stylistic fault-

finding, and thus, coming full circle, they are denied 

entry into the canon on aesthetic grounds. 

Veeder's comment about the relationship between 

how we see a writer and how we receive that writer's work 

is also well taken. This relationship, I would add, is 

also intricately related to entry into the canon itself. 
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Susan Gubar, in "The Blank Page and the Issues of Female 

Creativity," provides a convincing explanation of Veeder's 

own observations. There is a "long tradition," Gubar 

comments, 

identifying the author as a male who is 
primary and the female as his passive 
creation -- a secondary object lacking 
autonomy, endowed with often contradictory 
meaning but denied intentionality. Clearly 
this tradition excludes women from the 
creation of culture, even as it reifies her 
as an artifact within culture. It is 
therefore particularly problematic for those 
women who want to appropriate the pen by 
becoming writers. Especially in the 
nineteenth century, women writers, who feared 
their attempts at the pen were presumptuous, 
castrating, or even monstrous, engaged in a 
variety of strategies to deal with their 
anxiety about authorship. 

(295) 

It is not surprising, then, that we have come to see Mary 

Shelley as an ''inept neophyte" whose novel was not her 

production but rather the product of "happy 

circumstances." In fact, Mary actually helped to 

perpetuate such a view in her Preface to the novel. 5 

Corning forward in print after acknowledging her 

authorship, Mary explained the origin of Frankenstein: 

I shall thus give a general answer to the 
question so frequently asked me, 'How I, 
then a young girl, came to think of and 
dilate upon so very hideous an idea?' It 
is true that I am very averse to bringing 



myself forward in print; but as my account 
will only appear as an appendage to a former 
production, and as it will be confined to 
such topics as have connexion with my author­
ship alone, I can scarcely accuse myself of 
a personal intrusion. 

(F 51) 

Mary's disappearing act in her Preface, as she hides 

behind self-effacement and apology, and her decision to 

publish her novel anonymously are indicative of the 
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anxiety Gubar notes. But her actions also lend support to 

a lengthy tradition, identified by Gubar, of seeing men as 

authors and women as passive constructions -- ones who 

should not make personal intrusions. Thus, in attempting 

to disappear as author, in presenting herself not as an 

autonomous self but rather as an "appendage,'' Mary has 

become an artifact self-consumed. 

The division Gubar identifies, one which depends 

on the division of gender, is, I believe, in large part 

behind the tendency among critics to attack Frankenstein 

on stylistic grounds. It is a tendency which effectively 

diminishes the status of the author by diminishing the 

status of the author's work. And it is, as the following 

illustration attests, a tendency which is still very much 

in operation. The illustration serves as a headnote to a 

newspaper review of Anne Mellor's Mary Shelley: Her Life 

Her Fiction Her Monsters. Like the illustration in 

chapter one, its sheer size threatens to overshadow the 
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review itself. And again like the illustration in chapter 

one, the massive caption accompanying the article --here 

"Failures" -- conditions its readers at the outset: 

Failures of love 

The con-fusing of Mary Shelley with the Frankenstein monster, 

although seemingly clever, does not, however, obscure the 

message the illustration is actually sending: Mary Shelley 

herself is monstrous. Thus, in 1988, we are still being offered 

the view of women authors as outlined by Gubar. In addition, in 

yet another form of denying Mary Shelley authorship/authority, 
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the monster she is linked to is not even the one she herself 

created. Instead, it is the James Whale/Boris Karloff monster, 

readily recognizable by the lengthy scar, the high forehead and 

the neck bolts. It is this characterization of the monster, 

rather than the one Mary presents in her novel, which has become 

the author-ized version. 

The actual review of Mellor's work, although for the 

most part favourable, also reinforces what I have said earlier 

about Shelley criticism. Once again the standard caricature of 

Mary Shelley rears its ugly head. "It's difficult," says the 

reviewer, "for a tale concocted by a partially educated 20-year­

old to bear as much critical freight as Anne Mellor wants to 

load on it" (Globe Nov. 12 1988 C19). The reviewer also inform~ 

readers that Mary Shelley did become a "formidable literary 

widow," not, it seems, for her own fiction which was only 

"concocted" but for "devoting the rest of her life to editing 

Shelley's works and bringing up their son Percy Florence." 

Caught between caricatures -- one pictorial and the other verbal 

-- Mary is offered to readers either as monstrous or as the 

dedicated angel in the house. It seems then that in addition to 

those critics who have played a role in distancing Mary Shelley 

from her work, we now have the reviewers of the critics assuming 

a similar role. Mellor's work re-establishes Mary Shelley as an 

author in her own right, but the review, by relying on 

traditional caricatures, works to undercut this view. 

Mary K. Patterson Thornburg offers an explanation of the 
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tendency among critics and reviewers to disparage Frankenstein. 

In The Monster in the Mirror, aware of such comments as Chris 

Baldick's claim that "as far as prose style is concerned, it is 

just as well she [Mary Shelley] had none [literary influence]" 

(9), Patterson Thornburg explains: 

In general, nineteenth-century criticism ex­
pressed shock and disgust at the story itself 
but praised the author's craft; recent 
critics have more or less reversed this 
position, admiring the content but not the 
form ... charging to Mary Shelley's 
'ineptitude' as a writer those facets of the 
book their criticism does not explain. 

( 10) 

Her explanation for this "critical attitude" (10) is that the 

novel "threatens the reader's objectivity" so that "even the 

most admiring reader is uncomfortable with the book until he or 

she had demonstrated superiority by finding some obvious flaw in 

it" (10). "It seems to me," she continues, 

that both of the recent reactions -- the 
varied and exclusive interpretations, the 
obligatory objection to some aspect of proof 
for interpretation on a narrow and often 
peripheral aspect of the novel is to avoid a 
confrontation with an emotionally repellent 
whole; to find the author's execution of the 
work clumsy or incompetent is to express a 
personal rejection of the novel without 
taking an unfashionable or inadmissable 
critical stance. 

( 11) 

In identifying just what it is in the novel that causes such a 

reaction, Patterson Thornburg, using a paradigm based on the 
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sentimental/gothic myth, points to Mary's "merciless exposure" 

of what He'i~ne Cixous has called "patriarchal binary thought" 

(quoted in Moi 104). We are, argues Patterson Thornburg, still 

within a social frame which relies on dualities: "the duality of 

power and powerlessness; the duality of will (presumption) and 

the loss of will (compulsion); the dualities of good and bad 

intent, of self-knowledge and self-ignorance, of creativity and 

destructiveness; and above all the duality of sexual identity 

and role" (11). Recent evidence that we are still within this 

frame is the review of Mellor's book: the formidable literary 

widow is the sentimental side of the myth and the monstrous Mary 

Shelley who assumes power, creativity and will is the Gothic 

underside. The same dualities were evident, I might add, in 

James Whale's Bride of Frankenstein, in which the prim and 

proper young Mary becomes the monstrous bride. 

Patterson Thornburg's stressing of the duality of sexual 

identity and role, in which the sentimental woman is passive and 

powerless, brings us back once again to Gubar's "The Blank 

Page." Like Gubar, Patterson Thornburg identifies a long 

tradition of division and duality -- a tradition in which women 

are not creators but created, not myth-makers but tale-tellers, 

not artists but "artifacts." And, when society has to admit 

that they are writers, these women are then labelled either as 

monsters or as neophytes. 

In addition to publishing Frankenstein anonymously, 

Mary also allowed Percy complete freedom in editing her draft. 
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Such an act worked once again to distance Mary from her 

novel, and contributed to the view of her as inept neophyte: 

because of her immaturity, she required her husband's 

assistance. Indeed, as the following marginal comments 

suggest, Percy himself seemed to hold this view of Mary. 

Correcting Mary's misspelling "igmmatic," Percy added, 

"'enigmatic o you pretty Pecksie!'" Later, correcting Mary's 

reference to Lord Chancellor Bacon, Percy commented in the 

margin, "'No sweet Pecksie -- 'twas Friar Bacon, the 

discoverer of gunpowder'" (E.B. Murray 59-60; Mellor 68-9). 

Percy's comments "may be charming," Mellor first notes, "but 

they also demonstrate that he did not regard his wife 

altogether seriously as an author but rather as a lovable, 

teasable, and not yet fully educated schoolgirl" (69). 

Moreover, Mellor argues, Percy "thought he had the right to 

speak for his wife. 116 This, she adds, "is clear from his 

comments to Lackington, Allen & Co, that he was 'authorized 

to amend' her text, with the play on 'authority' and 

'authorial' fully operative here" (68). In fact, one of 

Percy's additions to the manuscript concerns the actual word 

"author." On three occasions he refers to Victor as the 

"author" of the being (Mellor 65; Murray only identifies one 

63). But, for the reasons I outline in chapter two, the use 

of the term is inappropriate in this context. Thus Percy, 

as well as Victor, is mistaken here: not having conferred 

upon the creature a proper name, Victor, according to 



184 

tradition, is not an author. Unnamed, the creature is not 

under Victor's authority; lacking a proper name, the 

7 creature is not Victor's property. 

Although Mary later explained in her Introduction to 

the 1831 text that she "did not owe the suggestion of one 

incident, nor scarcely of one train of feeling to [her] 

husband" (~ 56), she did say to Percy "I give you carte 

blanche to make what alterations you please" (Letters I 42) 

In fact, E. B. Murray, in his "Shelley's Contribution to 

Mary's Frankenstein" (1978), claims that "Shelley's hand was 

well into his wife's major work even before she gave him 

'carte blanche' to correct it further in proof" (50). After 

analyzing the two manuscripts of Frankenstein, Murray 

concludes: 

The rough draft, which embodies over half the 
novel, contains about one thousand words 
written by Shelley, while the last thirteen 
pages of the fair copy, which is transcribed 
from and sometimes recasts about a quarter of 
the rough draft, are in his handwriting. 

( 5 0) 

James Rieger, in discussing Percy's contributions, has 

claimed that Percy's "assistance at every point in the 

book's manufacture was so extensive that one hardly knows 

whether to regard him as an editor or minor collaborator" 

(xvii). He goes on to ask: "Do we or do we not owe him 

[Percy] a measure of 'final authority'" (xliv)? Murray, it 

seems, shares Rieger's opinion (Mellor 59). "The poet's 
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contribution," Murray adds, "may well have been substantial 

enough to require Mary's editorial carte blanche, whenever 

first given, and original enough to suggest that at times 

his creative impulse added its own initiative to the novel's 

effect" (67). Mary may have given Percy carte blanche to 

edit her manuscript, but in the hands of such critics as 

Rieger and Murray, her carte blanche (blank card), becomes a 

rationale for seeing her as a blank page. 

Although Murray first claims that Rieger's 

conclusion about Percy's collaboration is "extreme'' (53), he 

includes in a footnote a statement made in 1891 by Richard 

Garnett to argue that there is "empirical backing'' (53) for 

seeing Percy as a minor collaborator. The effect of 

Garnett's assertion, I believe, is not lost on Murray's 

reader. Claims Garnett: "'Frankenstein was written when 

[Mary Shelley's] brain, magnetized by [her husband's] 

companionship, was capable of an effort never to be 

repeated'" (53) . 8 The strange image of Percy magnetizing 

Mary's brain -- an image which rivals the visuals in Whale's 

creation scenes is characteristic of the imagery Gubar 

outlines in "The Blank Page." Mary is passive while Percy 

is magnetically active. Since Walton did not succeed in 

"ascertaining the secret of the magnet" rn:. 60), we can only 

speculate as to how this magnetizing works. As it is, 

Garnett's image supports the claim Gubar makes in The 

Madwoman in the Attic "that women exist only to be acted 
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upon by men, both as literary and sensual objects" (8). The 

result of such images is the diminishing, here even the 

denying, of Mary's authority. 

Although ostensibly an assessment of Percy's 

editorial changes, Murray's article also represents a 

privileging of Percy over the actual author of Frankenstein. 

Indeed, his rather condescending title is indicative of the 

limited authority he grants to Mary Shelley. She is 

nameless for the first ten lines, referred to only as 

Percy's wife; and, when finally she is addressed, she is 

"Mary" while her husband is "Shelley." 

In his highly enthusiastic ap-praisal of Percy's 

contributions, Murray, however, makes some highly debatable 

claims. He first states that "many of the changes are 

creative additions which (in spite of Mary's later 

suggestion to the contrary) help to shape atmosphere, 

incident, character, reader-response, and, consequently, aid 

in establishing the moral and aesthetic tone of the novel" 

(51). Yet the improvements he notes are -- like beauty -­

in the eyes of the beholder. What, for instance, Murray 

sees as "enhanc[ing] the Gothic atmosphere of the tale" 

(51), others may see even as he himself conditionally 

concedes -- as "cliched rhetoric" (51). Mary, he adds, 

provides the "merely informative 'the moon arose, and shone 

... upon the daemon who fled.'" Murray argues that Percy 

improved Mary's prose when he "gothicized" her sentence to 
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"'upon his ghastly and distorted shape, as he fled with more 

than mortal speed'" (51-2). Likewise, Percy changed Mary's 

"pardon me - I who destroyed thee by destroying those thou 

lovedst" to "pardon me - Wherefore do I seek to perish in 

thy stead after I have irretrievably destroyed thee, by 

destroying those thou lovedst" (62). The question, however, 

is whether or not such changes actually improve the text. 

Murray repeatedly refers to what he variously calls 

"Gothic atmosphere" (51), "Gothic potential" (52), "Gothic 

epithet" ( 52) , "happier Gothic touches" ( 52) and "hardcore 

Gothic realism" (58) to prove that Percy improved the novel. 

The problem with his reliance on this somewhat 

overdetermined term is that it really fails to say much 

about the changes themselves. Although the "Gothic" 

additions seem to Murray sufficient proof that Percy 

improved the text, they fail to convince all readers of any 

such improvements. Levine, for example, disparaged the 

novel for its "inflexibly public and oratorical" passages. 

Yet to Murray such passages are flourishes (52), and mark 

Victor's monster as "a creature of his times" (52). He 

argues that Percy's "Gothic heightening is sometimes merely 

rhetorical, sometimes descriptive, with the following a 

mixture of both, concluding with the monster balancing his 

period with a flourish" (52). The change to which Murray 

refers reads: 
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'Everything is related in them which bears 
reference to my accursed origin the whole 
detail of that series of disgusting 
circumstances which produces it ... is given, 
in language which painted your own horrors, and 
has rendered mine ineffaceable. 

(52) 
Another typical change is Percy's elaboration of 

Mary's "I was again rouzed to indignation and revenge" to 

"then impotent envy and bitter indignation filled me with an 

insatiable thirst for vengeance" (Murray 64). Then, Mary's 

monster says of Victor's death: "he suffered not more in the 

completion of the deed than I did in its execution," which 

Percy alters to "he suffered not more in the consummation of 

the deed; oh not the ten thousandth portion of the anguish 

that was mine during the lingering detail of its execution" 

(Murray 63). Less elaborate changes include Percy's 

"neither of us possessed the slightest pre-eminence over the 

other" for Mary's simple "we were all equal;" and his 

rewriting of Mary's "what to say" into the somewhat wordy 

"what manner to commence the interview" (Mellor 61) . Mellor 

concludes about the changes that Percy "typically changed 

[Mary's] simple Anglo-Saxon diction and straightforward or 

colloquial sentence structures into their more refined, 

complex, and Latinate equivalents" (60). 

Murray seems to prefer Percy's Latinate prose to 

Mary's Anglo-Saxon structures and that of course is his 

prerogative. But, in his attempt to illustrate that Percy 

improved the text, he relies on specious claims which are 
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strongly reminiscent of Victor's claims in Frankenstein. 

In the following passage, Murray responds to Percy's "Whence 

did I come? What was my destination." After calling the 

addition a "typically Shelleyan formulation," he adds: 

Kindred changes or additions in Shelley's hand 
echo his poetry or anticipate the 'mental 
imagery of Prometheus Unbound: 'make 
desolate,' though later changed by Mary to 
'create desolation' (a neat oxymoronic effect 
Shelley must have approved), suggests the 
departure of Intellectual Beauty from the vale 
of tears. 

(54) 

Murray makes no mention of the possibility that what he calls 

a 'neat oxymoronic effect' might have in fact influenced 

Percy and that what he calls an anticipation could just as 

easily be called a literary borrowing. Mary's "Modern 

Prometheus" preceded Percy's Prometheus Unbound. In 

addition, his highly speculative conclusion that ''Shelley 

must have approved" gives the impression once again of the 

young Mary, ever under her husband's tutelage, waiting for 

his approval. Later in his article, Murray attempts to 

"qualify or confirm inferences about Shelley's influence" 

(54). Again, however, we must be -- as Walton was with the 

creature -- careful of the "powers of eloquence and 

persuasion" CE 258) . Referring to Percy's change "and his 

eyes closed forever while the irridation of a gentle smile 

past away from his lips" for Mary's "and his eyes closed 

while a gentle smile played on his lips," Murray concludes: 



At times, and this might be one of them, Mary 
will seem to out-Shelley Shelley in phrasings 
which may indicate his influence but appear 
in her hand. 

(55) 
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Faced with the "empirical fact" (53) -- Mary's handwriting 

Murray refuses, nonetheless, to credit Mary outright with 

the actual change. Indeed, in this instance, Murray can 

only prove Percy's influence by undercutting Mary's own hand 

in the creation of Frankenstein. 

What for the most part is absent in Murray's article 

is any sustained attention to what Levine, writing one year 

before him, had called the novel's stylistic flaws. Murray 

does claim that some of Percy's changes are "less 

successful'' (58), calling them either "trite rhetorical 

fillers" (58) or "fatty rhetorical tissue" (59), but 

generally he tends to ignore what others have seen as 

weaknesses in the novel. The message Murray conveys is 

not that the novel is flawed or minor. Instead, the novel 

succeeds; and this success he reminds his readers is due in 

large part to Percy Shelley's contributions. 

Taken together, the two styles of Frankenstein 

criticism, the fault-finding typified by Levine and Joseph 

and the privileging of Percy typical of Rieger and Murray, 

pose a problem for readers. When, for example, Levine 

criticizes the novel's style, he fails to mention Percy's 

role as minor collaborator. Likewise, when Murray praises 
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Percy for improving the novel, he quickly passes over the 

novel's stylistic flaws. The problem for a reader exposed 

to either or both styles of criticism is what becomes of 

Mary Shelley? To be influenced by Levine, is to see Mary as 

a minor novelist. To believe Murray is to see Mary as an 

inept neophyte waiting for her husband's improving hand. In 

either case, the result is the same: Mary's status as a 

novelist is critic-ally diminished. 

Recently, Anne Mellor, in her Mary Shelley: Her 

Life Her Fiction Her Monsters (1988), has united the two 

types of criticism and in so doing presents to date the most 

balanced assessment of Percy's revisions. She provides 

examples of changes which she considers improved the novel 

and changes which did not (59), but, unlike Murray, she does 

not lose sight of her subject, Mary Shelley. Whether a 

reader considers the various changes improvements or the 

reverse will ultimately rest with the reader. What is at 

issue is the influence critics have had on readers. Now 

that Mellor's study is available, it is hoped that readers 

will look again at critics such as Levine and Murray and 

question the influence they have had in perpetuating a 

certain perception of Mary Shelley. Otherwise, Mary Shelley 

will continue to be thought of as a minor novelist, and, as 

a consequence, Frankenstein will be denied the critical 

attention I believe it deserves. 

Mary's publishing in 1831 of a revised edition of 



Frankenstein further complicates the issue of distancing. 

This edition has become the one "on which virtually all 

modern editions have been based" (Baldick 61, see also 

Mellor 39) . Thus we have effectively been distanced from 

the 1818 edition -- a work which inculcated "no lesson 
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of conduct, manners, or morality" (Quarterly). Critics 

generally agree that the 1831 edition is more conservative 

and represents a tamer version of the original (Mellor 170-

176; Vlasopolos 133; Baldick 61; Wolf Note on Text). 

Vlasopolos argues that having read from some of ''the most 

radical works of her time,'' Mary "must have been aware of 

the subversive power of her novel." The 1831 edition, he 

adds, suggests "she fled from her own knowledge" (133) . 

Wolf shares this view: "Fifteen years later, she was a 

respectable widow striving for even more respectability. 

The 1831 edition reflects that change in her life" (Note on 

Text). Baldick agrees, adding that the 1831 edition 

represents Mary's incorporation of "several of the more 

conservative readings implied in the dramatic and rhetorical 

uses to which the story had been put since 1818" (61). 

Baldick thus identifies the beginning of a lengthy tradition 

in Frankenstein's history. It is a tradition in which the 

novel, once it has been dramatically visualized, becomes 

intricately connected to and read against those same 

visualizations. 

One of Mary's incorporations is an allusion to 
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Peake's Presumption. As Baldick explains, 

Now distancing herself from her radical past, 
the author strengthened the cautionary element 
of her novel to the point where it could be 
read as an 'improving' work. Despite her 
misgivings about Peake's handling of the story, 
she even introduced his title into her book: 
the word 'presumption' appears for the first 
time in a new speech given to Victor, who now 
describes the monster as the 'living monument 
of presumption and rash ignorance which I had 
let loose upon the world.' 

(61) 

Mary, in fact, prepares her readers for such a change in the 

novel's moral tone in her Introduction to the 1831 text. 

Speaking of Victor's creation, she directs readers to the 

blasphemy inherent in his presumption: "Frightful must it 

be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human 

endeavour to mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of 

the world" (E 55). This moral framework marks, as I will 

later show, quite a departure from the 1818 text. But it 

has become, as the following cartoon illustrates, a popular 

way of interpreting the novel: 
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Young Victor Frankenstein stays after school. 

Indeed, a century after the publication of the 1831 edition, 

James Whale's scientist triumphantly professed "Now I know 

what it feels like to be a god!" (Frankenstein 1931). Yet 

his speech, an encapsulation of the novel's new morality, 

offended the Hays Office (a type of censoring body), and it 

was edited out before the film's general release (Glut 

Legend 109). 

In addition to alluding to Peake's play and 

providing an explanatory introduction, Mary also has Victor 

say to Walton: "when I reflect that you are pursuing the 

same course, exposing yourself to the same dangers which 

have rendered me what I am, I imagine that you may deduce an 

apt moral from my tale" (E 74-5) . Concerning this change 

Baldick explains: "provided thus with a moral, Frankenstein 

at last became an acceptable text, its meanings brought into 

line with the improving lessons of its dramatic versions" 

(62). But the moral, as Baldick later explains, derives 
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less from the novel and more from the public's new 

perception of the novel -- a perception conditioned by the 

"developing tradition of stage, cartoon, and -- eventually 

screen Frankensteins" (62). These, he argues, "managed more 

successfully to rein in the excesses of the story's multiple 

significance by exhibiting the monster as an awful warning" 

( 62) . 

