
Looking at Frankenstein: Ten Film Visions
of Mary Shelley's Novel, 1990-2015

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Osborne, James Elliott

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:32:23

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/627722

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/627722


 

 

LOOKING AT FRANKENSTEIN: TEN FILM VISIONS 
OF MARY SHELLEY’S NOVEL, 1990-2015 

 
 

by 
 
 

James Elliott Osborne 
 
 

__________________________ 
Copyright © James Elliott Osborne 2018 

 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 
 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
 

For the Degree of 
 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 

In the Graduate College 
 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 
 
 
 

2018 



��

}Zƅ~qf�[y�hƅt`ƅRurOƅ
bz�P{\ƅSvkl]c^ƅ

Q�ƅú�Ā£Ŀƅē±ţ�ƅVÏŇ�«ł"-ăƅUÐŶ	�9ƅƁ�ƅ�¤Ņ¾ƅŦ�őƅƂ�ƅÌ�Ž�ƅĺ�ƅŒÆ	ƅ�!���ŃĔĄƅ
0ĵĢ�ƅ�4ƅi
þ