Once streamlined into a moral fable and thus 

condensed into a verbal shorthand, the novel itself began to 

recede into the "darkness and distance" (f.. 261) of the 

past. Indeed, only one year after the novel's first 

visualization, George Canning, foreign secretary and leader 

of the House of Commons, used Frankenstein's new, drama-

derived morality to argue against freeing the Negro slaves 

in the West Indies (Baldick 60; Mellor 113; Vlasopolos 133) 

Alluding to Mary's novel, he argued: 

To turn [the Negro] loose in the manhood of his 
physical strength, in the maturity of his 
physical passions, but in the infancy of his 
uninstructed reason, would be to raise up a 
creature resembling the splendid fiction of 
recent romance; the hero of which constructs a 
human form, with all the corporeal capabilities 
of man, and with the thews and sinews of a 
giant; but being unable to impart to the work 
of his hands a perception of right and wrong, 
he finds too late that he has only created a 
more than mortal power of doing mischief, and 
himself recoils from the monster which he has 
made. 

(Mellor 113) 

What is evident from this speech is Canning's highly 
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selective and distorted use of the novel. As Vlasopolos 

rightly concludes, 

Neither the monster's highly developed 
'perception of right and wrong' nor his 
creator's downright murderous intentions 
appear in the M.P.'s summary, since clearly 
the revolutionary turbulence at the center of 
Frankenstein might have disrupted his 
entrenched notions about slavery. Perceived 
as a childish, hence monstrous, giant, the 
slave could more readily be chained. 

( 133) 

Indeed, his summary appears to owe more to Peake's version 

of the Frankenstein story than to Mary Shelley's. The 

creature in the novel, after all, draws attention to his 

sense of right and wrong when he explains: 

For a long time I could not conceive how one 
man could go forth and murder his fellow, or 
even why there were laws and governments; but 
when I heard details of vice and bloodshed, 
my wonder ceased and I turned away with 
disgust and loathing. 

CE 161) 

Moreover, he condemns the very thinking typified by Canning 

when he adds that a "slave" is "doomed to waste his powers 

for the profits of the chosen few" (~ 161). The description 

of the creature offered by Canning sounds strikingly similar 

to the description offered by Peake's Frankenstein. After 

deserting his creation, Frankenstein asks himself, "What 

have I cast on the world - a creature powerful in form of 

supernatural and gigantic strength -- but with the mind of 
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an infant?" {Act 2nd, Scene 1st. LA 2359). This depiction 

of the creature -- one which is a tamer version of Mary 

Shelley's -- became, however, the more lasting one. 

In fact, twenty-four years after Canning's speech, 

Elizabeth Gaskell offered a similar view of the creature in 

her allusion to Frankenstein in Mary Barton. She identifies 

the monster with the "nineteenth-century British working-

class" (Mellor 112), and, like Canning and Peake before her, 

presents a Frankenstein {con-fusing the creator with his 

creation) who is "ungifted with a soul, a knowledge of the 

difference between good and evil" and who can only offer a 

"mute reproach'' (Mary Barton Chapter 15) . Her view of the 

monster -- one which persists today -- is, argues Baldick, 

"a prominent example of a creative misreading which wrenches 

the myth into new patterns while applying it directly to the 

central tensions of an industrializing social order" (86-7). 

More specifically for my purposes, Baldick links the 

misreading to visualizations of the myth: 

The misreading here is more than just a matter 
of calling the monster by the name of his 
maker; it brings in too the stage versions' 
redefinition of the monster as a soulless being 
as an inarticulate child. 

( 87) 

Because of Frankenstein's success on the stage and in other 

visual media (see appendix 2), the monster became, as 

Moretti explains, a "rhetorical figure'' (6), called upon to 
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"put into focus a particularly complex experience ... or to 

express a judgement that possesses particular importance'' 

(6). However, as a consequence, "the text itself has 

ceased to exist but as a metaphor torn and twisted from its 

being strenuously put to work" (O'Flinn 206). Today, 

because of the myth's being put to work, even those of us 

who have not read the novel are still familiar with its 

verbal shorthand. What we do not know -- and have, in fact, 

been kept from knowing by literary critics, playwrights, 

filmmakers, and politicians -- is the novel's written 

longhand. 

If, however, we resurrect Mary's text, and suture it 

back together, we will discover not only where and how her 

novel was torn and twisted but also how this distortion 

enabled it to be put to work. The dramatic adaptations of 

Frankenstein in the nineteenth century provided the myth 

with a simple moral: presumption leads to monsters. The 

twentieth century, primarily through the medium of film, 

also confined the myth. Presently, Frankenstein is 'known,' 

explains Rieger, as "the composite picture of a Monster with 

bolts in his head, an epicene scientist and his slobbering, 

sadistic assistant, huddled together in a dungeon during a 

lightning storm" (xxxiii) . What Rieger lists brings us back 

once again to what I call Frankenstein's filmic afterimages. 

These, of course, are features of film versions of the novel 

and not the novel itself, but they are nonetheless part of 



199 

our cultural heritage, and their circulation contributes to 

a biased view of how we think of Frankenstein. 

To re-view the myth and to restore Mary's author­

ity, I deliberately reverse the common order of experiencing 

Frankenstein, and examine the novel (both versions) first, 

before turning to the novel's various film versions. I will 

then illustrate how filmic afterimages contain the novel's 

more subversive elements, leaving viewers with a socially 

and politically acceptable reading of Frankenstein. This 

reading, this filmic shorthand, preceeds the text itself, 

representing a visual pre-scribing of the Frankenstein 

story. But film, by closing off the novel's multiple 

meanings or interpretations, also inadvertently directs our 

attention to those aspects of the novel that it seeks to 

restrict. Filmic afterimages then offer a way back into the 

novel. Through these, we can re-view the black and white 

world of Whale's Frankenstein and return to the novel as 

Mary scribed it. 

The act of suturing together a body (anatomical or 

textual) demands, as Victor himself knew, making certain 

choices. Because, as I have already noted, the 1831 text is 

the version which has become the standard text, I have 

chosen to focus primarily on this edition. I will, however, 

also pay particular attention to the disjecta mernbra of the 

1818 text, because these efficiently direct us to aspects of 

the story that Mary supposedly toned down or eliminated 



altogether. These 'problem areas,' I would argue, can be 

seen as sites of the novel's challenge to the dominant 

culture. In fact, a closer analysis reveals that some of 

these changes are merely cosmetic and barely mask the 

subversive elements of the story. 

One of these changes, the one most frequently 

noted by critics, is Mary's changing of Elizabeth's 

familial status. In the 1831 edition, Elizabeth is no 

longer Victor's cousin but is, instead, an orphan 

adopted by Caroline Frankenstein. Leonard Wolf 

concludes that with this change Mary now avoids the 

"slightest suggestion of incest" (Note on Text). 

Mellor also concludes: 

Elizabeth Lavenza's place in the Frankenstein 
household is both more legitimate and more 
oppressed. No longer a blood-cousin, she is 
an orphan ... ; no incestuous overtones accrue 
to her marriage to Victor. But she is now 
presented to Victor as a 'present,' a gift 
that is entirely his to cherish and possess. 

(175-6) 

The overtones may be absent, but definite undertones of 
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incest can still be heard. Indeed, if Mary had intended to 

avoid the slightest suggestion of incest, she needed to have 

made more than this one change. In 1831, Victor repeatedly 

refers to Elizabeth as his "cousin" -- a term she also uses 

in her letters -- and, on the day she was brought into the 

Frankenstein household, Victor twice calls her his "more 
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than sister" (f. 80) . Elizabeth is taught to call Alphonse 

her "uncle" and his children her "cousins" (f. 88). In 

fact, after her death, he calls her "his more than daughter" 

(E 237). Alphonse himself draws attention to the 

incestuous nature of Victor's and Elizabeth's relationship 

when he says to Victor, "You, perhaps, regard her as your 

sister, without any wish that she might become your wife" 

(E 192). In addition, if Justine, another 'adopted' child, 

thinks of herself as little William's "sister" (f. 126), and 

Elizabeth "esteems" Justine her "sister" (F 128), then, by 

the same logic, Elizabeth can be esteemed Victor's sister. 

But as well as being presented as Victor's cousin­

sister, Elizabeth is also presented as his mother. The 1831 

edition retains Caroline's dying injunction to Elizabeth in 

which she asks of her adopted daughter: "my love, you must 

supply my place to my younger children" (£ 87). Honouring 

Caroline's wish, Elizabeth "veiled her grief and strove to 

act the comforter to us all" (E 88). Even before Elizabeth 

assumed the role of mother, however, she was linked to 

Caroline. We learn that Caroline had once been "an orphan 

and a beggar" and five paragraphs later, we hear the same 

said of Elizabeth. Like Caroline, Elizabeth loses her father 

and becomes "an orphan and a beggar" (f. 77,79). This 

linguistic link, I believe, serves to prepare readers for the 

role Elizabeth will eventually be asked to play. 

Mary associates Elizabeth with Victor's mother even 
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more explicitly in Victor's dream. Unchanged in the 1831 

edition, the dream manifests Victor's incestuous feelings 

both for his surrogate sister-mother, Elizabeth, and for his 

actual mother: 

I was disturbed by the wildest dreams. I 
thought I saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, 
walking in the streets of Ingolstadt. Delighted 
and surprised, I embraced her; but as I 
imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they 
became livid with the hue of death; her features 
appeared to change, and I thought that I held 
the corpse of my dead mother in my arms; a 
shroud enveloped her form, and I saw the grave­
worms crawling in the folds of her flannel. I 
started from my sleep with horror; a cold dew 
covered my forehead, my teeth chattered, and 
every limb convulsed; when, by the dim yellow 
light of the moon, as it forced its way through 
the window shutters, I beheld the wretch. 

(L 102) 

Raised on popularized versions of Freud and the Freudian 

interpretations of dreams, even the most naive reader will 

recognize the not-so-latent content of this dream. Victor's 

sexual feelings for Elizabeth are a sublimation of his 

feelings for his mother, the dream itself reading like an 

Oedipal drama. 

Victor, in fact, directs readers to the Oedipal 

implications of his act, when he relates to Walton the events 

leading up to the animation of the creature. One of his 

motives for creating life, he tells Walton, was the promise 

it offered of becoming the ultimate Father/father. "A new 

species," he explains, "would bless me as its creator and 
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source'' (E 97). He then adds that "no father could claim 

the gratitude of his child so completely as I should deserve 

theirs" (E 97-98). While describing his emotions at the 

time, Victor becomes exceedingly proccupied with his own 

father. Four times he refers to his father {£ 99), and, 

although he believes that his father would not approve of his 

"loathsome" employment (£ 99), he rationalizes that his 

"father would be unjust if he ascribed [his] neglect to vice 

or faultiness" (£ 99) . What he both fears and desires is 

his father's authority, but, as his dream intimates, usurping 

the father's prerogatives also leads to coupling with the 

father's wife. Fearing the taboos surrounding incest, he 

wakes before the hungry worms consummate their labours, 

"confronted by the creature as demoniacal corpse, its 

negativity a token of the repression that distorts the wish 

even in a dream" (Sherwin 887). 

Forewarned of Victor's feelings for his "mummy" (£ 

102), a present-day pun which Ketterer rightly concludes is 

suggested to modern readers by the "train of associations" 

here (58), we can understand why he postpones his marriage. 

We can understand too why he confesses: "to me the idea of an 

immediate union with my Elizabeth was one of horror and 

dismay" (£ 193). Likewise, we can appreciate the 

significance of his anxiety on his wedding night. "'Oh! 

Peace, peace my love,'" he trembles, "'this night is 

dreadful, very dreadful'" (£ 234). An anxious bridegroom, 
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"fearful" of the "combat" CE 234), Victor fails to consummate 

his marriage and only embraces his wife once she is lifeless 

upon her "bridal bier" (f. 235). This embrace, Vlasopolos 

argues, represents Victor's only "overt sexual act throughout 

the entire novel" (129) . It also recalls Victor's dream of 

embracing his dead mother. The conflation of the two, Mellor 

perceptively adds, "signals Victor's most profound erotic 

desire, a necrophiliac and incestuous desire to possess the 

dead female, the lost mother" ("Possessing" 225; see also 

Sherwin 885 and Margaret Homans 102) . 

The two embraces reproduce the necrophilia which is 

at the very 'heart' of Victor's experiment. In preparing to 

create life, he spends his days and nights with the dead, in 

vaults, charnel-houses and animal slaughter-houses. To 

"animate the lifeless clay," he "tortured the living animal" 

and "dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the grave'' CE 98). 

All these activities, he adds, he pursued with "an eagerness 

which perpetually increased" <E 98). Victor's fascination 

with the dead -- a fascination grotesquely exposed by the 3-

dimensional graphics of Andy Warhol's Frankenstein is 

both disturbing and perverse. Yet, as Mary Daly reminds us 

in Gyn/Ecology, as perverse as it may seem, necrophilia is 

not unusual or unique in patriarchal cultures. In fact, she 

explains, it is patriarchy's "essential message" ( 3 9) . 

Victor is merely representative of a culture which defines 

and commonly uses the term "necrophilia" but has yet to 
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inscribe its opposite --''biophilia" (life-loving) -- in its 

discourse (Gyn/Ecology 10) . What drives Victor and what 

drives all necrophiliacs, Daly adds, is a passion either for 

"all that is dead, dying, and purely mechanical" or for all 

those "victimized into a state of living death'' (63, 59). 

Mary Shelley exposes this passion not only in the 

deadly embraces (dreamt or actual), but in Victor's 

relationship with his creature -- a creature who is quite 

literally the living dead. Indeed, given the choice of 

pursuing a heterosexual relationship with a live Elizabeth 

and developing a relationship with an assemblage of dead 

human and animal parts, Victor chooses the latter. He 

voluntarily isolates himself both physically and emotionally 

from his fiancee, preferring the "beautiful features'' (E 

101) of his creature to Elizabeth. The night he infuses life 

into his creature, he uses his "instruments of life''; his 

creature, we learn, "breathed hard, and a convulsive motion 

agitated its limbs" (E 101). The erotic tenor of this scene 

has lead more than one critic to conclude that Victor's 

relationship with his creature is founded on a homoerotic 

desire (Veeder, Ketterer, Cantor, Kosofsky). In fact, 

Gilbert and Gubar argue that, on the creation night, "Victor, 

in effect couples with his monster" (229) . Supporting their 

reading, Mellor convincingly adds: 

Frankenstein's homoerotic fixation upon his 
creature, whose features he had selected as 
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'beautiful' in a parody of Pygmalion and 
Galatea, was underlined by Mary Shelley in a 
revision she made in her Thomas copy of 
Frankenstein .... Describing his anxious 
enslavement to his task, Frankenstein confesses: 
'my voice became broken, my trembling hands 
almost refused to accomplish their task; I 
became as timid as a lovesick girl, alternate 
tremor and passionate ardour took the place of 
wholesome sensation and regulated ambition.' 

(122) 

Indeed, similar readings of the novel inform the films 

Angelic Frankenstein, The Rocky Horror Picture Show and 

Hollow My Weanie Dr. Frankenstein, as all three make explicit 

and exploit the homoeroticism inherent in Victor's project. 

That same homoeroticism is exposed (although by implication) 

in the 1974 film, Lady Frankenstein. In this film, the 

scientist's daughter creates a male monster, specifically 

designed to satisfy her monstrous lust. But read against the 

original Frankenstein story, it raises telling questions 

about the motivating forces behind Victor's desire to create 

a male creature for himself. Critics may avoid this reading 

and choose to refer to the creature as a neutral/neutered 

"it," but, Mary makes it clear that Victor's man-made 

creation is very much a man himself. 

In light of the novel's homoeroticism, incest, 

necrophilic embraces with dead mothers or sister-brides, and 

its images of worms penetrating the mother's folds, it is 

hardly surprising that the author of Frankenstein was 

described as someone ''who perverts his ingenuity and 
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knowledge to the attacking of all that is ancient in our 

venerable civil and religious institutions" (Rieger xix) . 

What I do find surprising, however, is that it would take 

more than a century and a half until films such as Andy 

Warhol's Frankenstein or The Rocky Horror Picture Show 

would make explicit on film what Mary Shelley had inscribed 

in her novel. Certain taboos, it seems, are better left 

unvisualized. 

Mary Shelley also exposes and critiques the venerable 

institution of marriage. In fact, in the limited number of 

marriages depicted in the novel, we soon discover a dominant 

pattern: for women, the consequences of marriage are deadly. 

Beaufort's unnamed wife is absent from Victor's narrated 

"history'' (E 75) . Left to re-create her history we can only 

assume that, since Caroline is left an "orphan'' (E 77) after 

Beaufort's death, Mrs. Beaufort must have preceded her 

husband to the grave. Caroline, we quickly learn, repeats 

her mother's fate. After months of devotion and selfless 

service to her father -- a man who was too "proud" to procure 

"plain work" for himself but not too proud to allow his 

daughter to plait straw for his living (E 77) -- Caroline 

exchanges this life of servitude for yet another. She is 

"committed" to the care of her father's friend, imaged as a 

"fair exotic ... sheltered by the gardener," Alphonse (E 78) 

Re-enacting her role of self-sacrificing "guardian angel to 

the afflicted" (E 79), she attends to Elizabeth, catches 
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scarlet fever and dies shortly thereafter. 

Here, Mary Shelley revises her text and, in her 

revisions, de-fuses much of the original edition's 

subversiveness. In the 1818 text, Caroline enters 

Elizabeth's chamber after the threat of the disease is past, 

when Elizabeth is actually recovering. Her death in this 

instance is, as Kate Ellis concludes, "gratuitous," her 

"motherly touch" killing her "without benefiting anyone else" 

(132). What kills her, Ellis adds, is her belief in the 

female ideal (132), an ideal which demands self-sacrifice and 

a passivity "bordering on the ultimate passivity of death" 

itself (Knoepflmacker 108) . It is also an ideal which, given 

the novel's focus on necrophilia, is particularly fitting. 

In the revised edition, however, Mary Shelley 

includes a causality which tones down the threat of the 

original. Now, notes Ellis, Caroline enters the chamber when 

Elizabeth's life is "menaced," and, precisely "because of her 

watchful attentions," she "triumphed over the malignity of 

the distemper" (E 87, Ellis 131). The revision thus gives 

meaning to Caroline's death. Nonetheless, it does not 

conceal the fact that "maternal love is strikingly associated 

with self-destruction" (Mellor 175). The image we are left 

of Caroline is fittingly a painting, 9 its subject death. 

Framed into history -- this painting Victor tells us is an 

"historical subject" (E 121) -- Caroline is framed by a 

society that turns obedient daughters into obedient wives. 
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The women in Frankenstein are, like Alphonse's 

painting, possessions, presents, commodities of exchange. In 

this world, as the sailor on board Walton's ship learned, 

fathers consent to marriages only if the "match" involves the 

exchange of a "considerable sum in prize money" (E 64). 

Safie's father, recognizing the exchange value of his 

daughter, uses her to buy his own freedom. Although Felix 

initially turns down the Turk's "promises of reward and 

wealth" (E 165), he changes his mind once he sees the 

captive's daughter. He does so we learn because he "could 

not help owning to his own mind that the captive possessed a 

treasure which would fully reward his toil and hazard" (E 

165). The language of commerce is telling: as payment for 

his labour, Victor will be given a treasure which the father 

possesses. The sale is finalized once Felix is promised 

Safie's "hand in marriage" (E 165), and, although he is 

"too delicate to accept his offer" outright, he nonetheless 

"looked forward to the probability of the event'' (E 165), 

once he had met the terms of the offer. Rumours of a similar 

financial arrangement circulated around Percy's and Mary's 

marriage, as at the time "it was ... rumoured that [Godwin] 

had sold the two girls [Mary and Claire] to Shelley for 800 

and 700 pounds respectively" (The Life and Letters of M.W. 

Shelley vol.1, 83). 

Like Safie (and Mary herself), Elizabeth is also a 

"possession, " a "present" (E 8 0) . These terms, added in 
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the 1831 edition, are even more dehumanizing than the string 

of epithets Victor uses in the original. In the 1818 

edition, Elizabeth is "as playful as a summer insect," her 

eyes "as lively as a bird's " (Wolf 36). Victor, we hear, 

"loved to tend on her, as [he] should a favourite animal" 

(Wolf 36) . Like Caroline, she is kept, kept in and kept 

apart from the outside world (Ellis 124, Mellor 214). And, 

after Mary's revision, she becomes, in 1831, the "prototype 

of the Victorian 'angel in the house'" (Mellor 176) Victor 

now describes her as "a being heaven sent'' (E 79) . She 

bears "a celestial stamp in all her features" and she is 

"fairer than a pictured cherub'' (E 79). We also learn that 

her "saintly soul shone like a shrine-dedicated lamp" (F 

82), but, as Ellis reminds us, "to whom, one may ask, is this 

shrine dedicated" (134)? 

Mary may incorporate prototypical images of the 

Victorian angel in the house, but, by illustrating the deadly 

consequences of this idealization, she, in fact, questions 

this view as much as she endorses it. 10 Her changes, like 

her changes concerning the novel's incest, ostensibly 'tame' 

her text, but, at the same time, they fail to de-fuse 

entirely the novel's subversiveness. What Mary illustrates 

in the later text is that the more closely Elizabeth 

approximates the Victorian ideal, the more silent and 

consequently helpless she becomes. Like her mother before 

her and like the creature himself, Elizabeth approaches the 
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necrophile's ideal -- a state of the living dead. 

One of the changes concerns Elizabeth's regret about 

not being allowed a "liberal education" (F 89) . In the 

1818 edition, she not only recognizes the inequalities in her 

society but voices her opinion concerning them. When Victor 

sets out for England, she, we are told, "regretted that she 

did not have the same opportunities of enlarging her 

experience, and cultivating her understanding" (Wolf 224). 

In the revised text, Elizabeth becomes more acquiescent and 

concerned only about Victor's well-being (224). Now when 

Victor departs, "a thousand conflicting emotions rendered her 

mute" as she bade him "a tearful, silent farewell" (E 195). 

She is silenced, as Mellor notes, on two other occasions in 

the 1831 text: 

No longer does Elizabeth protest against h!f 
father's plans for Ernest [to be a lawyer] or 
denounce the tyrannical vengeful retribution 
of the law courts. Bound by the 'immutable laws 
of nature' and her dependence on the 
Frankenstein family, Elizabeth Lavenza has 
become a cypher, the woman as silenced Other. 

( 176) 

As silenced Other, concerned more with the well-being of the 

Frankenstein men than with her own well-being, Elizabeth acts 

out the role society demands of her. 

Her actions, however, stand in direct opposition to 

what we are told about the actions of women "born in freedom" 

(.£:. 165). Such women, as Safie learned, should "aspire to 



212 

higher powers of intellect and an independence of spirit" (E 

165). Elizabeth, rather than develop her powers of 

intellect, is "sastified" with contemplating the "appearances 

of things" (E 81) . She is an "inmate" (E 8 0) , kept apart 

from the public sphere of commerce and education, is not 

allowed to travel, and, in the 1831 text, she is even denied 

the opportunity to speak for herself. Thus, like her mother, 

and like the "saintly sufferer" (E 131) Justine, Elizabeth, 

rather than being born "in freedom" is born into a society 

which suppresses both aspiration and independence of thought 

and spirit. The last image we are given of Elizabeth is of a 

lifeless body upon a "wedding bier" (E 235) . Like William 

Blake's "marriage hearse," the image is a grim reminder of 

the two conclusions to women's stories offered in society. 

In fact, in three of the marriages in the novel, the two 

conclusions turn out to be virtually synonymous. 

One marriage, however, promises a different 

conclusion, and thus serves as a commentary on the novel's 

other marriages. Safie and Felix's marriage (E 179) -- a 

detail Mary offers almost in passing -- marks a radical 

departure from the other marriages as well as a change in 

attitude for Felix. In the Parisian world, Felix once viewed 

Safie as a "treasure," a commodity of exchange. In the new 

world he inhabits, one which Safie freely seeks, he comes to 

see women as equals. He, his sister Agatha and eventually 

Safie, share the work and perform the same duties. There is 
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no division of work based on gender and no division of their 

world into private (female) and public (male) spheres. 

Theirs is a society "based on justice, gender equality and 

mutual affection" (Mellor 118), a society in which men and 

women are both comforters and providers. As such it marks 

quite a departure from the world they left behind. 

That world, as the creature learned, is built on 

oppression and injustice. While listening in on Safie's 

history and civics lessons (unlike Elizabeth, Safie seeks 

more than the appearances of things), he hears of "the 

strange system of human society" (£ 161). He learns "of 

the division of property, of immense wealth and squalid 

poverty" (£ 161) and discovers too that without either "a 

high and unsullied descent'' or "riches" a man is a "slave, 

doomed to waste his powers for the profits of the chosen few" 

(£ 161). He also hears of the evils of imperialism and 

"wept with Safie over the hapless fate of [America's] 

original inhabitants" (£ 161). And, from Volney's Ruins of 

Empires (£ 160), he also learns, argues Peter Dale Scott, 

"that cultural decay" is attributed "to political despotism, 

and despotism to paternal tyranny" ("Vital Artifice" 192). 

"Paternal tyranny, wrote Volney," 

laid the foundation of political despotism .... 
In every savage and barbarous state, the father, 
the chief of the family, is a despot, and a 
cruel and insolent despot. The wife is a slave, 
the children his servants .... It is remarkable, 
that parental authority is great accordingly as 
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the government is despotic. China, India, and 
Turkey are striking examples of this. 

(quoted by Scott 192) 

What the creature learns from Volney, however, only 

reinforces what readers have already learned. Wives are 

still enslaved and children such as Caroline and Safie are 

still servants. 

For all its attractiveness, there is something 

troubling about the De Lacey society. Originally classless, 

based on the equal distribution of labour, this ''polis-as-

egalitarian-family" {Mellor 118) eventually begins to ignore 

its own tenets by introducing a servant class. What 

threatens to emerge is a leisure class, as now "assisted in 

their labours by servants,'' "Felix and Agatha spent more time 

in amusement and conversation" (E 172). And, too, as 

symbolized by the blind and feeble father De Lacey, 

patriarchy is only weakened in this society not gone from it 

entirely. Felix, as true son, 'instinctively' defends the 

father when the creature enters and, thus, by resorting to 

violence, realigns himself with that sex whose mark of 

distinction is the taking not the giving of life {Simone de 

Beauvoir 58). Finally, as exiles from their respective 

homelands, living on the margins of society, Felix and Safie 

and the alternative ideology they represent, are literally 

marginalized. In fact, when they escape from their cottage, 

they disappear altogether. The novel suggests, Mellor 
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correctly argues, that there seems to be "no place in 

history" (118) for this alternative to the existing system of 

human society. 

That same fate, significantly, awaits the 

relationship which the creature envisions. Having learned 

from the De Laceys how to develop an egalitarian social 

organization, the creature plans a similar society for 

himself and his promised mate. Repeatedly he tells readers 

that his relationship will be based on equality. "My 

companion," he explains, "will be of the same nature as 

myself and will be content with the same fare" (E 187). 

His "virtues," he argues, "will necessarily arise" when he 

lives "in communion with an equal" (E 185). His mate will 

be "as deformed and horrible" as he, will have the ''same 

defects" and be "as hideous" (E 185, 187). Yet precisely 

because of this sameness, they will, the creature adds, "be 

more attached to one another" (E 187). The "picture" (F 

187) he presents to Victor, one which he naively believes is 

"peaceful and human'' (E 187), is, however, radically opposed 

to the other pictures of domesticity presented in the novel. 

Moreover, it is a picture which Victor cannot accept. Unable 

to comprehend such a monstrous utopia, Victor vows to the 

creature that he will never "create another like [him]self, 

equal in deformity and wickedness"(E 208). Having been 

raised in a society which engages in binary thinking, Victor 

is unable to understand a relationship based on sameness. 
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Indeed, when he rationalizes against creating a mate, he -­

unlike his creature -- composes a list of possible scenarios 

all of which involve difference, or otherness. First, Victor 

argues (using a familiar patriarchal trope 12 ) that the 

female "might become ten thousand times more malignant than 

her mate" (£ 206) . Then, believing that a proper woman 

exists to reflect back to man an image of himself, Victor 

speculates that the male creature might "conceive a greater 

abhorrence for [his own deformity] when it came before his 

eyes in the female form" (£ 206). Finally, he 

chauvinistically rationalizes (as Whale would after him in 

Bride) that, the female, rather than be satisfied with her 

mate, "might turn with disgust from him to the superior 

beauty of man" (£ 206). Thus, where the creature sees in 

terms of "like," "same" or "equal," Victor can only see in 

terms of "more," "greater," or "superior." Armed with 

patriarchal rationalizations -- rationalizations which have 

at their base man's superiority -- Victor in "the wantonness 

of power and cruelty" (£ 187), tears "to pieces" the female 

creature (£ 207) . 13 In doing so, he extinguishes a 

potential "race" -- not "of devils" (£ 206), not of angels 

in the house, but of equals. 

In addition to exposing the "'wrongs' done to women 

and children, friends and fiances, in the name of domestic 

affection" (Ellis 126), Mary also attacks much that is 

"ancient in our venerable ... religious institutions." Like 
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other Gothic writers of her time, Mary especially condemns 

Roman Catholicism. In the episode with Justine (an episode 

which, as I have mentioned, also serves as a criticism of 

the judicial system), Mary presents to her readers the wrongs 

done to Justine in the name of the Catholic Church. Innocent 

of any crime, Justine confesses to murdering William 

Frankenstein because, as she explains to Elizabeth, 

Ever since I was condemned, my confessor 
besieged me; he threatened and menaced, until I 
almost began to think that I was the monster 
that he said I was. He threatened 
excommunication and hell fire in my last 
moments if I continued obdurate. Dear Lady, I 
had none to support me; all looked on me as a 
wretch doomed to ignominy and perdition. What 
could I do? In an evil hour I subscribed to a 
lie. 

(f. 129) 

Forced to lie to save her soul, menaced and threatened by her 

confessor, Justine reveals more than she knows when she 

describes her time spent in confession as an "evil hour." 

Her subsequent speeches are also bitterly revealing. Like 

one of William Blake's innocent children, Justine endures her 

"sad and bitter world" believing in the promise of a "heaven, 

where we shall all be happy" (f. 129-30) . Acting self-

consciously as an exemplary figure -- "learn from me," she 

teaches "to submit in patience to the will of heaven -- " 

Justine, in fact, illustrates the mortal consequences of the 

death of Will. 

The episode with Justine is also telling in that it 
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represents one of the rare instances in the novel in which 

God's name is actually piously invoked (Baldick 43). Victor 

and his creature may blaspheme God's name but for the most 

part God is conspicuously absent from Mary's creation story 

(Baldick 43) . Even the allusions to Paradise Lost fail to 

situate the story in a Christian framework because, as 

Baldick rightly concludes, Mary revises "Paradise Lost in 

so decontextualized a manner that the great context Himself 

is removed, turning the novel into a 'Paradise Lost without 

angels, or devils, or God'" (42, Levine 7). 

Yet to the creature, Victor does represent a Creator. 

Having read Milton's great epic -- a "true history," as he 

calls it the creature (and the reader) is quick to 

discover the parallels between his creation and the Christian 

story of creation (.£:. 171-173) . It is "through this 

perspective," adds Baldick, "that the novel's impieties 

emerge" ( 4 3) : 

The monster's 'god' comes to be seen as an 
ineptly negligent creator whose conduct towards 
his creation is callously unjust. If Adam's 
complaint in the epigraph is borne in mind as 
well, the novel begins to look like a 
nightmarish parody of patriarchal religion, in 
which the Son is made, not begotten, the Flesh 
is made Word, and women cede the power of 
conception to men while being legally framed as 
criminals (like Eve) or torn to pieces. It is 
not hard to imagine the pious readers of 1818 
feeling that their f~d and His creation were 
being grimly mocke~ 

( 4 3) 
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Burton Hatlen, in his "Milton, Mary Shelley, and 

Patriarchy," argues that Mary does much more than simply mock 

patriarchal religion: "She puts the patriarchal creator on 

trial, and she finds him guilty" (32) . He is especially 

guilty, adds Hatlen, of believing that he "'owns' the 

creature to which he gives birth" (28). The source of his 

belief, explains Hatlen, is the "patriarchal mythes'' of 

creation, a mythes which argues that the "act of creation is 

the exclusive prerogative of the male of the species, and it 

entails rights of ownership both over the 'means' of creation 

(that is, the female) and over the end result of this act" 

(Hatlen 20). Consequently, societies which have developed 

adhering to this mythos (the world of Geneva is no 

exception) , rely on an imbalance of power which 

denies the possibility of mutual relationships 
between equals, demanding instead that in every 
human relationship one person must be the master 
while the other must be a slave, that one must 
give orders while the other obeys, that one must 
be a subject while the other is an object. 

(Hatlen 40) 

This is the society that Mary Shelley "summons to the bar of 

judgement" (Hatlen 40) and finds guilty, and it is a society 

which finds its rationale in Christianity itself. 

In addition to exposing and mocking male Creators, 

Mary also implicitly mocks traditional views of Creation 

itself. Indeed, one of the novel's most subversive aspects 

and one which critics fail to discuss -- is its implicit 
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commentary on what it means to be human. By allowing Victor 

to succeed in creating a sentient, rational and intelligent 

being, a being who is, as Harold Bloom argues, "more human 

than his creator" (Afterword 215), Mary calls into question 

the longstanding Christian belief that humankind is divinely 

inspired. No longer descended from the divine Creator, man 

is now reduced to a conglomerate of dead human and animal 

parts. 15 No Frankenstein film to date has visualized this 

detail of the novel: Fritz may rob graveyards and medical 

laboratories, but he (or his master) has yet to visit 

"slaughter-houses" (E 98) to furnish parts for the creature. 

Mary's blurring of the God-given boundary between the animal 

and the human, shocking in 1818, is no less shocking today. 

In fact, the public outcry in this decade concerning the 

religious and ethical implications of transplanting a 

baboon's heart into an infant (anonymously named "Baby Faye" 

for her own protection) suggests that we are still within a 

religious frame that advocates seeing humans as distinct from 

and elevated above animals. The Baby Faye controversy 

forced many parties to heed some rather obstinate 

questionings; fittingly, they are questionings which were 

once very eloquently voiced by Victor's 'monster': "What was 

I? Whence did I come? What was my destination?" (F 170) 

Now when science is on the verge of realizing Victor's 

experiment, these are questions we may soon be asked to 

answer. 
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At the same time that we attempt to grapple with 

these questions we might, following Mary Shelley's lead, take 

a critical look at the institution of science itself. 

Frankenstein is very much concerned with modern science, 

and does not present, as Rieger claims, a science which is 

"switched-on, souped up alchemy" (Rieger xxvii) . Victor may 

have once been interested in the writings of such alchemists 

as Agrippa, Magnus and Paracelsus, but he soon learns that 

theirs are "exploded systems" in the "enlightened and 

scientific age" in which he lives CE 90) . He studies 

"mathematics" CE 86), "modern chemistry" ff .. 91), 

"physiology" and "anatomy" (f. 95) and, by studying the 

"natural decay and corruption of the human body" (E 95), he 

becomes a precursor to the forensic scientist. He repeatedly 

refers to a "laboratory" (£ 93, 94, 205, 206), learns "the 

uses of ... various machines" {f. 93), and, when he discovers 

the secret of life, he does so not by the aid of magic or 

some "miracle" (f. 96), but instead by "stages of 

discovery" that were "distinct and logical" (f. 96) . 

He prepares for his experiment very logically, 

building on and learning from the discoveries of others (E 

92-101) . When he decides to create a mate for the creature, 

he travels to England to obtain from English philosophers 

"knowledge and discoveries ... of indispensable use" {f. 

193) . His steps are methodical, logical, and rational, yet, 

in the popular imagination, Frankenstein has become the 
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archetypal mad scientist. It is true that in the course of 

his life Victor suffers from "nervous fevers" (.[ 10 0, 105, 

217), but these are more the result of his arduous study than 

the actual impetus for it. He remains sufficiently sane to 

recognize that any confession of his experiment would be 

"looked upon as the ravings of insanity" {£ 120) or "as 

madness by the vulgar" (F 123). In fact, Victor reminds 

Walton very early in his narrative: "Remember, I am not 

recording the vision of a madman" (£ 96). Yet today, in 

the minds of the vulgar (vulgar in sense of the non-reader), 

Frankenstein's actions are indeed thought of as madness. 

Reducing Frankenstein's narrative to the ravings of insanity, 

however, not only simplifies the novel's psychological 

complexities but also rather conveniently de-fuses Mary's 

. d' f . . . 1 l' . 16 in ictment o science, in particu ar mascu ine science. 

Yet, in a way, the popular view of Frankenstein as 

the mad scientist is an appropriate one because, by probing 

and dissecting the ideology of science, Mary exposes the 

madness such an ideology can promote. If Victor goes mad, he 

does so because, unlike Walton, he fails to recognize the 

personal cost science exacts. In the name of science, Victor 

first severs all ties with his friends and family. He 

explains that he felt he must "procrastinate all that related 

to [his] feelings of affection until the great object, which 

swallowed up every habit of [his] nature, should be 

completed" (£ 99). That great object, Mary illustrates, is 
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none other than science itself. Eventually, his "eyes" 

became "insensible to the charms of nature," and "the same 

feelings which made [him] neglect the scenes around [him] 

caused [him] also to forget those friends who were so many 

miles absent" <E 99). Walton, another scientist in search 

of a "secret" (E 60), also distances himself from "domestic 

affections" (f 99), and, like Victor, he dedicates himself 

mind and body to one great objective <E 61) . He even 

"voluntarily endured cold, famine, thirst, and want of 

sleep," before embarking on his quest for the pole. Such 

training was necessary, he tells Margaret, for "inuring [his] 

body to hardship" <E 61). Devotees and "disciple [sJ" <E 84) 

of the religion of science, Walton and Victor become 

ascetics, inuring themselves not just to hardship but to 

affection as well. 

This emotional detachment renders the scientist blind 

to all but "one pursuit" <E 98) . Under-mates (F 61) to 

the scientific enterprize, Victor and Walton are seduced by 

the "enticements of science" (E 94), and once "deeply 

smitten" <E 81), they will do anything in its service. 

Walton's confession to Victor illustrates the depth of his 

commitment: 

I was easily led by the sympathy which he 
evinced to use the language of my heart, to give 
utterance to the burning ardour of my soul and 
to say, with all the fervour that warmed me, how 
gladly I would sacrifice my fortune, my 
existence, my every hope, to the furtherance of 
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my enterprize. One man's life or death were but 
a small price to pay for the acquirement of the 
knowledge which I sought. 

rn:. 73) 

Such blind faith, such zeal is indeed madness. Science --

contrary to the familiar cliche -- does not set Victor and 

Walton free; instead, it enslaves them. In fact, Victor at 

one point draws this same conclusion when he confesses to 

Walton that he "appeared rather like one doomed by slavery to 

toil in the mines, or any other unwholesome trade than an 

artist occupied by his favourite employment" (.£:. 101) He 

is confined to a "solitary chamber, or rather cell" (.£:. 98) , 

a prisoner to his scientific enterprize. 

Brian Easlea, in his Fathering the Unthinkable, 

convincingly argues that the mentality of such scientists as 

Victor and Walton is all too common among scientists today. 

Mellor agrees, and adds that the scientific demand for 

"'objectivity'" and "detachment" -- a demand willingly 

accepted by Victor and Walton can result in 

a dangerous division between what C.P. Snow 
called 'two cultures,' between the power­
seeking practices of science and the concerns of 
humanists with moral responsibility, emotional 
communion, and spiritual values. 

( 112) 

Aware only in retrospect of this division, a division which 

can inure scientists to matters emotional or spiritual, 

Victor explains to readers: 
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a churchyard was to me merely the receptacle of 
bodies deprived of life, which, from being the 
seat of beauty and strength, had become food for 
the worm. Now I was led to examine the cause 
and progress of this decay and forced to spend days 
and nights in vaults and charnel houses. My 
attention was fixed upon every object the most 
insupportable to the delicacy of the human feelings. 

(£:. 95-6) 

Victor was "led" to this life, "forced" to spend his life in 

vaults and charnel-houses not because he was mad but because 

he believed in an ideology which demanded a degree of 

emotional detachment bordering on the edge of madness. 

Moreover, his desire for the "acquisition of knowledge'' (£:. 

89), laudable in the realm of science, can be (and has been) 

dangerous and destructive. Victor's -- like the scientists' 

after him -- was quite literally an "anti-natural dream" 

(Easlea 45). 17 

Mary Shelley, in fact, contrasts Victor's project 

with the natural world around him, throwing into higher 

relief the unnaturalness of his experiment. We learn that 

while "thus engaged, heart and soul, in one pursuit'' (E 94, 

98), Victor failed to notice that it was "a most beautiful 

season; never did the fields bestow a more plentiful harvest 

or the vines yield a more luxuriant vintage" (E 98) . Rather 

than bestow life in the spring -- a time of the "blossoms and 

expanding leaves" -- Victor reverses the natural order, 

bringing his child to life on a "dreary night of November" (F 
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99, 101). And, having successfully completed his 

experiment, Victor abdicates all responsibility, leaving the 

consequences of his scientific discovery to others to face. 

The scenario is by now a familiar one. 

Mary also points an accusing finger at Victor's 

motivation. Again what she finds in need of "keeping'' (E 

64) in her scientist extends to science itself. Victor may 

altruistically explain to Walton that because of his studies 

he "could banish disease from the human frame" (E 85), but 

he also egotistically believed that if he succeeded a "new 

species would bless me as its creator and source" and would 

"owe their being to me" (E 97). What he seeks is power. 

He had initially turned to the "dreams of forgotten 

alchemists'' (E 91) because these "masters" of "science 

sought immortality and power" (E 91), and he rejects 

modern science until Waldman counters that the "modern 

masters" had "acquired new and almost unlimited power" 

(E 92) . 

He also seeks the personal fame and glory that his 

discovery would bring. "Wealth, 11 he admits "was an 

inferior object but what glory would attend the discovery if 

I could banish disease from the human frame" (E 85) . Walton 

repeats the same creed and explains to his sister "I 

preferred glory to every enticement that wealth placed in my 

path" (E 61). Power and glory become the motivating forces 

in both scientists' lives. At one point in his narrative, 
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Victor steps outside himself, uttering his and science's 

rallying cry: 

So much has been done, exclaimed the soul of 
Frankenstein -- more, far more, will I achieve; 
treading in the steps already marked, I will 
pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, 
and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of 
creation. 

(.[ 92) 

His search for the mysteries of creation is an egotistical, 

"selfish pursuit" ([ 113) . In creating life he collaborates 

with no one; secluded in his "workshop of filthy creation," 

in his "solitary chamber" (f. 98), he alone discovers "the 

cause of generation and life" (f. 96) . Thus the power and 

the glory that attend this discovery will become his and his 

alone. 

While Victor pursues nature to her hiding places, he 

is assisted in his pursuit by an ideology which presents 

nature as female and passive and science as male and active. 

Once again, Mary Shelley holds such a view up to close 

scrutiny. Throughout the early stages of his narrative, 

(and we should remember that it is his narrative), Victor 

engenders nature as female, and, like the scientists before 

(and after) him, he wants to "penetrate into the recesses of 

nature and show how she works in her hiding-places" (f. 92). 

He admits he was "always ... imbued with a fervent longing 

to penetrate the secrets of nature" and became the acolyte 

of "men who had penetrated deeper and knew more'' (f. 84). 
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Indeed, when Victor speaks of his desire to learn these 

secrets, he frequently relies on sexual metaphors and 

describes his passion in highly charged, erotic language. 

Curious "to learn the hidden laws of nature," he experiences 

a "gladness akin to rapture" CE 81); he suffers an 

"unremitting ardour'' (E 98) . When he studies the 

discoveries of modern philosophers, he comes away from his 

studies ''discontented and unsatisfied" because they had only 

"partially unveiled the face of Nature, [and] her immortal 

lineaments were still a wonder and a mystery" (E_ 84). When 

he actively seeks to unfold these mysteries, he experiences 

"delight and rapture" because 

After so much time spent in painful labour, to 
arrive at once at the summit of [his] desires was 
the most gratifying consummation of [his] toils. 

(E_ 96) 

Finally, Victor's night of creation arrives, and, as he 

describes this night to Walton, he also describes his 

mounting rapture and unremitting ardour as he approaches the 

climax of his labours: 

the moon gazed on my midnight labours, while 
with unrelaxed and breathless eagerness, I 
pursued nature to her hiding-places .... My 
limbs now tremble, and my eyes swim with the 
remembrance; but then a resistless and almost 
frantic impulse urged me forward; I seemed to 
have lost soul or sensation but for this one 
pursuit. 

(E_ 98) 
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Enraptured, Victor cannot resist the frantic impulse 

to rape nature. Penetrating "vaults" and "charnel-houses," he 

"disturbed, with profane fingers the secrets of the human 

frame" (F 95,98). Desirous of mastering nature, and at the 

same time envious of nature's procreative power, he strives to 

become mother-nature. In his insistence on describing his 

experiment with sexual metaphors of penetration, metaphors of 

a "pregnant phallus" (Easlea 49), and in his frantic search to 

discover nature's secrets, he "illustrates" what Mary Daly 

calls "the hysteria of the manic mother-mimer who experiences 

his inherent male sterility as unbearable barrenness" 

(Gyn/Ecology 70). Envious of nature's great womb, Victor as 

Promethean figure succeeds in stealing it. Yet as the barren 

wastes of the Arctic suggest, Victor's Creation is inevitably 

a sterile one. The creature himself recognizes this aspect of 

Victor's new world. Indeed, in his final words, Victor's 

child paints a picture "livid with the hues of death," 

describing not a glorious creation but rather a great 

"conflagration" CE 261). (For readers living in the nuclear 

age, the consequences of science threaten an even greater 

conflagration). Mary, in fact, telegraphs such an end earlier 

in Victor's narrative. Intentionally playing on the double 

meanings of the words "conceived" and "executed," she deftly 

critiques Victor's project, encapsulating its deadly 

consequences in one sentence. "My imagination," explains 

Victor, "was vivid, yet my powers of analysis and application 
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were intense; by the union of these qualities I conceived the 

idea and executed the creation of a man" (F 250) . 

The union of Victor's imagination and powers of 

analysis, however, results in the birth of a grotesque 

monster. But what is in fact monstrous is Victor's power of 

analysis itself. His thinking, as Mellor, Easlea, Merchant, 

and Keller have shown, is typical of "a particular mode of 

thinking which we might call 'scientific,'" and it is a mode 

which is the "product of the scientific revolution of the 

seventeenth century" (Mellor 110). Francis Bacon, once 

called the "'Patriark of Experimental Philosophy,'" called on 

all the "sons of knowledge" to turn "'with united forces against 

the Nature of things, to storm and occupy her castle and 

strongholds'" (Easlea 20-21). Victor, a true son, had ''gazed 

upon the fortifications and impediments that seemed to keep 

human beings from entering the citadel of nature" (£ 84), and 

answering Bacon's battle call, he is driven to penetrate her 

barriers. As a product of the scientific revolution, Victor 

comes to see nature as "something separate," a passive Other "to 

serve his own ends, to gratify his own desires for power, 

wealth, and reputation" (Mellor 110, 112) . 

Like his forefather, Francis Bacon, Victor construes 

nature as a woman. He believes too that the aim of the new 

philosophy is to "search Nature out of her Concealments, and 

unfold her dark Mysteries" (Mellor 111) . Victor wants to 

remove nature's lineaments and discover her 'secrets'. His 
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choice of words is highly appropriate. This term, as Easlea 

has discovered, was once linked to female genitalia when 

Giovanni della Porta's Natural Magick was translated into 

English in the mid seventeenth century. In it, the female 

genitalia were explicitly called "'the Secrets'" (25). Thus, 

it is hardly surprising that images of disrobing recur 

throughout the writings of the men of science. Indeed, Sir 

Humphry Davy had once written of the powers of biochemistry: 

"'the skirt only of the veil which conceals these mysterious 

and sublime processes has been lifted up and the grand view 

is as yet unknown'" (Easlea 28). Bacon had promised his 

followers that "time will only show" what nature may do once 

"her folds have been shaken out" (Easlea 21) . Victor 

experiences rapture when the "hidden laws of nature" were 

"unfolded" to him (f. 81). The sexual metaphor of nature as 

"a woman to be unveiled, unclothed and penetrated by 

masculine science" (Easlea 27), was, in 1902, "visually 

encoded" in Ernest Barrias' statue at the entrance to the 

Faculte de Medecine of the Universit~ de Paris (Mellor 111, 

Easlea 27) . The statue, explains Easlea, is of "a young 

woman, her breasts bared, her head slightly bowed beneath the 

veil she is taking off [and] bears the inscription La Nature 

Se Devoilant Devant La Science" (27). 

The consequences of this ideology are all too apparent 

today. They were also foretold in Frankenstein. Willingly 

exiled from all domestic affections and not at all interested 
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in the "moral relations of things" (,£:. 82), Victor 

epitomizes the detached objective scientist. Indeed, as if 

to emulate this objectivity, Mary Shelley the author remains 

detached from her subject. She lets her three men tell their 

stories and lets readers draw their own conclusions. In doing 

so, however, she raises some very disturbing questions about 

objectivity itself. 

By filtering events through a series of narrators, 

Mary draws attention to the problem of interpretation. Like 

Margaret Saville, we are asked to sort through the evidence and 

piece the story (or stories) together. But what becomes 

apparent is that, unlike the interpretations presented in the 

early Frankenstein films, the story cannot be reduced to a 

simple moral; events are not always black and white. Caught up 

in a web of subjectivity, we are, as Jackson rightly concludes, 

never returned to a position of confidence in 
relation to the tale such as would be the case 
in a third-person omniscient narrative where an 
'objective,' authoritative (authorial) voice, 
knowing all, tells the meaning of the events. 

(29-30) 

Unlike her creature, who leaves "marks" and "inscriptions" 

E 244) for guidance, Mary offers no such signposts for her 

readers. At times, the story reads like a "frightful 

dream" (F 223) without "the force of reality" (f. 218) . 

Yet at the same time, "the story is too connected to be 

mistaken for a dream" (f. 238) and contains "internal 
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evidence of the truth of the events of which it is 

composed" (F 75). What we learn from Victor, for instance, 

is "connected and told with an appearance of the simplest 

truth" (£ 248), but what we hear from the creature is also 

'true.' Consequently, after hearing what either narrator 

relates as a "true history" (£ 171), we are, like Walton 

and his crew, in the same position as when we began. Left 

without any sense of closure -- the creature we learn is 

only "lost in darkness and distance" (£ 261) we must 

"deduce" our own "moral" from the tales (£ 75) . Our task, 

however, is not as simple and straightforward as Victor 

suggests, given what Mary illustrates about 'facts.' They 

are not always objective and empirically verifiable but are 

instead relative and highly subjective. 

Not only does Mary refuse to indulge in any 

"moralizing" (£ 99) -- something which greatly unsettled 

the novel's early reviewers -- but she adds to our dis-ease 

by calling into question a long held belief in the 

referentiality of language. Using the naivety of the 

monster as a means of defamiliarization (Baldick 53), Mary 

offers readers a new look at language. Indeed, the 

creature's situation serves as an analogue to the reader's: 

like him we are trying to make sense of and read all the 

"signs" (£ 155) . And, like him, we search for "any clue by 

which" to "unravel the mystery of their reference'' (£ 154). 

The problem both we and the creature face is the plurality 
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of language. We are "baffled" CE 154) by what Baldick 

terms the novel's "dialogical openness" (43) and its 

"abundant excess of meanings" (33). Indicative of the 

novel's "extraordinary resistance to simple resolutions and 

its almost inexhaustible possiblities of significance" 

(Levine "Ambiguous Heritage" 18) is Paul Sherwin's 

catalogue of critical interpretations of the creature: 

As the reader increasingly acknowledges the 
larger cultural and biographical context that 
constitutes the penumbra of the fiction, 
critical representations of what the Creature 
represents multiply endlessly. If, for the 
orthodox Freudian, he is a type of the 
unconscious, for the Jungian he is the shadow, 
for the Lacanian an objet a, for one 
Romanticist a Blakean "spectre," for another a 
Blakean "emanation"; he also has been or can be 
read as Rousseau's natural man, a Wordsworthian 
child of nature, the isolated Romantic rebel, 
the misunderstood revolutionary impulse, Mary 
Shelley's abandoned baby self, her abandoned 
babe, an aberrant signifier, differance, or as 
hypostasis of godless presumption, the 
monstrosity of a god-less nature, analytical 
reasoning, or alienating labor. 

( 890) 

"How strange," admitted the creature "that the same cause 

should produce such opposite effects" (f. 146). 

Responding to what Sherwin sees as "an overload of 

signification" (890), Baldick explains that 

The source of this dizzying profusion of 
meanings appears to lie in Mary Shelley's 
overloading of the novel with approximately 
parallel 'codes' of signification 
psychological, pedagogic, sexual, Miltonic, 
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political -- which overlap and interfere with 
one another at so many points that no single 
line of interpretation can convincingly fend off 
all the others. 

( 56) 

Thus, because the novel refuses to be read as a simple 

allegory, any interpretation is both sufficient and 

insufficent. Those readers seeking a narrative with a 

logical, linear development and a well-defined teleology 

will be disappointed and perhaps frustrated by a text which 

relies on a circular and circuitous narrative structure. 

Creation (both Victor's and her own), Mary seems to be 

saying, is not always logical. Interpreting or reading 

Creation necessarily brings with it an "overload of 

signification." 

Mary not only calls into question the problems of 

interpreting the "'real,' be it in terms of linguistic 

competence'' or of "fabricating monistic versions of 'real' 

time" and "space" (Jackson 84), but she "violate[s] the 

most cherished of all human unities: the unity of 

character" (Jackson 82) . The con-fusing by the general 

public of the created with the creator (a confusion 

generated and reinforced by popular culture more than the 

novel) is highly appropriate given the numerous parallels 

in the novel between Victor and his creature. Victor and 

the creature are, as I have previously mentioned, both 

Promethean figures and are equally "eloquent and 
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persuasive." Both alternate between playing the 

complementary roles of persecutor and persecuted, master 

and slave, pursued and pursuer, victim and victimizer. 

Both allude to Milton's Paradise Lost and both parallel 

their situations to Satan's. Victor sees himself as the 

"archangel who aspired to omnipotence'' (E 250), while the 

creature "considered Satan as the fitter emblem of [his] 

condition" (E 171). Victor, reciting Paradise Lost, 

claims that he "bore a hell within" him (E 130), and his 

creature, equally versed in Milton's epic, admits that 

"Evil henceforth became my good'' (E 258). Victor, in fact, 

makes the connection explicit when he explains to Walton 

that he "considered the living being ... nearly in light of 

[his] own vampire, [his] own spirit let loose from the 

grave" (E 120). 

But the bond between Victor and his creature re-

presents only one of the numerous pairings or doublings in 

the novel. Walton, for instance, is also linked to Victor. 

He is, argues Levine, 

an incipient Frankenstein, in his way precisely 
in Frankenstein's position: ambitious for 
glory, embarked on a voyage of scientific 
discovery, putting others to risk for his work, 
isolated from the rest of mankind by his 
ambition, and desperately lonely. 

("Realism" 19) 

Walton is also associated with Victor both on a linguistic 

level through Mary's repetition of such terms as "ardour" 
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([. 73/81) "ardent" ([. 60/85) and "ardently" ([_ 67/89) I 

and by a digression she added to her 1831 text. Her 

digression points directly to the link between the two men 

and introduces the motif of doubling which she sustains 

throughout the novel. After Walton tells him of his desire 

for an "intimate sympathy with a fellow mind" (F 73), 

Victor counters: "'I agree with you,' ... 'we are 

unfashioned creatures, but half made up'" (E 73). As if to 

remind readers of Victor's belief concerning half selves or 

doubles, Walton explains to Margaret one short paragraph 

later that "Such a man has a double existence" <E 7 4) . 

Doubling, however, is only half of the story. 

Indeed, as William Veeder's jacket cover illustrates, 

characters in Frankenstein are not simply divided into 

two selves but into muitiple selves. Clerval, like Walton, 

is an "aspiring poet" and like Walton he can also be seen 

as Victor's "alter-ego" (Mellor 76). As "Frankenstein's 

friend from boyhood," he echoes, adds Levine, "an aspect 

of Frankenstein's self" ("Realism" 19): 

Clerval is, surely, Frankenstein without the 
monster. Both men reject the occupations of 
everyday life, both are consumed by great 
ambitions, both are kept humane by the 
influence of the same women, and, in the end, 
both are destroyed by Frankenstein's own 
creation, by the aspect of Frankenstein which 
ignores the 'moral relations of things.' 
Moreover, when Clerval dies, Frankenstein is 
not only accused of the murder (and seems 
unwilling to exculpate himself though he has 
the evidence that will do so), but he falls 
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been the victim. 

( 19) 
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Leonard Wolf agrees that "Clerval represents the gentler, 

non-demonic Victor," but also adds: "it can be argued that 

Clerval is a kind of male Elizabeth" (232) . But adding 

even further to our confusion, Henry Clerval is also linked 

to the monster. After being released from prison, Victor 

con-fuses Henry with the monster. He relates his confusion 

to Walton: 

I saw around me nothing but a dense and 
frightful darkness, penetrated by no light but 
the glimmer of two eyes that glared upon me. 
Sometimes they were the expressive eyes of 
Henry, languishing in death, the dark orbs 
nearly covered by the lids and the long black 
lashes that fringed them; sometimes it was the 
watery, clouded eyes of the monster, as I first 
saw them in my chamber at Ingolstadt. 

ff. 222) 

Yet at the same time that Mary associates the monster with 

Clerval, she also associates the monster with Elizabeth. 

As William Veeder perceptively argues, 

Elizabeth's insistence upon herself as the 
murderer links her with the monster and 
highlights other links. Like the monster whose 
eyes are 'dun white,' Elizabeth after the 
murder has 'lustreless eyes.' Like the 
monster, she is associated with the moon. And 
most important, Victor's epithet for her, 
'insect,' recurs when he calls the creature 
'vile insect.' 

(169, on 'vile insect,' see also Wolf 35) 
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This relationship between Elizabeth and the creature is 

visually and humorously highlighted in Young Frankenstein 

when the creature is reunited "not with Victor, but with 

Elizabeth" (Knoepflmacher 108). It is a doubling, however, 

which was visualized as early as 1927 by Peggy Webling. 

Like Brooks after her and Mary before her, Webling links 

Victor's fiancee to the creature. Responding to the 

creature's advances, Victor's fiancee confesses: "There was 

some call from his body to mine that I could not deny" 

(quoted in Ferry's "The Foulest Toadstool" 200). As 

Madeline Kahn reminds us in Young Frankenstein, the 

mystery of life is sexual. 

In addition to the doubling which exists among the 

major characters, there is also doubling among the minor 

characters. As both Levine and Gilbert/Gubar argue, all 

the characters' histories "echo and re-echo each other" so 

that each "story seems a variation on every other" (229, 

20). Justine, as I have already mentioned, is linked with 

Caroline, and is explicitly asked to take her place. But 

she is also, as Levine argues, a double of Elizabeth: "both 

are found by the Frankenstein family and rescued from 

poverty, and both accuse themselves, in different ways, of 

the murder of Frankenstein's youngest brother" ("Realism" 

20) . Elizabeth herself is an echo of Caroline, but she is 

also "paired with ... the unfinished 'bride' of the 
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Monster" ("Ambiguous Heritage" 15). 

Thus, whether minor or major, the characters in 

Frankenstein suffer in varying degrees from an unbearable 

likeness of being. Indeed, "Like figures in a dream, all 

the people in Frankenstein have different bodies and 

somehow, horribly, the same face, or worse -- the same two 

faces" (Gilbert and Gubar 229). What Mary refuses to 

present, as Levine, Veeder and Jackson all conclude, are 

characters who are rational, logical and, above all, 

unified. Instead, she presents characters who are 

incomplete and fragmented, "unstable and shifting" (Baldick 

44). She offers, as Jackson concludes, "subjects in 

process, suggesting possibilities of innumerable other 

selves, of different histories, different bodies" (177-8) 

It is the creature -- a literalization of the fragmented 

self sutured together -- who intimates (and illustrates) 

that subjectivity "is not innate, not genetically 

determined, but socially produced" (Weedon 21). He learns, 

for instance, that Agatha and Felix "had each of them 

several names" and that their names changed according to 

the role they were playing: "The girl was called 'sister' 

or , Agatha' and the youth 'Felix,' 'brother,' or 'son' II rn:. 

154). And, he reaches a similar conclusion about 

subjectivity when he refers to himself. After learning of 

Victor's death, the creature, using images of fluidity and 

flux, confesses to Walton <E 154) that "the miserable 



series of my being is wound to its close" (£ 257). Like 

the reader, he comes to realize that subjectivity is a 

series of roles or positions, that the "'I' is more than 

one" (Cixous 389) . 
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Mary's questioning of traditional cultural 

assumptions concerning identity, something Jackson asserts 

is the "most radical, transgressive function of the 

fantastic" (83), represents one of the many subversions in 

Frankenstein. The venerable institutions of the church and 

state are exposed as being oppressive and unjust. Marriage 

is shown not as an ideal but as "the instrument par 

excellence of the oppression of women" (Weedon 40). In 

fact, women in Frankenstein who aspire to becoming angels 

in the house, illustrate to us the fatal consequences of 

believing in such an ideal. In the public sphere, science, 

both medical and political, is presented as yet another 

form of institutionalized oppression, providing, Mary 

illustrates, the rationale for violating both nature and 

nations. Indeed, violation is a dominant motif in 

Frankenstein. Mary repeatedly violates her readers' 

sensibilities by including such tabooed subjects as incest, 

necrophilia, rape and homoeroticism, all of which call into 

question society's limited (and limiting) views on 

sexuality. In fact, through the image of the creature, 

Mary illustrates that sexuality is not as rigidly defined 

as society says it is. The creature combines those 
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qualities which society labels as masculine and feminine. 

He is strong, aggressive, powerful, and logical; but he is 

also irrational, sentimental (moved by the warmth and 

affection of the De Lacey home), and is "respectful of that 

same Wordsworthian and feminine Nature whose 'recesses' its 

creator is so eager to 'penetrate'" (Knoepflmacher 106) 

He can be read as alternately representing Victor's 

aggressive phallic side (Sherwin 885) and Victor's feminine 

side, the side he suppresses to perform his experiment. 

What he thus comes to symbolize is an androgyne (Day 142). 

Yet, as reactions to his physical form illustrate, and as 

Victor's reaction to his plans for an androgynous society 

attest, the concept is, in the Genevan world of the novel, 

monstrous. 

When Frankenstein was first introduced to the 

public, it was criticized for being diseased and tasteless, 

and for failing to inculcate a "lesson of conduct, manners, 

or morality.'' It quickly became something which the 

creature himself hoped he would not become: an intrusion. 

Repeatedly in Frankenstein Mary removes the veil of 

familiarity from our venerable and ancient civil and 

religious institutions and asks us to look again at the 

cultural assumptions which underlie (and are generated) by 

them. She also questions her readers' assumptions 

concerning fiction itself. As critics such as Fiedler, 

Punter, Day and Jackson all variously conclude, Mary 
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parodies and subverts the tradition of realism. Like other 

Gothic writers, Mary illustrates that 

'realism' is not the whole story: the world 
at least in some aspects, is very much more 
inexplicable or mysterious, or terrifying, 
or violent -- than that. And futhermore, the 
Gothic writer goes on, the problem of realism 
is that it assumes that in some simple sense 
we can as writers uncover and demonstrate laws 
of cause and effect; yet this is merely to 
simplify and distort, for the world is not 
most usefully or mem~aably explicable in terms 
of cause and effect. 

(Day 407) 

In the world of Frankenstein, there is no closure, 

characters are not "the full-bodied, three-dimensional 

'rounded' characters of George Eliot's Middlemarch or 

Tolstoy's War and Peace" (Jackson 104), and 'reality' is 

not always clearly distinguishable from the world of 

dreams. In fact, 'reality,' Mary seems to say, is nothing 

more than a series of narratives, of stories, of fictions. 

The reviewer who believed that art, by re-producing life, 

can teach us life lessons, has it the wrong way around. 

d ' ' l'f l'f ' ' 19 Art oes not mimic i e; i e mimics art. Indeed, such 

is the case each time the label "Frankenstein" is affixed 

to a political leader, a scientific experiment or a 

revolutionary uprising. 

There is much in Frankenstein to direct the 

Quarterly reviewer to speak metaphorically of dis-ease and 

much to encourage the South African government to ban the 
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novel. Less overtly but, I believe, no less effectively, 

the novel continues to be banned on this continent. Not 

literally banned, the novel is, because of a variety of 

forces, as distanced from the reader as any banned work. 

Literary critics, for instance, continue to find fault with 

the novel, or with Mary Shelley herself (or both) and as a 

consequence Frankenstein is marginalized, excluded from 

the literary canon. Playwrights, filmmakers, novelists, 

politicians and cartoonists compound the problem. Like 

Peake, for instance, they interpret the novel for us, 

attaching to it moral labels. Although today the labels 

may no longer be as morally conventional as Peake's or as 

literal and unambiguous as Life Without Soul's inter­

titles, they nonetheless work to contain the novel's 

subversiveness. (The Ygor and Fritz characters of 

Frankenstein films, for example, may seem to be nothing 

more than comic additions to an otherwise serious story, 

yet they actually deflect blame from Victor and thus 

radically alter the impact of Mary's original story). In 

addition, because the novel has been appropriated by and 

subsumed into the world of popular culture, it has come to 

be viewed (perhaps unintentionally) as being 'simply' 

escapist, entertainment fiction -- something not worthy of 

serious literary study. Moreover, because it is difficult 

to separate what we think we know of the novel from what we 

know because of film versions of it, we may tend to avoid 
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the novel, feeling that, like everyone else, we already 

know the story of Frankenstein. Thus we have been blinded 

to the novel by too much rather than by too little exposure 

to the myth. But, as I have mentioned, and will now 

discuss more fully, what we 'know' of the novel is, for 

most of us who have been exposed to filmic afterimages of 

the myth, a 'tamer' version of Mary's story. What we have 

been given and continue to receive are controlled doses of 

an attenuated form of the novel. We have, as a 

consequence, been inoculated against the dis-ease which the 

novel elicits. The processes of this inoculation will be 

the focus of the following chapter. 
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Chapter Four 

Screen Memory: A Postscript 

'Oh it is not thus - not thus,' interrupted the 
being. 'Yet such must be the impression conveyed 
to you by what appears to be the purport of my 
actions.' 

Frankenstein 

We speak still of 'sunrise' and 'sunset.' 
We do so as if the Copernican model of the 
solar system had not replaced, ineradicably, 
the Ptolemaic. Vacant metaphors, eroded 
figures of speech inhabit our vocabulary and 
grammar. They are caught, tenaciously, in the 
scaffolding and recesses of our common parlance. 
There they rattle about like old rags or ghosts 
in the attic. 

George Steiner Real Presences 

Thus have I put down my thoughts. I may have 
deceived myself; I may be in the wrong; I try 
to examine myself; and such as I have written 
appears to me the exact truth. 

Mary Shelley 
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In the closing pages of Frankenstein, the creature, 

after learning of Victor's death, promises to take his own 

life. Before he departs for the "most northern extremity of 

the globe" (F 260), he explains to Walton: "He is dead who 

called me into being; and when I shall be no more, the very 

remembrance of us both will speedily vanish" (E 260). To 

the present-day reader, such a statement could not be any 

further from the truth. Neither Victor nor his creature 

shows any sign of vanishing from our memory. Indeed, while 

writing this thesis, I repeatedly encountered new and 

various uses of the Frankenstein myth. The creature and his 

'bride,' for instance, now promote Seagram's latest product, 

Fruit Schnapps. 1 The television programme The People's 

Court uses the angry villagers from Whale's Frankenstein to 

warn against the consequences of failing to watch their 

programme. Epic Waves Permanents appropriates the image of 

the 'Bride' from Whale's film to promise today's woman that 

their product -- unlike others -- will not result in a 

"monstrous commitment" to a Nefertiti-like hairstyle. 

Frankenstein (again a reference to the monster not the 

maker) has also been used in the context of steroid use 

among Canadian amateur athletes. 2 And, the recent film 

Twins continues to keep the myth alive. In fact, it not 

only uses Frankenstein as an intertext but explicitly refers 
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to Mary's story. 

After having been separated from birth -- a birth 

which like Victor's creature's represented the fruition of a 

scientific experiment -- a set of twins meets for the first 

time. Julius (Arnold Schwarzenegger) -- the perfected twin 

has been raised in physical isolation and has been, like 

Mary's creature, exposed to the best that has been known and 

thought in the world. Vincent (Danny De Vito) -- the 

embodiment of flawed genetic material directs the 

viewers' attention to the Frankensteinian parallels in a 

scene in which he tries to teach Julius how to walk. 

Remarking on his twin's stiff and stilted posture, Vincent 

asks: "have you ever seen Frankenstein?" Julius responds: 

"No, but I read the book." Exasperated with his brother's 

ignorance, Vincent grumbles: "That's not gonna help." Here, 

Vincent humorously, but no less perceptively, makes explicit 

the disparity which presently exists between Whale's version 

of Frankenstein and the myth as Mary herself presented it. 

Thus, in a way, the creature was right: our memories of him 

and his creator have speedily vanished. But as quickly as 

they have faded, they have been replaced by film memories of 

Mary's myth. 

What we and Vincent share is a screen memory of 

the myth. It is, I believe, a type of memory which has much 

in common with Freud's psychoanalytic term "screen memory. 113 

Like our childhood memories, our film memories of 



Frankenstein are "plastically visual"; they are "regular 

scenes worked out in plastic form, comparable only to 

representations on the stage" (Psychopathology 47) . 
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Further, like our earliest memories, our film memories are 

often re-visions or "falsifications" of the "genuine memory­

trace" (Psychopathology 47). Like screen memories, film 

memories prove to be "tendentious," serving "the purposes of 

repression and replacement of objectionable or disagreeable 

impressions" (Early Psycho-Analytic Publications 322) . They 

thus screen out much that is disturbing or much that is a 

source of dis-ease in the novel. 

Our film memories, however, do more than screen us 

from Frankenstein's subversiveness. They also actively 

immunize us against the novel's dis-ease. Because they re­

present certain disturbing -- but by now acceptable -­

aspects of the novel, they, "by means of a small inoculation 

of acknowledged evil," immunize "the contents of the 

collective imagination," thereby protecting it ''against the 

risk of generalized subversion" (Barthes Mythologies 150) . 

This is, as I have been illustrating, an ongoing process. 

Each time a filmic afterimage is recalled by a parodist such 

as Mel Brooks or by a cartoonist such as Gary Larson, we 

receive a type of cultural booster shot, one which increases 

or renews the effect of the original shot (ie. Whale's 

films) . This process is not only ongoing but is also, for 

the most part, a process of which the general public is 
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unaware. Since Hollywood films and popular culture are not 

considered 'serious' art forms and are instead viewed as 

being 'simply' entertainment, films such as Whale's 

Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein escape any kind of 

critical analyses by the viewing public. But, as Jowett and 

Linton argue, "Movies, like all the mass media, serve as a 

potent source of informal education, and their content, no 

matter how innocuous it may appear, is never entirely free 

of value judgments or even of ideological or political 

biases" (109). Indeed, quoting Brazilian filmmaker Glauber 

Rocha, Linton argues that "Hollywood's allegedly non-

ideological films" are '''the most political' and 'the most 

politically effectual cinema'" (18). The dismissing of 

these films, then, on the grounds that they are not to be 

taken seriously only "helps to further the myth that 

[Hollywood film] is pure entertainment, a condition 

conducive to its ideological work" 4 (Weedon 171). To 

discover this ideological work, we must not be, as was 

Elizabeth, content with the "appearances of things" {f. 81) 

but instead must "penetrate into the recesses" of film to 

discover how it works in its "hiding places" {f. 92). 

Indeed, how film presents Mary's myth is in many respects as 

important as what it presents (or fails to present) . 

Mary, as I have discussed, uses a variety of 

narrative strategies, many of which unsettle and disturb the 

reader. She offers us a series of stories, and stories 
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within stories, leaving us the task of piecing them 

together. That task, however, is complicated by 

Frankenstein's dialogical openness and plurality, its 

polyphonal structure, and its subverting of the conventions 

of classical realism. Like the viewer of the film Citizen 

Kane, we are privy to all the facts, but we quickly discover 

that 'facts' are relative. Thus, even when we have heard 

all of the "evidence,'' we discover, as did Susan Alexander 

in Citizen Kane, that part of the puzzle will always be 

missing. In Frankenstein, there is no authorial voice to 

interpret the significance of events; there is no moral 

embedded in the novel's closing pages; and there is no sense 

of closure. Of the novel's lack of closure, Wolf 

persuasively argues: 

Critics generally have taken the creature's word 
for the deed and have assumed that he had indeed 
gone off to die. But there is a hovering 
uncertainty about the matter, a poignant puzzle 
made particularly baffling because all the other 
deaths in this book have been so direct and 
unambiguous. Then why, since the author of a 
book has merely to write a fictive death to 
accomplish it, has the creature been left in the 
limbo of his own promise to die? 

(332) 

It is a question which Mary refuses to answer, yet it has 

become a question which Frankenstein films exist to answer. 

Whether by fiery inferno or fantastic explosions, the 

creature is always spectacularly destroyed in the movies. 

Indeed, as I have mentioned, his death is part of the "seek-
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and-destroy" formula of the horror film genre. He may 

return by way of film sequels -- a return which seems to 

undercut the original film's sense of closure or finality 

but any anxiety his reappearance generates is dissipated by 

the sequel's own destruction of the monster. Thus, even 

though sequels tell us that the monster can re-surface at 

any time, they also reassure us that, each time he returns, 

he will be destroyed. Following the same formula as Whale, 

they too leave no doubt as to the creature's inevitable 

death. 

Similarly, in film, there is no doubt as to what the 

creature looks like. By contrast, Mary offers only a 

limited description of the being, leaving it to her readers 

to fill in the gaps and to fashion -- as did Victor -- their 

own image of the monstrous. These gaps or areas of 

indeterminacy in the novel are, however, not a part of the 

Frankenstein films. Unlike the novel with its profusion of 

possible interpretations, Frankenstein films, because of the 

intervention of the camera, collect up "meanings which may 

be lying around in the text," streamlining ''them into one, 

single coherent interpretation which it fixes as 

inescapable" (Holderness 184). Equally fixed is the 

Universal image of the monster. And, now that he has been 

given a face and a form, he no longer elicits our fear. His 

very familiarity diminishes the threat he once posed -- the 

threat of the strange, of the Other. 5 Indeed, because of 
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the Karloffian monster's association with such characters as 

Abbott and Costello or the young children of the recent film 

The Monster Squad, Mary's creature has been reduced to a 

tame -- even affable -- figure. 

But, long before these associations were made, the 

monster was tamed for the public. Part of this taming 

process stems from the narrative point of view of Whale's 

films. Using the point of view of a neutral third observer 

in conjunction with what is termed the "view behind" (Kuhn 

62), classic horror films, as McConnell argues, literally 

"flatten the horror," converting "the potential depth­

perception of panic into a two-dimensional tableau which 

underscores the facetiousness of the monster" (32) . At the 

same time, McConnell counters, because "the remorselessly 

plain camera angles of these movies insist on the same 

vantage for humans and monsters,'' they "therefore 

inadvertently project flat visual equivalence between the 

'normal' and the freakish which is finally a devastating 

reduction of humanistic perception" (32) . This visual 

equivalence, however, is tame by comparison to the 

equivalence Mary offers between the 'normal' and the 

freakish. Repeatedly in the novel, she presents Victor 

and his creature as doubles of one another: both are 

Promethean figures; both alternately assume the roles of 

pursuer/pursued, master/slave, victimizer/victim; and both 

are eloquent and persuasive. Frankenstein films not only 
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eliminate this doubling but, by presenting a creature who 

is an inarticulate brute, also assure viewers that man is 

superior to the beast. This is not the case in the novel. 

In fact, as Bloom argues, the creature is, at times, "more 

human than his creator." Such a conclusion is particularly 

disturbing given that the creature is composed of dead 

animal as well as dead human parts. Indeed, the humanist's 

view that man, in rising above his own animality, is 

superior to the beast is radically subverted by Mary 

Shelley. The flat visual equivalence that McConnell 

identifies only serves, I believe, to inoculate us against 

the more deadly dis-ease the novel generates. 

Moreover, in making this claim, McConnell 

overlooks, I would argue, the vast difference between the 

position of the spectator of the film and the position of 

the characters in the film. There may be a visual 

equivalence between the scientist and the creature but any 

uneasiness such equivalence may elicit is dissipated by the 

sense of mastery the film grants the spectator. 

"Entertainment cinema offers," as John Ellis perceptively 

argues, 

the possibility of seeing events and 
comprehending them from a position of separation 
and mastery .... Hence the spectator's position 
is one of power, specifically the power to 
understand events rather than to change them .... 
It is a position of knowledge ... [and] 
mastery .... The position of ultimate vision in 
any fiction film is not that of any of the 
characters, but that of the spectator. The 
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spectator can see everything the characters 
see, together with both the characters' acts of 
seeing, and those things that are kept hidden 
from the gaze of the characters. 

(81-84) 

Thus, rather than challenge our beliefs about man's 

privileged place in the world, horror films, by stimulating 

in the spectator feelings of superiority and mastery, 

actually function to reinforce them. Similarly, by granting 

the spectator ultimate vision, Frankenstein films radically 

alter Mary's novel, taming both its form and its content. 

Thematically, films such as Frankenstein and Bride 

of Frankenstein also reduce the novel's subversiveness. 

Baldick's claim, for instance, that the Frankenstein myth 

"carries a skeleton story, which requires only two 

sentences" (3) owes, I believe, more to film versions of the 

myth than to Mary's novel. It is true that in Frankenstein 

Victor "makes a living creature out of bits of corpses," but 

it is simplistic at best to say that the "creature turns 

against him and runs amok" (3). This may be the impression 

Victor would like to convey, but it is not the impression 

which remains after we have heard the creature's side of the 

story. His acts of revenge, from the framing of Justine to 

the murders of Clerval and Elizabeth, are calculated and 

extremely rational. The inarticulate brute of Frankenstein 

films may run amok, or be remembered as a "monster" who 

"becomes an uncontrollable beast" (jacket cover of 
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Universal's home video), but Mary's creature is extremely 

controlled, and plans his revenge very methodically. And, 

after we hear his narrative, we cannot help but feel that 

his desire for revenge is, if not justified, at least 

understandable. 

In addition, films, by perpetuating the myth of the 

uncontrollable monster, work to screen us from the damning 

fact that the creature learns how to "work mischief" CE 184) 

by following the example of others. As he asks Walton, 

Am I to be thought the only criminal, when all 
mankind sinned against me? Why do you not hate 
Felix, who drove his friend from his door with 
contumely? Why do you not execrate the rustic 
who sought to destroy the saviour of his child? 
Nay, these are virtuous and immaculate beings! 

(£ 2 5 9) 

This aspect of the novel is not, however, part of the 

skeleton story Baldick identifies. Nor is the remorse the 

creature feels once his creator has died. "Monsters" and 

"beasts" who run amok do not say such things as: 

'But it is true that I am a wretch. I have 
murdered the lovely and the helpless; I have 
strangled the innocent as they slept .... You 
hate me, but your abhorrence cannot equal that 
with which I regard myself. I look on the hands 
which executed the deed; I think on the heart in 
which the imagination of it was conceived and 
long for the moment when these hands will meet 
my eyes, when that imagination will haunt my 
thoughts no more. 
'Fear not that I shall be the instrument of 
future mischief.' 

(£ 2 60) 
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Due in large part to film, however, that moment of 

forgetting has (for the public) yet to arrive. Moreover, 

because we are continually haunted by images of an 

uncontrollable monster, we are manipulated into agreeing 

that man is justified in seeking out this beast and 

destroying him. 

Another justification for killing the monster -- one 

which originates from Whale's Frankenstein rather than the 

novel -- is the monster's murdering (and it is suggested, 

raping) of little Maria. The scene of the young peasant 

girl befriending the Karloff ian monster has become part of 

the Frankenstein myth. It is humorously used by Mel Brooks 

in Young Frankenstein; it is used again by Universal in its 

recent children's film, The Monster Squad; it is referred to 

in Victor Erice's The Spirit of the Beehive; and it is the 

subject of the following painting by Norris Church: 



• Norns Church stood by her monstrous paint mg 
Frankenstein and Friend-yours for only 
$4,500-at the Madison Galleries in Hollywood. 
Husband Norman Mailer stood by her talent. 
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6 (People 153) 

This addition to Mary's novel, an addition which has now 

become a 'well-known' part of the Frankenstein myth, greatly 

alters our perception of the monster. Since murdering (and 

raping) a little girl are unquestionably monstrous acts, the 

male peasants, we agree, were entirely justified in hunting 

the beast down and burning him. But this is not what occurs 

in the novel. First of all, Mary's creature does not drown 

a little peasant girl. In fact, the opposite is true; he 

rescues a drowning girl and successfully restores animation 

(£:. 182) . There is a murder of a child in the novel, but 

that child is neither a peasant nor an innocent little girl. 

Young William Frankenstein is murdered by the creature, but 
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the murder is not, we discover, a wanton act of cruelty. 

Instead, it is a result of William's reaction to the 

creature. Believing the young boy to be "unprejudiced" and 

having "lived too short a time to have imbibed a horror of 

deformity" (E 183), the creature attempts to abduct him 

and make him his ff companion" and ff friend" (£:. 18 3) . Yet, as 

soon as he sees the creature, William screams: 

'Let me go ... monster! Ugly wretch! You wish 
to eat me and tear me to pieces. You are an 
ogre .... Hideous monster! Let me go. My papa 
is a syndic -- he is M. Frankenstein -- he will 
punish you. You dare not keep me.' 

(E 183) 

William's response is telling. Not only has he already 

imbibed a horror of deformity (acquired it seems through 

children's stories of ogres and child-eating monsters) but 

he is also well aware of his own privileged social standing 

and the power it brings. His father is, he makes clear, a 

syndic. Significantly, it is his invocation of the father 

which ultimately leads to his death. In fact, it is the 

creature's hearing of what he thinks is the name of his 

father which leads to all the deaths in the novel. Given 

that the novel often questions patriarchal values, it is, I 

believe, particularly revealing that the consequences of 

invoking the father are often fatal. Moreover, the deaths 

in the novel are not -- contrary to what film tells us --

the deaths of peasants; instead, they are the deaths of 
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members of the bourgeoisie. The creature, something which 

in the novel is literally made by the bourgeoisie, rises up 

against his maker and destroys him. A very different 

message, however, is sent by film. The creature murders a 

servant, then a peasant girl and is eventually destroyed by 

members of the peasant class. Henry (Victor) is saved, as 

is his fiancee, and the bourgeois family, thanks to the work 

of the peasants, lives happily ever after. The outsider and 

the threat he poses are eliminated from the Genevan society, 

and the "House of Frankenstein" is thus saved by the very 

class upon which it was built. This version of the myth 

marks a radical departure from Mary's original story -- a 

story whose subversiveness once stimulated its banning by 

the South African government. 

The episode with Maria also raises some disturbing 

questions about the creature's sexuality as it gives the dark 

impression that the creature raped the young child as well as 

murdered her. This addition to the myth, like the film 

sequels, is not only exploitative but also tendentious since 

it screens us from the questions Mary herself asks about 

gender and sexuality. The creature, as I discussed earlier, 

combines those qualities which are culturally separated into 

the masculine and the feminine. He is, for instance, 

aggressive and destructive, but he is also life-loving and 

nurturing. He is, as Wolf notes, physically attracted to 

Safie (169), but, at the same time, he is attracted to 
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Felix. Indeed, the erotic language he uses to describe 

Safie is also present when he describes Felix: 

Felix seemed ravished with delight when he saw 
her, every trait of sorrow vanished from his 
face, and it instantly expressed a degree of 
ecstatic joy, of which I could hardly have 
believed it capable; his eyes sparkled, as his 
cheek flushed with pleasure; and at that moment 
I thought him as beautiful as the stranger. 

(f 158-59) 

The creature's attraction to Felix, however, represents only 

one of the many close male relationships in the novel. 

Walton is strongly attracted to Victor; Victor is attracted 

to his boyhood friend, Clerval; and Victor also suffers a 

"homoerotic fixation upon his creature" (Mellor 226). The 

homoerotic tenor of these relationships echoes, I believe, 

the homoeroticism at the heart of Victor's experiment. 

Seeking to appropriate the female procreative function, 

Victor threatens to create a world from which women --

including women monsters -- are absented. Indeed, by the 

novel's conclusion all mothers and potential mothers are 

eliminated. But, and this is the logical conclusion to 

Victor's experiment, once women are no longer necessary and 

are eliminated, the only relationships which would in fact 

exist would be relationships between men. This conclusion, 

however, is screened out of Whale's films. The 1931 film 

may suggest that, while obsessed with his studies, Henry 

(Victor) suffers a temporary loss of virility, yet at no 
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time does it present relationships which carry the slightest 

hint of homosexuality (or incest). Indeed, by the film's 

conclusion, Henry is married to Elizabeth, and his father's 

toast to a "son of the House of Frankenstein" reassures 

viewers that Henry's manhood is restored. 'Normalcy' thus 

prevails, and 'proper' gender roles are reinforced. 

Such, however, is not the case in the special 

interest films, Angelic Frankenstein and Hollow My Weanie 

Dr. Frankenstein, as both use as their pretext the implied 

homoeroticism of Mary's novel. Yet, because such films are 

marginal, their contribution to the Frankenstein myth is for 

the most part minimal. By contrast, the popular cult film 

The Rocky Horror Picture Show promises, because of its 

continued popularity, to offer a more lasting and 

provocative contribution to the Frankenstein myth. It too 

takes as its premise Victor's homoerotic attraction to his 

creature, and, like the novel, it challenges the rigidly 

defined gender roles society perpetuates. Dr. Frank-n­

furter, a very sensual (and sensuous) transvestite, plans to 

construct a perfect Adonis for his private pleasure. He 

takes time out from his work to initiate the highly 

conventional and prudish Brad and Janet into the pleasures 

of what their culture considers illicit sexual encounters. 

Brad, a wholesome boy-next-door figure, discovers, much to 

his horrified sensiblity, that he actually enjoys carnal 

relations with Dr. Frank-n-furter. Likewise, the virginal 
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and sexually frustrated Janet, once she is liberated by the 

doctor, confesses that she likes "to be dirty." Further, in 

a reversal of gender roles, she becomes the sexual 

aggressor, actively pursuing the innocent boy creature. 

Yet for all its apparent subversiveness, The Rocky 

Horror Picture Show actually de-fuses its own power to 

disrupt conventionality. First, as I have mentioned, 

because it is so outrageous and "campish," it fails to 

threaten seriously the American values it purports to 

ridicule. Indeed, that campishness extends to members of 

the audience since part of the viewing experience is an 

active participation in the film. Audiences, in fact, 

arrive at the theatre dressed in the costume of their 

favourite Rocky Horror character, carrying with them an 

assortment of props to use at key moments in the film. Some 

audience members even take to the stage and thus appear to 

enter into the world of the film itself. The film 

experience is strikingly similar to carnival. As Bakhtin 

explains, 

Carnival is a pageant without footlights and 
without division into performers and spectators. 
In carnival everyone is an active participant, 
everyone communes in the carnival act. Carnival 
is not contemplated and, strickly speaking, not 
even performed; its participants live in it 
["don't dream it, be it," says Dr. Frank-n­
furter], they live by its laws as long as those 
laws are in effect; that is, they live a 
carnivalistic life. Because carnivalistic life 
is drawn out of its usual rut, it is to some 
extent 'life turned inside out,' 'the reverse 
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side of the world.' 

(122, his emphasis) 

In the inside-out world of The Rocky Horror Picture 

Show, authority figures are turned into fools, virginity is 

de-valued, cannibalism, recidivism and incest are 'normal,' 

and gender roles are unfixed and constantly changing. But, 

because of its carnivalistic nature, any disruption to 

traditional values the film effects is always only 

temporary. Every Halloween -- a designated time of carnival 

-- audiences are allowed to dress up in costumes and play 

such tabooed roles as an incest-loving nymphomaniac or a 

flamboyant drag queen. The latter role, because it involves 

a sexual inversion (only males actually cross dress in the 

film), suggests that the film succeeds in challenging 

society's rigidly defined concepts of sexuality and gender. 

But for the same reasons Natalie Davis outlines in her 

discussion of "festive misrule," the film's ritualized 

sexual inversion actually reinforces the "sexual/social 

hierarchy" (129). "Through enacting gender disorder," Davis 

rightly concludes, 

men and women learned the necessity for male 
dominant/female submissive order. At the same 
time, through a paradoxical yielding to sexual 
disorder, the male, in particular, was thought 
to gain sexual energy (that is the potency) he 
needed for domination. For since women were 
traditionally defined as the 'lustier sex' -­
the sex made for sex -- it was only natural, if 
paradoxical, that a man could achieve sexual 
strength by temporarily impersonating a woman. 
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Through grotesque submission, he would learn 
dominance; through misrule, he might learn rule; 
through a brief ironic concession to 'petticoat 
government,' he would learn not androgynous 
wholeness but male mastery. 

(quoted by Gilbert in "Costumes" 397) 

A similar message is, I believe, received by audiences of 

The Rocky Horror Picture Show. Moreover, when a male 

audience member cross dresses, he (like an actual 

transvestite) "uses the ... apparatus of the female costume 

to convert 'humiliation' to 'mastery' by showing himself 

(and the world) that he is not 'just' like a woman, he is 

better than a woman because he is a woman with a penis" 

(Gilbert 397). Indeed, Dr. Frank-n-furter's provocative 

name and equally provocative garter belt both work to remind 

viewers he is not 'just' like a woman. Males who wear the 

costume of the "sweet transvestite" both send and receive, I 

would argue, the same message of mastery. Thus, any 

challenge the film purports to make to the male 

dominant/female submissive order is only illusory. And, 

precisely because carnival is "not contemplated," 

participants are, I believe, highly susceptible to accepting 

the film's illusion. 

In addition, audiences receive, because of the film's 

heavy reliance on costuming, a traditional message 

concerning identity. The costumes reassure audience members 

that they are after all only playing a role: once the event 

concludes and they remove their costumes, they return to 
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being their 'true' selves. In fact, one of the film's 

subplots works on this premise, as once the inspector's 

cover (in this case a literal cover) is removed, we discover 

his 'true' identity. Society's belief in the existence of a 

single, unified identity which is discernible beneath the 

costumes we wear is, therefore, not seriously challenged. 

Unlike the novel which presents subjectivity as a process or 

a series of subject positions, The Rocky Horror Picture 

Show plays with the idea of the fluidity of identity, only 

to convince viewers of the obverse. Viewers may, in the 

safety of the film event's authorized licentiousness, both 

witness and simulate transgressive acts -- acts which 

challenge traditional beliefs concerning gender, identity 

and authority -- but that threat is, I believe, as illusory 

and transitory as the film event itself. Playing the part 

of a transvestite is one thing; being one, as Dr. Frank-n­

furter illustrates, is quite another. By the conclusion of 

the film, both he and the threat he poses are eliminated. 

His death, like the death of the monster in Hollywood 

Frankenstein films, serves as a kind of communal purging of 

the Other. Indeed, the doctor, we learn, is literally not 

of this world. For a short while, he and his inter­

planetary assistants offer viewers a different world, one 

which differs radically from our own. Yet because the film 

actually belies its own subversiveness, any 'Brads and 

Janets' who dare enter the theatre find that their values 
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are not challenged but are in fact reaffirmed. They thus 

leave the theatre with the same values with which they 

arrived. 

The Rocky Horror Picture Show's co-opting of the 

novel's subversive elements thus renders it similar to other 

Frankenstein films, as, like its predecessors, it also 

diminishes much of the anxiety which the novel generates. 

In particular, Frankenstein films effectively screen out 

Mary Shelley's indictment of masculine science. They do so 

by contributing to our collective sense of the Frankenstein 

myth the trope of the criminal brain and the two figures of 

the 'mad scientist' and the hunchbacked assistant. Taken 

together these three contributions work, by similar means, 

to deflect blame away from science itself. 

The 'mad scientist' -- a character made (in) famous by 

Peter Cushing in the Hammer series -- has become for most 

present-day readers a standard figure in the Frankenstein 

7 myth. He has come to personify "science gone too far'' and 

as such represents to a limited extent a condemnation of 

science. But, at the same time, the label ''mad" -- a label 

critics cannot resist attaching to Mary Shelley's Victor --

actually works to undercut that condemnation. It is, after 

all, not science which leads to disaster but 'mad' science. 

The doctor's irrationality, because it stands in direct 

opposition to what we think of scientists, in effect works 

to protect science. He is, we quickly discover, an 
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aberration, not in any way representative of the rational, 

objective and detached scientist. Part of the horror of the 

films stems from our fear of the madman assuming the role of 

the rational scientist. Once again, though, it is not 

science itself which we should fear but science when 

practiced by the wrong person. The message the films send 

is not "look at what science is doing," but rather "look 

what can happen when science falls into the wrong hands." 

What results is not just a deflecting of blame away from 

science but a reinforcing of the very values which, Mary 

illustrates, makes science so dangerous. She exposes the 

consequences of an ideology which demands the suppressing of 

emotion, including the concern for the "moral relations of 

things." Film, by presenting a scientist or doctor who is 

all emotion, implicitly argues the opposite. Indeed, it is 

because the doctor's reason is clouded by emotion that he 

becomes dangerous. In fact, in most of these films the 

doctor is presented at the outset as being already 

emotionally disturbed. His madness is (and remains) in the 

popular imagination a standard aspect of the story. Unlike 

Mary's novel, films offer very little to suggest that 

Henry's scientific temper is actually responsible for his 

madness. Consequently, film screens us from the causality 

Mary presents between the demands of science and the 

resultant madness these demands effect. 

The figure of the mad scientist has become what 
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Barthes terms an "acknowledged evil" (150), as we all agree 

that, given the potential power of science, a "mad" 

scientist is indeed a threat to society. But it is his 

madness that is the real threat, not science itself. Mary's 

scientist, by contrast, is to be feared not because he is 

mad, but because he embodies the values of masculine 

science. Frankenstein films not only shield us from this 

subversive view of scieqce but also immunize us against the 

dis-ease which such a view elicits. By presenting a 

scientist who we all admit is mad, films, to quote Barthes, 

provide us with "a small inoculation of acknowledged evil to 

immunize us against the risk of generalized subversion" 

(150). 

The doctor's assistant, variously named Ygor or 

Fritz, works in a similar way. He has become, as I have 

mentioned, a standard figure in the Frankenstein myth, 

emerging as early as 1823 in Peake's play Presumption. 

Physically deformed -- usually hunchbacked -- and limited in 

his ability to communicate, he is only slightly more 

developed than the creature himself. His role in the films, 

one which he seems to enjoy, is the collecting of the 

necessary body parts for Victor's experiment. His presence 

in films, however, works to deflect disgust and blame away 

from the doctor. After all, it is the deformed assistant (a 

deformity which symbolizes stunted intellectual and 

spiritual development), not the intelligent and attractive 
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scientist, who is associated with robbing graveyards and 

charnel houses. Consequently, these loathsome activities, 

because they are linked to the assistant rather than to 

Victor, are disassociated from Victor and the science he 

represents. There is, however, no such dissociation in the 

novel, nor is there a mitigating presence in the form of an 

assistant. In Mary's story, it is Victor the "man of 

science" (,[ 93) --, not Fritz or Ygor, who "dabbled among 

the unhallowed damps of the grave" and "tortured the living 

animal to animate the lifeless clay" (f. 98) . It is Victor 

who visits the "dissecting room and slaughter-house," 

fixing his "attention upon every object the most 

insupportable to the delicacy of the human feelings" (f. 95-

96). Indeed, his ability to distance himself from human 

feelings is exposed by Mary Shelley as being, first, a 

generally accepted prerequisite for the study of science 

and, second, a potentially dangerous prerequisite. After 

all, it is his lack of feeling for his creature which is 

responsible for the many deaths in the novel. Frankenstein 

films not only shield viewers from Mary's criticism of 

science but also provide a radically different explanation 

of the monster's violent acts. 

In Whale's film, the highly sensitive creature is 

cruelly taunted by the doctor's assistant. In retaliation 

for his treatment and out of fear of the fire Fritz 

threatens him with, he murders the assistant. This 
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rationale for his violent behaviour, however, is a gross 

simplification and distortion of one of the novel's 

premises. In the novel, the creature learns how to do evil 

not from a hunchbacked assistant who is slightly above him 

on the evolutionary scale but from 'civilized' mankind. It 

is mankind, not a demented assistant, who is exposed in 

Frankenstein for his violence, prejudice, and cruelty. La 

Valley concludes that "the tormenting of the Monster by 

Fritz, once with a whip and later with a torch, has no basis 

in the book but crystallizes a number of sadistic and 

violent images of humanity in the novel" (264), but I 

disagree. Fritz is not, for the reasons I have been 

outlining, 'one of us.' His presence in the films thus 

works to shield us from the blame Mary levels both at the 

civilized doctor and the world the doctor represents, 

because it is his cruelty, not humanity's or the doctor's, 

which is to blame for teaching the creature how to become a 

8 monster. 

This monstrous transformation is, in fact, expected 

by the audience, because we already know that the creature 

has received an abnormal criminal's brain. This addition to 

the Frankenstein myth -- one which owes its origins to 

Whale's 1931 film -- has now become part of the myth itself. 

Mel Brooks, for instance, draws on his audience's awareness 

of this aspect of the myth when, in his Young Frankenstein, 

he has Ygor steal a brain labelled "A. B. normal/Do not 
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use." The Globe and Mail article on brain transplants which 

introduces this study exploits for political purposes the 

public's knowledge (and.fear) of brain transplants made 

famous by Frankenstein films. Likewise, the humour of the 

following Gary Larson cartoon depends upon our shared 

knowledge of the creature's receiving the wrong brain, while 

at the same time, it, like all the other references, works 

to reinforce that knowledge: 

The addition of the abnormal brain to the 

Frankenstein myth reduces, as I have noted, much of the 

novel's subversiveness because it explains away the 

creature's violent behaviour on the grounds of biological 

determinism. Unlike the creature of Mary's novel -- a 

creature who not only learns evil from watching those around 

him but actually chooses evil as his good (E 258) the 

creature of film is programmed from the beginning to be 
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monstrous. This change, as I have argued, not only biases 

readers against the creature but also sends a message about 

science which is in direct opposition to the message Mary 

offers. She exposes many of the tenets of masculine science 

and attacks them (by attacking their spokesman, Victor) for 

creating and then abandoning monsters. There is, I 

believe, no such attack in Frankenstein films. The criminal 

brain and the hunchbacked assistant who out of ignorance 

gives Victor the wrong brain both work to protect science. 

If the creature had received a normal brain what, we are 

left to answer, would have happened then? This question is, 

I believe, implicitly asked by Whale, and it is a question 

which functions to valorize rather than condemn science. 

Adding to this valorization is the position in which film 

places its viewer. Asked to identify with the scientist and 

marvel at his power to create, we become willing accomplices 

in both Victor's and the film's artifice. Seduced by the 

visual splendour of the creation scene, we may for the 

moment not only fail to consider the implications of 

Victor's actions but may also even take part (albeit 

vicariously) in his life-giving experiment. Yet, without 

the distancing which Mary Shelley's novel affords, viewers 

become poor judges of the science which Victor represents. 

The film's shadows of partiality thus obscure an important 

issue in the novel: masculine science is potentially both 

destructive and dangerous. Due to films' contributions of 
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Fritz, the abnormal brain, and the 'mad' scientist, it is a 

conclusion, however, which is literally screened from our 

view. 

Film's treatment of science, or rather its 

reluctance to mistreat it, is consistent with its treatment 

of many of the novel's subversive ideas. The creature, as I 

have argued, is especially "not well managed." Not only 

does the film present the creature as an inarticulate brute, 

literally denied a voice in the story, but it also is 

responsible for spawning a seemingly endless number of re­

productions of the Karloffian-styled monster, leaving 

present-day readers with the definitive image of Mary's 

creature. We all 'know,' prior to reading Frankenstein, 

that the monster has a flat head, a Neanderthal forehead 9 

with a large, freshly sutured incision, and a pair of 

electrodes in his neck. Our familiarity with this image 

breeds, if not contempt, at least complacency. The horror 

which the novel generates by asking us to image our own idea 

of the monstrous has been diminished by the ready-made 

figure of the monster which film has granted us. Culturally 

vaccinated with this image at a young age, an image which as 

I have argued is 'acceptably' threatening, we are immunized 

against the novel's subversiveness long before we read Mary 

Shelley's story. 

Once we turn to the novel, we experience certain 

predictable reactions. Because, for instance, the creature 
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of film is a separate entity, a star in his own right, 

readers find it difficult to see him as Victor's double, 

inextricably bound to his creator. Part of the problem 

stems from the nature of film itself, as once characters are 

brought to life on the screen, it is difficult to see them 

as anything other than autonomous beings. Yet, as the 

silent film Life Without Soul illustrates, it is not 

impossible to capture on film the same fluid interchanges of 

identity that Mary dramatizes. The film presents the two 

characters as doubles of one another by using and arguably 

subverting one of our culture's most enduring symbols of 

identity: the mirror. After Victor creates his monster, he 

is shocked to discover that, where he should see his own 

reflection in the mirror, he now sees his creature's. The 

two are literally mirror images of one another. The 

doppelganger motif of the novel is thus made visual: 

Victor's monster is, the film's visuals and inter-titles 

tell us, a reflection of his creator. The mirror, a 

traditional symbol of a fixed, stable and unified identity, 

now records and reflects a body divided. 

This aspect of the novel, however, has gone the way 

of the silent film. Presently, because of the notoriety 

both of the Karloffian monster and the Peter-Cushing-styled 

'mad' scientist, readers cannot help but think of Mary's 

creature and creator as separate and distinguishable 

figures. Indeed, Whale reinforces such a view when he 
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saves Henry but not Henry's creation from the burning mill. 

He not only "snap[s] the bond between creator and created" 

(La Valley 264), a gross distortion of the novel, but he 

also sends a message that Henry the scientist is ultimately 

th . t 10 e vic or. Thus, when we encounter Mary Shelley's novel, 

one which asks us to see the monster and his maker as 

aspects of one another, we find that Frankenstein films' 

visuals stand in our way. Because they have, to return to 

Lamb's essay, "materialized a fine vision to the standard of 

flesh and blood," their apparent corporeity and "strait-

lacing actuality" make it difficult for readers of 

Frankenstein to see Victor and his creature as anything 

other than separate entities. We may, as I have mentioned, 

linguistically associate Victor and his creature through the 

words "animate'' and "animation," but, as the proverbial 

saying reminds us, one picture is still worth a thousand 

words. Whether we can successfully suture the two back 

together depends on a variety of factors: the time elapsed 

since we were last exposed to the films or their sequels; 

the circulation and subsequent re-vitalization of 

afterimages of Frankenstein films in such media as political 

cartoons, news items or advertisements; and the continued 

evocation of the monster and/or his maker in our everyday 

conversations. We may unintentionally allude to the novel's 

motif of the doppelganger when we casually call the creature 

"Frankenstein," but, for the reasons I have been outlining, 
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I do not believe that, when we turn to the novel, we can 

always successfully fuse the two together. Their respective 

afterimages arrive with us when we turn to Mary Shelley's 

novel, finding a lasting home in the gaps she once left in 

her story. Asked to picture the creature, we have at hand 

the pre-scribed image of Boris Karloff. Left to imagine the 

actual creation scene, we find that it is difficult to 

resist recalling the Strickfaden laboratory, the spectacular 

lightning storm, and the egotistical exclamations of the mad 

scientist. Indeed, asked to name the unnameable, we refer 

to the creature as the "Monster." Because of the continued 

circulation of images of the Karloffian creature, we, like 

little William, have "imbibed" or rather have been 

inoculated with "a horror of deformity" CE 183). Like him, 

we are prejudiced against the creature even before we 

encounter him, biased by filmic afterimages into believing 

that he is a "hideous monster, " an "ugly wretch" ([. 18 3) . 

Reading Frankenstein in the shadow of film calls, I 

believe, for a special type of willing suspension of 

disbelief, because, in addition to taking on the role(s) the 

novel asks us to assume and to accepting the novel's own 

fiction, we have to contend with films' afterimages and 

their contribution to the story. In effect, we encounter 

two versions of the story when we turn to the novel: Mary 

Shelley's and our sense of the story as derived from film. 

The latter story is, because of the specificity and visual 
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power of film, difficult to forget. In our mind's eye we 

may see one thing, but at the same time the camera's eye 

shows us quite another. Reconciling these two views is the 

task of the present-day reader, but if Lamb was right and 

the sight does indeed destroy the faith, then it is a 

difficult task. I do not believe, for instance, that we can 

read Frankenstein without picturing at one time or another 

the Karloffian monster. Once we do, we accept not only 

Whale's and Pierce's image of the monstrous but also their 

idea of the agent of animation, electricity. Both, as I 

have already illustrated, tame the novel. 

In fact, as early as 1823 -- the date of the first 

visualization of the novel -- Mary's story began to be tamed. 

Peake, in response to public protests over the impiety and 

blasphemy of the story, added a moral to his play 

Presumption which warned of the dangers of playing God. 

More than a hundred years later, Whale presented a similar 

reading. Henry is "punished for his hubris'' (La Valley 264) 

or presumption, and, in an act which recalls Peake's 

concession to an outraged moral public, Whale removed 

Henry's impious speeches before he released the film. Not 

only is the novel thus provided with an "apt moral," 

something which Mary herself refused to provide, but, 

because of film and stage adaptations, its openness -­

another source of reader dis-ease -- is also streamlined 

into a simple narrative structure. 
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At the same time that the novel was being adapted 

to the stage or the silver screen, Mary Shelley's reputation 

began to experience what seems to be an almost irreversible 

decline. Having learned the identity of the novelist, 

critics began and continue -- to find fault with 

Frankenstein, condemning it on stylistic grounds. They 

dismiss it as the work of an immature young writer who was 

either influenced by her famous husband or should have been. 

In addition, critics often reduce Mary's status even further 

by labelling her work a tale or a fable. This tendency to 

call the novel a tale, sterns in part, I suspect, from film's 

appropriation and handling of the story. Critics -- like 

any present-day reader of the novel -- have also received 

their share of cultural vaccinations. They too have been 

exposed to film's shadows of partiality. Indeed, William 

Patrick Day, in his analysis of the novel, inadvertently 

reveals the power of film's influence when he more than once 

refers to Victor's father as "Baron Frankenstein" ( 141-2) . 

This title in fact sterns from film versions of the story; in 

the novel, Victor's father is, William proudly tells the 

creature, a syndic (or magistrate). A more extreme case of 

con-fusing film with Mary's story is Leonard Wolf's The 

Annotated Frankenstein. In addition to annotating Mary's 

1818 text with comments about Frankenstein films, Wolf 

glosses her text with actual photographs from Whale's 

films.
11 

Although technically anachronistic, Wolf's 
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strategy is appropriate; present-day readers do the same 

thing when they read Frankenstein. Our filmic afterimages 

gloss Mary's text as surely as do the photographs Wolf 

provides. And, like medieval glosses, they tell us how we 

are to interpret the text. That interpretation reads, as I 

have illustrated, like a moral fable or tale. 

The fate of Frankenstein in the hands of such 

critics as Day or Wolf is typical of the fate of fantasy 

fiction in general. Argues Jackson: 

The dismissal of the fantastic to the margins of 
literary culture is in itself an ideologically 
significant gesture, one which is not dissimilar 
to culture's silencing of unreason. As an 'art' 
of unreason, and of desire, fantasy has 
persistently been silenced, or re-written, in 
transcendental rather than transgressive terms. 
From a rational, 'monological' world, otherness 
cannot be known or represented except as 
foreign, irrational, 'mad,' 'bad.' It is 
rejected altogether, or polemically refuted, or 
assimilated into a 'meaningful' narrative 
structure [ie. the historic narration of film], 
re-written or written out as romance or as 
fable. 

(173) 

Moreover, Mary herself suffers a similar fate. Like her 

novel, she has been written out of history (the novel's 

authorship is for many readers unknown), re-written as an 

inept neophyte who chanced upon a good story, or made into 

the doting student and wife of the brilliant Percy. The 

consequences of this re-visionism are twofold. First, the 

more Mary Shelley the author is denigrated, the less likely 
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is her novel to be studied seriously. Second, because we 

are kept at a 'safe' distance from the original Frankenstein 

(both the 1831 and the more radical 1818 version), we are 

more susceptible to receiving and accepting without question 

as 'authentic' film's, or popular culture's versions of the 

story. In fact, as Jowett and Linton have argued, because 

movies have become our culture's "dominant form of 

communication," our shared visual memories become "more 

important than the personal, internal 'mind images' created 

by written material" (105) . 

Yet the relationship between film memories and the 

reading experience is often overlooked by reader-response 

critics. Stanley Fish, for instance, speaks of an 

"interpretive community," and an "informed reader," but he 

does not explore how filmic memories inform his reader. I 

believe that to focus on a reader in isolation from his or 

her visual heritage is to distort what happens when that 

reader approaches a written text, particularly a text such 

as Frankenstein. Films, as Jowett and Linton, 

Holderness, Ellis, Postman and Stuart Ewen argue, leave us 

with verbal shorthands, rhetorical points, and consuming images. 

And whether film offers us anything from images of our 

material culture to stereotypes of gangsters, lovers or even 

monsters, it does influence our reading experience. Indeed, 

indicative of the present-day reader's cultural/visual 

repertoire is the following exchange between a first-year 
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university student and a colleague of mine. After asking if 

anyone knew what the image of the peacock symbolized, my 

colleague was surprised to learn that to one earnest student 

it symbolized NBC (The National Broadcasting Corporation) . 

To that student it surely does. 

Today, readers have a vast collection of their own 

'NBCs.' What I argue for is a new look at reader-response 

criticism, one which includes film's influence rather than 

precludes it in the analysis of the reading experience. The 

task is not without certain difficulties. It is not enough 

simply to speak of our filmic memories: we need to 

understand what they are like and how they function. They 

can, I have argued, be seen in terms of the concepts of 

filmic and narrative afterimages. Both concepts, I believe, 

capture the potency and evanescence of our film memories. 

Moreover, these memory traces can also, as I have 

illustrated, be reactivated or revitalized either within the 

theater or without. Thus, they may vary in intensity and 

vividness. We also know because of such factors as the 

historic mode of narration, the specificity and 

referentiality of film's images, the essential 

contemporariness of film's narrativisation, and film's 

ability to arrest the play of possible meanings that the 

memory film leaves us with is a highly simplified narrative 

which is primarily visual in orientation. It is this 

condensed narrative, remembered in visual terms, which we 
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bring to the reading experience. 

Once we determine the nature of filmic memories, 

we can investigate the effect they have on the reading 

experience. Strangely enough, Mary Shelley offers some clues 

in this regard. Speaking of invention from the perspective 

of the writer, Mary explained in her Preface that "invention 

does not consist in creating out of void, but out of chaos; 

the materials must, in the first place, be afforded" 

(Introduction to Standard Novels Edition 54). As readers, 

we too are often asked to invent, to fill in gaps or to make 

the text less indeterminate. Indeed, Mary, by being vague, 

asks us to construct our own image both of the creature and 

of how he was created. But, like Mary, we do not create out 

of void; we too have been afforded the materials with which 

to co-create. Indeed, because of the appropriation of 

Frankenstein by playwrights, filmmakers, politicians and 

novelists, we need not worry about a shortage of materials. 

In fact, we face just the opposite: a seemingly endless 

supply of images and afterimages with which to reconstruct 

the novel. 

These images or materials have become, as the 

history of adaptations of the novel illustrates, as 

indestructible as the creature himself. Yet, unlike Mary's 

creature, these images have become permanently 'fixed' or 

visually named and are, therefore, both known and knowable. 

Over time, audiences have received, with only minor 
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variations, the following consistent tropes or figures: the 

hunchbacked assistant, the mad scientist, the spectacular 

creation and destruction scenes, and, since the 1931 film, 

the criminal brain, and the enduring image of the 

inarticulate monster. At the same time, we have been 

offered a moral reading of the myth -- presumption leads to 

punishment -- and a simplified narrative which is reducible 

to a 'seek-it-out-and-destroy-it' formula. These 

contributions or readings of the novel have become as much a 

part of Frankenstein criticism as have the literary critics' 

comments on the novel's stylistic flaws. Both types of 

criticism function, I believe, to distance readers from the 

novel and its author. 

But more than distance us from the novel, these 

criticisms of Frankenstein actually protect us from the dis­

ease which the novel elicits. Representatives of 'high' 

culture (literary critics) attack the novel on stylistic 

grounds and thus avoid facing, as Patterson Thornburg has 

argued, a "confrontation with an emotionally repellent 

whole" (11) . Thus, by reducing Frankenstein to the work of 

an immature writer or by labelling it a flawed minor novel, 

critics screen both themselves and their readers from the 

novel's subversiveness. Yet, as I have argued, there is 

much in the novel to lead the critic for the Quarterly 

Review to call it the work of a "diseased" imagination 

(March 1818). 
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Moreover, just as literary critics have screened 

us from the novel so have the celluloid critics, the 

filmmakers. By linking Frankenstein inextricably to popular 

culture, filmmakers contribute, perhaps unintentionally, to 

the novel's marginalization. Seen now as part of popular 

culture, the myth is dismissed as 'simple' entertainment and 

is, as a consequence, relegated to the margins of literary 

culture. Indeed, for many potential readers of 

Frankenstein, the novel has actually been usurped by popular 

culture. Their surprise at discovering that the myth was 

once a novel illustrates the extent to which popular culture 

has appropriated the novel. But more than appropriate the 

myth, popular culture, in fact, protects us from the anxiety 

which it can still elicit. Rather than read the novel as 

members of an interpretive community, I believe that, 

because of film, we have become members of an interpreted 

community. Given regulated doses of a weakened version of 

the myth, we 'know,' in advance of reading it, what the myth 

is all about. Those versions are, as I have illustrated, a 

limited and limiting reading of the novel. 

Yet they do more than limit the novel. They also 

actively inoculate us against the novel's subversiveness. 

Offered certain acceptably dangerous aspects of 

Frankenstein, we are immunized against its more disturbing 

and threatening aspects. The amount of protection such 

inoculation offers will, of course, vary depending on an 
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individual's constitution, but it is in effect, nonetheless. 

To ignore its presence is, I believe, to ignore what happens 

when we read the novel. And, rather than ignore these 

cultural inoculations, I advocate that we accept them as 

part of the reading experience. Once we do, we can return 

to the novel, if not with a cleansed perception, a least 

with a critical awareness of how our perception has been 

tainted. 

I believe that we can no longer read the novel 

without being in some way biased by filmic afterimages. But 

I also believe that, instead of passively accepting this 

bias, we should re-view Mary Shelley's Frankenstein 

sensitized to popular culture's interpretation of it. 

Although the "marks" (.£:. 243) and "inscriptions" (.£:. 245) 

popular culture leaves us with appear to direct us away from 

the novel, they can, as I have shown, indirectly guide us 

back to the monster and his maker. Such a journey is well 

worth taking. 

Frankenstein offers criticisms of society which 

are as pertinent today as they were in 1818. In fact, 

Mary's questions concerning the position of women in 

society, the role society plays in constructing the concepts 

of identity and gender, and the valorization of masculine 

science continue to be asked today. Mary Shelley may not 

have answered these questions, but she did leave us with a 

novel that challenged a society which attempted to prevent 
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the asking of them. To lose sight of Mary's novel in the 

darkness of a movie theatre, then, is to lose sight of what 

our own society is doing. Hollywood films, by inoculating 

us against the novel's dis-ease, also attempt to silence 

such questioning. 

Re-reading Frankenstein with a clearer focus on 

popular culture's treatment of the myth offers certain 

advantages. First, unlike traditional reader-response 

criticism, it approximates the actual reading experience of 

novels which have been visualized. Because we have 

experienced a shift in thinking as we moved from a word­

centered culture to an image-centered one, we need, I 

believe, to include the influence such a shift has had on 

our reading experience. Frankenstein represents, of course, 

an extreme example of the influence film images have on a 

reading experience, but it is not the only written work to 

be adapted to film. Indeed, the theoretical framework I 

offer can be applied to other written works which have been 

visualized. Rather than bemoan the fate of Shakespeare's 

plays when they are filmed and speak of handicaps, we can 

accept the presence of filmic afterimages and investigate 

how they are operating. In fact, these memories, as I have 

illustrated, can offer new ways of 'seeing' a written work. 

Mary Shelley once explained that Frankenstein 

originated from a waking dream. Modern-day readers of her 

novel have, I believe, their own waking dreams: the daylight 
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dream of the movie theatre. Like her dream, ours arises 

"unbidden" with a "vividness far beyond the usual bounds of 

reverie" (E 55). And, like Mary, we too see with "shut 

eyes" an "acute mental vision" of "successive images'' <E 

55). I argue that we follow Mary's lead and allow these 

afterimages to possess and guide us (F 55). They may not be 

the images of her dream -- indeed they are often the 

complementary opposite --, but they are most certainly the 

collective images of our own. 

"And now" I bid my own monster go forth. "Its 

several pages speak of many a walk, many a drive, and many a 

conversation, when I was not alone." 



Endnotes for Introduction 

1. Growing up in southern Ontario in the 1950s, I 
was exposed to much American television and film, and, 
thus, my background in popular culture is American not 
British. The films, television shows, and advertisements 
referred to in this thesis are limited to American ones. 
Viewing "late night fright" shows with friends became a 
popular pastime for many of my generation, and it was on 
one of these occasions that I first met "Frankenstein." 

2. James Monaco, in How to Read a Film, explains: 
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As a medium, film needs to be considered as a 
phenomenon very much like language. It has no 
codified grammar, ... it doesn't even have specific 
rules of usage, so it is very clearly not a 
language system like written or spoken English; 
but it nevertheless does perform many of the 
communicative functions as language does .... Film 
may not have grammar, then, but it does have a 
system of codes and of signs (44) .... But what 
makes film distinctly separate from other languages 
is its shortcircuit sign, in which signifier and 
signified are nearly the same (340-1). 

3. See also Christopher Small's Mary Shelley's 
Frankenstein: Tracing the Myth : "Frankenstein has been 
read -- and heard of in more or less garbled form, vastly 
beyond the number of actual readers -- by multitudes who 
have little or no idea who Mary Shelley was" (14). Small 
goes on to claim that to "some extent it might be argued 
that the myth has had most hold where the book hasn't been 
read" ( 15) . 

4. The importance of the soundtrack in horror films is 
evident, for instance, in The Bride of Frankenstein's 
being nominated for an Oscar in 1935 for Best Sound 
Recording. See Roy Prickard's The Hamlyn Book of Horror 
and S.F. Movie Lists (10). Monaco identifies two types 
of sound: "parallel sound is actual, synchronous, 
connected with the image," while "contapuntal sound is 
commentative, asynchronous, and opposed to or in 
counterpoint with the image" (182). "The Hollywood sound 
style was strongly parallel. The programmatic music of 
the thirties movies nudged, underlined, emphasized, 
characterized, and qualified even the simplest scenes so 
that the dullest images as well as the most striking 
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were thoroughly pervaded by the emotions designed by 
the composers of the nearly continuous music track" (182). 

5. As of 1983, Young Frankenstein, at $38,823,000 was 
ranked fourth, behind (in descending order) Jaws, The 
Exorcist and Jaws II in the list, The Most Popular 
Horror Films of all Time. The ranking is based on 
"Variety's all-time box-office rental champs and refers 
to the American and Canadian markets" (Pickard 121). 

6. Brooks, in an interview for The True Story of 
Frankenstein An Everyman/BBC Wales Production, said of 
the Frankenstein film cycle: "It had such a profound 
effect on me that when we were going to do it, I knew -­
I did it -- part of it was a catharsis for me to make it 
funny so I would never have those terrible dreams again 
that had been so real about monsters killing us and 
taking us away" (quoted from WNED Oct 31, 1987) . 



Endnotes Chapter One 

1. Other writers who argue that Frankenstein is an early 
science-fiction novel include: J. O. Bailey Pilgrims 
Through Space and Time: Trends and Patterns in Scientific 
and Utopian Fiction (1947); Kingsley Amis New Maps of 
Hell: A Survey of Science Fiction (1960); Sam Moskowitz 
Explorers of the Infinite: Shapers of Science Fiction 
(1963); Brian Aldiss The Billion Year Spree: The History 
of Science Fiction (1973); and Donald Glut The Legend of 
Frankenstein (1974). 
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2. The edition of Frankenstein which I am using is, as I 
have already specified, the 1831 edition. I will, however, 
discuss the 1818 edition in chapter three. 

3. I am using this term in the same sense in which Rosemary 
Jackson in Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion and 
Catherine Belsey in Critical Practice use it. Jackson 
defines ideology as "the imaginary ways in which men [sic] 
experience the real world, those ways in which man's [sic] 
relation to the world is lived through various systems of 
meaning such as religion, family, law, moral codes, 
education, culture, etc.-- [and] is not something simply 
handed down from one conscious mind to another, but is 
profoundly unconscious" (Jackson's italics) 61. Belsey also 
adds that "ideology is both a real and an imaginary relation 
to the world -- real in that it is the way in which people 
really live their relationship to the social relations which 
govern their conditions of existence, but imaginary in that 
it discourages a full understanding of these conditions of 
existence and the ways in which people are socially 
constituted within them" (57) . 

4. The video in question is Huey Lewis and the News' latest 
hit Doing It All For My Baby. I might also add that the 
1987 television hit Max Headroom is yet another variation 
on the Frankenstein theme. 

5. I have noticed that critics prefer to use the neutral 
pronoun, "it," when referring to the creature. I can see 
no reason to perpetuate this practice nor the other practice 
of capitalizing "monster." Mary's monster is explicitly 
male and, in fact, demands a female mate. It is interesting 
to note that in the 1931 film Frankenstein, Henry (Victor 
in the novel) exclaims "It's alive! It's alive" yet, after 
making the female in the 1935 sequel Bride of Frankenstein, 
shouts "She's alive! Alive!" Further, since Mary 
deliberately refuses to name the creature -- and made 
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reference to Peake's playbill in which the creature is 
called ' ' -- she quite clearly desired a generic 
brand of monster -- a type of everyman/monster. Critics 
who capitalize 'monster' undercut this effect and de-fuse 
much of the novel's power. 

6. Glut in Legend mentions that "during the time in 
which [T. P. Cooke] was acting the part [of the monster], he 
began to confuse the name of the creator Frankenstein with 
his nameless Monster [as there] was more dignity in 
referring to oneself as the actor who plays 'Frankenstein' 
than the actor who is always cast as the 'Demon' or worse, 
' '" (34). Christopher Small in Mary Shelley's 
Frankenstein: Tracing the Myth also argues that Cooke was 
responsible for the confusion: "In the production seen by 
Mary Shelley [the monster] was played ... by T. Cooke, who is 
also recorded elsewhere as having played Frankenstein: the 
same transposition was made by Boris Karloff who, as the 
first and best-known of screen Monsters, transferred in a 
later production, Frankenstein 1970 (1958) to Frankenstein 
himself" (18). He adds that the "popular confusion between 
the Monster and his maker, which has produced 'creating a 
Frankenstein' as a proverbial expression, is notorious ... 
[but] it is convenient to note, however, that simply as a 
matter of casting, both in the theatre and the cinema, they 
have been regarded as alternative roles" (18). Other 
confusions include: Hollywood's Bride of Frankenstein in 
which the 'bride' was "to be the monster's companion, not 
the scientist's" (Legend 41); and Hollywood, California 
News 20 June 1931 which advertised: "Bela Lugosi begins 
work soon on 'Frankenstein,' playing the name role at 
Universal. He is now studying makeup for the part" (Legend 
92) . Ketterer has documented the literary history of the 
term's conflation, explaining that, contrary to Glynn R. 
Grylls' claim, John Trelawny was not the first to call the 
monster Frankenstein (Notes 118) . Ketterer cites two 
earlier instances: Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary Barton Chapter 
15, and A Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary which 
dates the year of the conflation at 1838 by Gladstone in 
Murray's Handbook Sicily (1864) (118). 

7. See either Christopher Small's Marv Shelley's 
Frankenstein: Tracing the Myth (17) or Dennis Gifford's 
A Pictorial History of Horror Movies (91). 

8. Walter Evans, in "Monster Movies: A Sexual Theory" 
Movies as Artifacts, argues that sexuality in horror 
films is "uniquely tailored to the pysches of troubled 
adolescents, whatever their age" (129) . Ketterer adds the 
following about the depiction of love and sexuality in 
Frankenstein: "In a world where the concept of love is 
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rendered ambiguously akin to incest, homosexuality and 
masturbation by the human tendency to transform the other 
into a replica of the self, the monster is, it would seem, 
that unalterable Other, and therefore the potential source 
and object of genuine love" (57) . Nestrick, in "Corning to 
Life: Frankenstein and the Nature of Film Narrative" The 
Endurance of Frankenstein, also argues that there are 
"incestuous and homosexual fantasies latent in the original 
novel" (312). I will return to the hornophilic/narcissistic 
undertones in the novel in chapter three. 

9. See Walter Evans (129-30) and Glut's Legend (120). 
Evans explains: "the key to monster movies and the 
adolescents which understandably dote upon them is the theme of 
horrible and mysterious psychological and physical change" 
(130). Glut, in a reference to Karloff's stardom, also 
acknowledges the monster movie's appeal to the young, citing 
as proof the fan mail which Karloff as the 'monster' 
received from children (120) . 

10. For a detailed examination of the development of 
cinema from its ancestors, melodrama, popular theatre, and 
popular fiction see Charles Eidsvik's Cineliteracy: Film 
Among the Arts, pp. 112-133 and pp. 145-150. 

11. The Horror of It All PBS (Channel 17), Oct. 31/87. 
"Monstrous desire" was a common euphemism for sexuality during 
the time of Silent Films. 

12. Roland Barthes in "Rhetoric of the Image," Image 
Music Text identifies two functions of the linguistic 
message: the diegetic value of relay and the substitutive 
value of anchorage, control. Barthes' comments on the 
effect of captions on photographs also apply, I think, to 
the function of captions in silent films. Whereas the 
linguistic message in f ilrns functions for the most part as a 
relay-text, the captions in silent films -- because they are 
used so sparingly -- work to anchor or fix the image rather 
than advance the action. The captions in silent films, I 
would argue, function in much the same way as they do with 
photographs: they are a "kind of vice which holds the 
connoted meanings from proliferating, whether towards 
excessively individual regions (it limits, that is to say, 
the projective power of the image) or towards dysphoric 
values" (39). Thus in the Edison silent film the caption 
helps viewers to "choose the correct level of perception" 
(39) because it linguistically informs them that the monster 
is the incarnation of the evil in Frankenstein's mind. The 
moral/morality of the image is thus anchored by the caption: 
evil thoughts are monstrous. 
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13. Mary's novel invites a Marxist approach. The 
monster, after learning about "the strange system of human 
society," concludes: 

I heard of the division of property, of immense 
wealth and squalid poverty; of rank, descent, and 
noble blood .... I learned that the possessions most 
esteemed by your fellow creatures were high and 
unsullied descent united with riches. A man might 
be respected with only one of these advantages, but 
without either he was considered, except in very 
rare instances, as a vagabond and a slave, doomed 
to waste his powers for the profits of the chosen 
few. 

(£::. 161) 

For Marxist interpretations of the novel, see: Darko Suvin, 
"Radical Rhapsody and Romantic Recoil in the Age of 
Anticipation: A Chapter in the History of Science Fiction," 
Science-Fiction Studies 2 (Nov 1974) 262-64; Lee 
Sterrenburg, "Mary Shelley's Monster: Politics and Psyche in 
Frankenstein," in The Endurance of Frankenstein; Paul O' 
Flinn, "Production and Reproduction: The Case of 
Frankenstein," Visible Fictions; Chris Baldick, In 
Frankenstein's Shadow; and Franco Moretti, "Dialetic of 
Fear," Signs Taken for Wonders. Argues Moretti: 
"Frankenstein's invention is thus a pregnant metaphor of the 
process of capitalist production, which forms by deforming, 
civilizes by barbarizing, enriches by impoverishing" (87). 
He adds: 

Like the proletariat, the monster is denied a name 
and an individuality. He is the Frankenstein 
monster; he belongs wholly to his creator (just as 
one can speak of a 'Ford worker'). Like the 
proletariat, he is a collective and artificial 
creature. He is not found in nature but built 
Only modern science -- this metaphor for the 'dark 
satanic mills' offers them a future. It sews them 
together again, moulds them according to its will 
and finally gives them life. 

( 85) 

For feminist views see: Ellen Moers, "Female Gothic," 
Literary Women; Kate Ellis, "Monsters in the Garden," The 
Endurance of Frankenstein; U.C. Knoepflmacher, "Thoughts on 
the Aggression of Daughters," The Endurance of Frankenstein; 
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's "Horror's Twin: Mary 
Shelley's Monstrous Eve," The Madwoman in the Attic; Mary 
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Poovey, "My Hideous Progeny," The Proper Lady and the Woman 
Writer; Mary Jacobus, "Is There a Woman in This Text," 
Reading Woman: Essays in Feminist Criticism; Mary K. 
Patterson Thornburg, Monsters in the Mirror: Gender and the 
Sentimental/Gothic Myth in Frankenstein; Anne Mellor, Mary 
Shelley: Her Life Her Fiction Her Monsters. 

14. Samuel Holmes Vasbinder, in his Scientific Attitudes in 
Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, refutes the popular view that 
Frankenstein is not grounded in nineteenth-century science, 
that it is, as James Rieger claims, "'switched-on magic, 
souped-up alchemy'"(l). Unlike the majority of critics, 
Vasbinder argues that "the novel is at its base built on the 
monistic, Newtonian science of Erasmus Darwin, Joseph 
Priestley, and Sir Humphry Davy" (2). 

15. Frank Film, an animated montage by Frank Mouris (1973), 
exploits the self-reflexivity inherent in Frankenstein 
films. In this film, Mouris "rebuilds himself through an 
animated montage of pictures climaxing with a photo of the 
Frankenstein Monster from the General Telephone and 
Electronics advertisement" (Glut 220). For a fuller 
examination of this film see William Nestrick's "Coming to 
Life: Frankenstein and the Nature of Film Narrative" in The 
Endurance of Frankenstein. Another highly self-reflexive 
Frankenstein film is Tony Conrad's The Eye of Count 
Flickerstein. Alluding to both Dracula and Frankenstein 
films, the title also identifies the film as a flicker film. 
Conrad draws attention to film's artificial animation by 
exposing the audience to "intermittent presentations of 
light" (Nestrick 308). The flicker film reminds viewers of 
the actual mechanics of film animation and "the principle 
involved when we go to the flicks" (Nestrick 308) . 

16. Rosemary Jackson in The True Story of Frankenstein: An 
Everyman BBC Wales Production 1986. Hereafter cited as True 
Story. 

17. For various opinions on the relevancy of the Frankenstein 
story see: Elizabeth Nitchie "The Stage History of 
Frankenstein," The South Atlantic Quarterly, 41 (1942) 384-
98; Donald Glut, The Frankenstein Legend: A Tribute to Mary 
Shelley and Boris Karloff (1973); Martin Tropp, Mary 
Shelley's Monster: The Story of Frankenstein (1976); Albert 
J. La Valley, "The Stage and Film Children of Frankenstein: 
A Survey," The Endurance of Frankenstein (1979); Paul 
O'Flinn, "Production and reproduction: The Case of 
Frankenstein," Popular Fictions (1986). I agree with 
O'Flinn that "there is no eternal facet of our psyche that 
horror stories address themselves to." Those "mysterious 
fears of our nature" to which Mary Shelley speaks are fears 
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which, "like our nature itself, are produced and reproduced 
by the processes of history itself" (218) . 

18. Peter Haining in The Frankenstein File calls Boris 
Karloff the Frankenstein monster (6). 

19. The most recent female Frankenstein film is Lady 
Frankenstein (1972), in which Dr. Frankenstein's daughter 
creates a handsome, well-built monster to satisfy her lusty 
desires. In this film and the early film, The Model Man, 
female Frankensteins, unlike their male counterparts, do not 
create monsters in their own image. 

20. The interdependence is also evident in Mary's reference 
to Prometheus. As Ketterer points out, there are two 
Prometheus figures present in Frankenstein: Prometheus 
pyrphoros, the rebel figure who stole fire from the gods; 
and Prometheus plasticator, the shaper out of clay (19, see 
also Wolf xxvii and Small 48). The former is the monster 
who rebels against his creator and the latter is 
Frankenstein. Thus the subtitle, The Modern Prometheus 
links together both the creator and the created. 



Endnotes for Chapter Two 

1. See also Andrew Tudor's Image and Influence: "Try to 
imagine, a world without the movies or their inheritance. 
Though their days of universal popularity are gone, their 
influence still waxes" (13) . Tudor also argues that the 
"gangsters, the cowboys, the clean-limbed heroes, the 
vamps, and all the many characters come to us in our 
childhood and remain with us for life" (13) . Jowett and 
Linton also claim that the "movies were powerful sources 
of 'image-formation'" (76). 
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2. Regarding an "interpretive community," Jowett and Linton 
claim that the "movies have done a remarkable job in 
creating a type of visual 'consensus' .... movies were 
among the first of the media to create a new form of 
collectivity, the 'mass' public" (75). Although Tudor 
refutes the idea of a mass homogeneity, arguing that 
"individuals have different needs and will draw 
different meanings" from movies, he adds, nonetheless: 
"with the coming of film, for the first time there was a 
widespread articulation of the beliefs, aspirations, 
and doubts of huge populations of modern societies" (13) 
and "by continually demonstrating that one's beliefs and 
attitudes are not mere personal eccentricities, the 
movies, like other expressions of culture, can act as 
legitimators" (234). With respect to interpreting 
movies, Tudor adds: "I am inclined to think that a film 
(and, indeed, a genre) offers some fixed structure which 
sets limits on selective interpretation" (235). That 
fixed structure, I might add, is carried by filmgoers to 
the novel. 

3. Under the entry "Name" in The Women's Encyclopedia of 
Myths and Secrets, Barbara Walker expalins that "the 
Christian church taught that no demon could be exorcised 
before his own name was known, following the example of 
Jesus who demanded the names of the devils he cast out of 
the Gadarene (Mark 5:9)" (715). 

4. For a more detailed account of the origins and uses of 
the terms, "author" and "authority" see Gilbert and 
Gubar in The Madwoman in the Attic pp. 4-16. 

5. Steven Earl Forry in "The Foulest Toadstool: Reviving 
Frankenstein in the Twentieth Century" identifies the 
1915 farce, The Last Laugh as the first Frankenstein 
adaptation to use electricity as the means of animation (192). 



6. Knoepflmacher and Levine in The Endurance of 
Frankenstein imply that the motif of the dopoelqanger 
is commonly accepted in Frankenstein studies when they 

"assume rather than argue" its presence (15) . 

7. See, for instance, the description of young Elizabeth: 
Among these [five hungry babies] there 
was one which attracted my mother far 
above the rest. She appeared of a 
different stock. The four others were 
dark-eyed, hardy little vagrants; this 
child was thin and very fair. Her hair 
was the brightest living gold, and 
despite the poverty of her clothing, 
seemed to set a crown of distinction on 
her head. Her brow was clear and 
ample, her blue eyes cloudless .... She 
continued with her foster parents 
and bloomed in their rude abode, fairer 
than a garden rose among dark-leaved 
brambles. 

rn:. 79) 

Argues Vlasoplos: "In Elizabeth's case, the distinction 
strikes one as acutely racial. The poor children are 
'dark-eyed,' 'dark-leaved,' whereas Elizabeth would 
sastisfy the strictest Aryan requirements" (126). 

8. On the narrative structure Ketterer rightly explains: 

In the case of Frankenstein, the reader is 
required to put himself [sic] in the role of 
Margaret. Walton has prepared the narrative 
specifically for her eyes. By means of this 
narrative strategy, the reader is drawn into 
a construct of reflecting mirrors and forced 
to identify with what may be seen as the 
injured party. 

( 4 9) 
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O'Flinn also adds that "In the case of Frankenstein, the 
shift of medium [from novel to film] is particularly 
important because it must inevitably obliterate and replace 
what is central to the novel's meaning and structure -­
namely the patterned movement through three narrators as 
the reader is taken by way of Walton's letters into 
Frankenstein's tale and on to the monster's 
autobiography before backing out through Frankensteins's 
conclusion to be left with Walton's last notes" (207-8). 



Thornburg concludes: " Victor, like the narrator of some 
of Poe's stories, is scarcely to be trusted as an 
objective reporter, and without some larger frame of 
reference, his tale and in fact his very existence would 
be acceptable only conditionally .... Walton is the real 
person, the Wedding Guest, from whom we are able to 
accept Frankenstein, his story, and the Monster as being 
even ambiguously true" (66). 

9. Transylvania has become, in the popular imagination, 
home to more than Count Dracula. It has also become the 
homeland of werewolves, mad scientists and Frankenstein's 
monster. 
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10. In Charles Kochman's colouring book entitled Monsters 
(1986), Frankenstein's monster is the Karloffian figure, 
and he receives an abnormal brain, stolen by the asssitant 
Fritz. The images and brief story-line derive from the 
Universal film, not from the novel. The exposure to filmic 
afterimages thus begins at a very young age. 
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Endnotes Chapter Three 

1. Leonard Wolf, in his Annotated Frankenstein, sensitively 
argues that this sentence is "the most superbly realized 
achievement in the whole of Frankenstein": 

To savor the tact that informs Mary 
Shelley's choice of phrasing here one 
must pause for a moment to remember what 
an elaborate structure of pain and self­
loathing the creature's autobiography has 
now become. This meeting of the visibly 
appalling with the blind is stunningly 
imagined and made graceful by the language 
of diffidence and courtesy in which it is 
couched. As an epigragh (or an epitaph) 
for humanity, 'Pardon this intrusion' is 
unsurpassed. 

( 191) 

2. Ellen Moers in Literary Women calls Frankenstein a 
"birth myth" (92). Levine and Knoepflmacher in The 
Endurance of Frankenstein argue: "Frankenstein seems to 
be distinctly a woman's mythmaking on the subject of birth" 
and upon "the trauma of afterbirth" (81) . In the same 
collection, Levine calls the novel both a "secular myth" and 
a "tale of a 'modern Prometheus'" (4). Levine, as I show 
later in this chapter, tends to choose his words carefully, 
using "myth" when he speaks of 'serious readers' and less 
authoritative terms (i.e. "popular traditions," "an 
adolescent flight") when speaking of non-serious readers. 
Other critics who refer to Frankenstein as a myth include 
Martin Tropp and Anne Mellor (see respectively, Mary 
Shelley's Monster 85-6; Mary Shelley: Her Life Her Fiction 
Her Monsters 38). Critics who call the novel a tale include 
S. L. Varnado and Terry Heller. In Haunted Presence Varnado 
includes Frankenstein in a section on "supernatural tales" 
(42) . Heller, in Delights of Terror, refers to 
Frankenstein as "a 'marvellous' tale of terror'' (33). 
Heller also claims that "Many tales of terror are like fairy 
tales" (45). 

3. The Cambridge Guide to Literature in English (1988), by 
contrast, lists Frankenstein as "A Gothic novel by Mary 
Shelley" (369). 
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4. Johan Lyall Aiken, in Masques of Morality identifies the 
same tendency among critics of Virginia Woolf. What Aiken 
says of Woolf's critics also applies to Mary Shelley's: 

Sometimes ... fear of content is masked by an 
undue concern for method .... In an effort to 
repress content it is still easy to hide behind 
the gods of traditional literary criticism -­
logical progression, beginnings, middles and 
ends, consistency of voice, separation of 
subject and object, and a dependence upon the 
correct sources. 

( 18) 

5. In taking this position, Mary is like other women writers 
who attempted to become authors. Susan Gubar explains: 

until the end of the nineteenth century the 
woman writer really was supposed to take second 
place to her literary brothers and fathers [or 
husbands]. If she refused to be modest, self­
deprecating, subservient, refused to present 
artistic productions as mere trifles ... she 
could expect to be ignored or (sometimes 
scurrilously) attacked. 

(The Madwoman in the Attic 61-2) 

Indeed, Horace Walpole once called Mary's mother "'a hyena 
in petticoats'" (Gubar 31). 

6. When Percy reviewed Frankenstein, he again spoke 
for his wife. Referring to an anonymous male author, he 
kept Mary's identity a secret, but, as Mellor correctly 
adds, 

Percy is both promoting Mary and protecting her 
from possible adverse criticism. He 
deliberately defines the gender of the author of 
Frankenstein as male, a gesture that might 
increase the public respect for the novel but 
which simultaneously denies its actual 
authorship; indeed, there were some who thought 
that Percy Shelley had written the novel. His 
review is thus an act of appropriation as well 
as of tribute. 

( 69) 

Mary's father also appropriated the novel. In 1823, while 
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Mary was ill and away in Italy, Godwin, notes Rieger, "On 
his own initiative, and in order to capitalize on the 
success of the stage version, ... authorized the firm of G. 
and W. B. Whittaker to bring out a 'new edition' in 1823." 
This new edition was Godwin's own rearrangement of the text 
into two volumes (Rieger xxi-ii) . 

7. Luce Irigaray, in This Sex Which Is Not One, explains 
that it "is the proper name, the name of the father, that 
determines ownership for the family, including the wife and 
children" (83). In the Notes which conclude her text, the 
following comment is made concerning the word cluster, 
"proper, proper name, property, appropriate (propre, nom 
proPre, propriete, approprier): 

This word cluster suggests close connections 
between the related systems of capitalism and 
patriarchy -- more specifically, between the 
demands for order, neatness, the proper name, 
and the proper or literal meaning of a word, 
on the one hand, and the concepts of property 
ownership and appropriation, on the other. 

(221) 

In the case of Frankenstein the monster is named in two 
ways: the first is the common mistake of fusing the name of 
the progenitor with the progeny; the second is the visual 
naming of the monster as the Karloffian figure. The latter 
'name' was copyrighted, and thus literally became the 
property of Universal studios. 

8. Rieger, perhaps influenced by Garnett, describes Percy's 
role in the creation of Frankenstein using the same 
imagery: "his companionship had galvanized her imagination 
in her earlier efforts" (xx) . Again, the passive Mary 
needed an active principle before she could create. Both 
magnetizing and galvanizing seem to me thinly veiled 
euphemisms for another form of collaborative creativity -­
procreation. 

9. The static image of a painting is also very fitting given 
that, in the world of the novel, "domestic affection ... is 
imprisoning" (Levine "Ambiguous Heritage" 14). 

10. Regarding Mary's prototypical "Angels in the House," I 
agree with Leslie Fiedler that Mary parodies and assails 
cliches "by exaggerating them to the limit of 
grotesqueness" (quoted in Day 351). Moreover, as Day 
adds, 
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Clearly the male and female protagonists of 
the Gothic fantasy act out, not only romance 
archetypes of masculine and feminine identity, 
but the dominant archetypes of Western culture. 
What is important here is that both these arche­
types are shown to be self-destructive and in­
adequate, leading, not to the fulfillment and 
fruition of identity, but to its fragmentation 
and destruction. 

( 2 0) 

11. In the 1818 edition, Elizabeth expresses her dislike of 
lawyers and judges in a letter to Victor: 

My uncle had an idea of his [Ernest's] being 
educated as an advocate, that through his 
[Alphonse's] interest he might become a judge. 
But, besides that he is not at all fitted for 
such an occupation, it is certainly more 
creditable to cultivate the earth for the sus­
tenance of man, than to be the confidant, and 
sometimes the accomplice of his vices; which is 
the profession of a lawyer. 

(Wolf 85) 

12. Aitken argues that today such labels as "'shrewish,' 
'waspish,' 'fallen' and 'strident' confirm the male 
concocted notion that the female of the species is more 
deadly than the male" (37). 

13. Juliann Fleenor, in The Female Gothic, argues that 
Victor's response stems from male disgust, hatred and 
fear of "woman's awful procreative power and her 
'otherness'" (124). Mellor also points out Victor's fear: 

a woman who is sexually liberated, free to 
choose her own life, her own sexual partner (by 
force, if necessary), and to propagate at will 
can only appear monstrously ugly to Victor 
Frankenstein, for she defies that sexist 
aesthetic that insists that women be small, 
delicate, modest, passive, and sexually pleasing 
-- but available only to their lawful husbands. 

( 12 0) 

Concerning Mellor's last point, I would add, in support, 
that the popular expression "the bride of Frankenstein" 
originates from the same aesthetic. Even in the world of 



the monstrous, the female must only be available to her 
lawful husband. 

14. Leonard Wolf also detects a note of satire: 

Certainly the God-Adam Victor-creature 
analogy is implicit in Frankenstein from 
the first moment when Victor succeeds in 
animating his creature, but Mary Shelley 
seems not to exploit the biblical parallels 
nearly as much as she does the Miltonic ones. 
Still, one would not be wrong to think that, 
buried beneath the surface of the fiction, 
there is at least a tentative satire of 
the creation story as it is found in the 
Old Testament. 

(14 0) 

Like Wolf, Baldick argues that to Mary's first readers it 
would seem "that the novel was calling into question the 
most sacred of stories, equating the Supreme Being with a 
blundering chemistry student" (40). 
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15. Punter sees in Mary's novel a parallel to the position 
of the worker in capitalistic societies. "Under capitalism, 
he adds, "man is also alienated from his 'species-being,' 
from his sense of human-ness, reduced to a series of 
discontinuous roles" ( 418) . 

Gary Larson also recognizes this aspect of Frankenstein. 
In the following cartoon, he humorously visualizes Mary's 
violating of the boundary between man and animal: 

"Dear. ... Haw 'IOU-. tile beef blalns I bough! 
!or IUppet' tonlghl?" 



Of this boundary between man and animal, Freud concluded 
that children "recognize no frightful gulf between human 
beings and animals; the arrogance with which men separate 
themselves from animals does not emerge until later" 
(Introductory Lectures 209). He also includes this 
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boundary in his explanation of the perverse. I provide his 
complete list because of its relevance to Frankenstein: 

What in adult life is described as 'perverse' 
differs from the normal in these respects: 
first, by disregarding the barrier of species 
(the gulf between man and animals), secondly, 
by overstepping the barrier against incest, 
thirdly that against incest (the prohibition 
against seeking sexual satisfaction from 
near blood-relations), fourthly that against 
members of one's own sex and fifthly the 
transferring of the part played by the genitals 
to other organs and areas of the body. 

(Introductory Lectures 208) 

16. I am referring to what Easlea terms "masculine science." 
This science, explains Easlea, is an 

obsessive quest not only for power over nature, 
described in metaphors of sexual penetration and 
phallic creativity, but also for public acclaim 
and glory. 

( 3 6) 

17. Marie Curie wrote of her husband that he had, 

in renouncing the pleasures of life, resolutely 
subordinated his thoughts and desires to this 
'anti-natural' dream, 'adapting himself to it 
and identifying himself with it more and more 
completely. Believing only in the pacific 
might of science and of reason, he lived for 
the search of truth.' 

(quoted in Easlea 45) 

Like Victor, Pierre was destroyed by his own creation. 



18. Mary repeatedly draws our attention to the limits of 
language and its inability to describe 'reality.' Walton 
introduces this idea when he explains to his sister: 
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I cannot describe to you my sensations .... It 
is impossible to communicate to you a conception 
of the trembling sensation, half pleasurable and 
half fearful, with which I am preparing to 
depart. 

rn:. 65) 

Later, when he sees the creature, he again discovers that he 
"cannot find the words to describe" what he sees (£ 257) . 
Similarly, Victor relates that he dreaded a "thousand 
nameless evils" but was "unable to define them" (£ 117). 
He confesses to having "committed deeds of mischief beyond 
description horrible" and to suffering "intense tortures 
such as no language can describe" (£ 132). He is, he tells 
us, "wretched beyond expression" (£ 143). Mary herself, in 
her rough copy of the novel, wrote three times "no parallel" 
(Murray 62, 64) to describe events in her novel. Adding to 
the problem of reading 'reality' are the complementary 
pairings of sight/blindness, dream/reality, and 
madness/sanity. 

19. For a more detailed discussion of the relationship between 
art and reality see Peter Mcinerney's "Frankenstein and the 
Godlike Science of Letters" and Jerrold Hogle's "Otherness in 
Frankenstein: The Confinement/Autonomy of Fabrication." 

On this same subject, Mary once said of herself: "perhaps he 
[Percy] is planning a poem in which I am to figure. I am a 
farce and I play to him, but to me this is all dreary 
reality" (quoted in Veedor ix). Similarly, commenting on her 
first year with Percy and Claire, she explained that "it was 
acting a novel, being an incarnate romance" (Clairmont 
Journals 21). 



Endnotes Chapter Four 

1. In addition to Seagram's advertisement for Fruit 
Schnapps, the following greeting cards use the 
Frankenstein myth: 
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You two were made 
for each other. 

'"'" ...... Y"'•' ~ h .. d -·" 
"" lt\4 b.-""°"1 1ust 
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2. Frankenstein's monster has now been linked to Canadian 
Amateur Sport. Responding to questioning during the "Dubin 
Inquiry," into steroid use among Canadian athletes, the 
American doctor responsible for introducing sprinter Ben 
Johnson and others to the 'benefits' of steroids claimed 
that he was not making a bionic man; he was making a 
"Frankenstein." The following cartoon accompanying Allan 
Fotheringham's column in Maclean's alludes to the 'making' 
of supermen in the world of sport: 

(64) 

3. Freud, in fact, reached a similar conclusion. In The 
Psychopathology of Everyday Life, he states: " Thus the 
'childhood memories' of individuals come in general to 
acquire the significance of 'screen memories' and in doing 
so offer a remarkable analogy with childhood memories that a 
nation preserves in its store of legends and myths" (48) . 
The story of Frankenstein is, I believe, one of these myths. 

4. Weedon is referring to popular fiction, but her comment is 
equally true of the Hollywood film. 

5. The Other, Robin Wood explains is, 

that which the bourgeois ideology cannot 
recognize or accept but must deal with (as 
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Barthes suggests in Mythologies) in one of two 
ways: either by rejecting and if possible 
annihilating it, or by rendering it safe by 
assimilating it, converting it as far as 
possible into a replica of itself. Its 
psycho-analytic significance resides in the fact 
that it functions not simply as something 
external to the culture or to the self, but also 
as what is repressed (but never destroyed) in 
the self and projected outwards in order to be 
hated and disowned. 

( 168) 

6. The effect of this photograph and its caption is 
strikingly similar to the effect of the review of Anne 
Mellor's Mary Shelley: Her Life Her Fiction Her Monsters 
and its accompanying caricature of Mary Shelley. The 
presence of Norman Mailer works here in ways analogous to 
Percy's association with Mary. Both husbands "stand by" and 
authorize their wife's "talent." Moreover, both women 
artists are linked to the monstrous. 

7. Tropp also concludes that the "Mad scientist and Monster 
are figures in a modern myth," and adds that the monster's 
"creator has spawned a whole range of demented scientists" 
( 2) • 

8. La Valley reaches a similar conclusion concerning Dr. 
Praetorius' role in Bride of Frankenstein: "Here the 
evil Dr. Praetorius absorbs some of his [Henry's] darker 
raving qualities" (265) . Once again, science is protected 
from criticism. 

9. La Valley notes that the "word 'Neanderthal' frequently 
ocurred in press releases" (262). These releases in 
addition to the make-up "suggested the desired lower 
intelligence" of the creature (263, see also Glut 100). In 
the novel, the creature is, many of us are startled to 
discover, our intellectual equal. 

10. In the 1931 Whale film there is, argues La Valley, "a 
moralistic compromise." The doctor is 

injured but not killed by his creation; 
he is punished for his hubris and he 
willingly singles himself out to confront 
the Monster in the burning windmill. 
Risking death, he finds life. 

(263-4) 
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The reverse is the case in the novel: seeking to create life, 
Victor ultimately finds death. 

11. Wolf is not original in this regard. Indeed, as early 
as 1914, "book publishers, were promoting limited editions 
of novels illustrated with the stills from the film" (John 
Izod 57). Wolf adds in his work that in "an unspecified 
year in the thirties, Grosset and Dunlop published an 
edition of Frankenstein that was illustrated with stills 
taken from the Universal Pictures photoplay" (345) . 



Appendix I 

Frankenstein Adaptations: Comic, Satiric and 'Silent' 

Goon with the Wind was an amateur comic production, worth 
remembering primarily because the role of the monster was 
played this time by a young newcomer to drama, James Dean 
(Legend 45). 
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Frankenstein's monster also appeared in The Maniac (1950s), 
in which he played cards with a magician and a skeleton. 
The mask of the monster was supplied by the "Universal make­
up department" (Legend 46). 

He also appeared in Get the Picture, a "satire performed in 
Chicago in the mid-sixties about Frankenstein and local 
politics" (Legend 46) . Of note is the presence of a female 
monster and her similarities to the Elsa Lanchester 'bride.' 
She had crossed eyes and a "fright wig that stuck 
out from her head as though charged with electricity" 
(Legend 46). 

The San Francisco Mime Troupe produced Frankenstein in 1967 
(Legend 46). The monster wore facial bandages "in the 
fashion of a mummy" (Legend 46). 

The Living Theatre began in the mid-1950s and was originated 
by Julian Beck and his wife Judith Malina. It was a 
"company of the Radical Theatre Repertory, a commune of 
free-thinking performers" which at first ''performed avant 
garde plays and Greek Classics" (Legend 49). Frankenstein 
Poem opens with an unsuccessful attempt to levitate "'The 
Victim' (Mary Mary) off stage" (Legend 49). Dr. Frankenstein 
in the midst of mass murder and violence begins ''to 
dismember the various corpses so that the dead could be 
given new life" (Legend 49) . Sharing the creation scene 
with Dr. Frankenstein are Jewish cabbalists who attempt to 
build a female Golem, and Sigmund Freud who, as stage 
directions record, "appears and orders the sexual graft'' 
(Legend 51). Also present is Paracelsus who "directs the 
graft of the third eye," while Norbert Wiener (in a probable 
allusion to his influential work Cybernetics) ''advises the 
use of electrodes" (Legend 51) . And, in a further departure 
from previous adaptations, the monster speaks, passionately 
uttering Mary's own words concerning man's perversity. The 
play ends with the monster and his maker exchanging kisses -
- an act which "inspired the various characters in the play 
to free their prisoners" (Legend 50). Not a critical 



312 

success, the play did succeed in appropriating the 
Frankenstein myth for ideological purposes; as Glut points 
out: 

what the play continuously emphasized was that our 
society was conceived in violence and thrived upon 
it to survive. Only by reconstructing society 
through peaceful revolution can man escape his 
violent nature. The creature of Frankenstein was 
not destroyed at the end of the production. As we 
have all contributed to the creation of the 
Monster, it is also our task to contend with it 
or destroy it. 

(52) 
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Appendix II 

More 'Sightings' of Frankenstein 

Charles Dickens, like Gaskell, also alludes to to the 
Frankenstein monster and his artificial creation. In Great 
Expectations, Pip, after having learned of Magwitch's role 
in his life, recalls Mary's student of unhallowed arts: 

The imaginary student pursued by the misshapen 
creature he had impiously made, was not more 
wretched than I, pursued by the creature who had 
made me, and recoiling from him with a stronger 
repulsion, the more he admired me and the fonder 
he was of me. 

(354) 

But, if in this instance, money makes the man, in Hard 
Times, money -- or the capitalist's drive for money -- can 
also dismember the man. Here, the synechdochal "hands" of 
the workers are literalized (Baldick 108), as Dickens 
presents a monstrous world in which the division of labour 
literally leads to the division of the labourers. 

This is the same world which Karl Marx described as made up 
of dead labour, a labour which capitalism creates "'by 
constantly sucking in labour as its soul, vampire-like'" 
(Baldick 129). Although Marx frequently describes 
capitalism using vampire images, he also describes its 
alienation of labour in terms reminiscent of Frankenstein. 
For readers familiar with Mary Shelley's novel, his 
description of the "primary separation of labour from the 
means of production" (Baldick 132) echoes Victor's 
artificial creation: 

'The combination of this labour appears just as 
subservient to and lead by an alien will and an 
alien intelligence -- having its animating 
unity elsewhere -- as its material unity 
appears subordinate to the objective unity of 
the machinery of fixed capital, which, as 
animated monster, objectifies the scientific 
idea, and is in fact the coordinator, does not 
in any way relate to the individual as his 
instrument; but rather, he himself exists as an 
animated individual punctuation mark, as its 



314 

living isolated accessory.' 

(quoted by Baldick 132) 

Indeed, Victor's scientific project, as Mellor notes, is 
actually an attempt to appropriate the womb, and to "usurp 
the power of reproduction is to usurp the power of 
production as such" (112). Thus, Victor would take 
childbirth -- Marx's "primary example of pure unalienated 
labour" and transform it into yet another form of alienated 
labour (Mellor 112). 

Six years after the publication of Great Expectations, 
Frankenstein (the name of the monster) became a symbol 
of the dangers of Reform: 

Tiil. J,,.(l:.11.l'A~E.I/ IA.I \;...£.UT£/N 

,,..,., /llrur. ·IL-• wJt~-f"'4' •·.JI.,.,·"·_, .• f•tr•t1...,..., ·• "-=·-

(Cartoon History 172) 
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In the twentieth century, "Frankenstein" continues to serve 
as a warning. On 3 May 1971, the Daily Telegraph ran an 
article which read: "'There are growing indications that the 
Nationalists in South Africa have created a political 
Frankenstein which is pointing the way to a non-white 
political revival'" (cited by O'Flinn 206). 

After the Watergate scandal, The New York Post (27 June 
1973) offered the following visual comment, using once again 
the Frankenstein theme: 

(Haining 122) 

Roughly three years later, Frankenstein became linked to the 
politics of Chairman Mao. Claimed a headline from The 
Observer (11 April 1976), 

Rioters send a warning 
to 'Frankenstein' Mao 

-· --· _ ... , --- .. . -........ . 
=.:· -­.-..-. -e·-:: ..... .... ,.. __ _ 

....... 
·--·-·' '- ..... .... , . ...___.._....,. .. ,___ .... 

: ...... ~.=:-..... ; .T~.:-:-:..~ ~-~ ~ .. 
-4 - • -· ...... 

(Haining 122) 
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More recently, Frankenstein's creature (still misnamed) has 
been used to warn of the potentially 'monstrous' 
consequences of Canada's Meech Lake Accord: 

It would help 
if Brian allowed 
a little plastic 
surgery on 
this thing. 

\ 

You know 
hes against 
any kind of 
elective 
surgery. 
\ 

(The Kamloops Daily News A6 26 Jan. 1990) 

Finally, there is the following visual comment, concerning 
the reunification of Germany: 
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(Calgary Herald A4 26 Feb. 1990) 

Here, as with all the examples, the message the Frankenstein 
reference sends is one of warning. As long as the myth 
continues to be appropriated for political purposes, Mary's 
creation will be kept alive. But, in the hands of 
filmmakers, playwrights, novelists, and politicians, it is 
seldom the myth as Mary Shelley once envisioned it. 
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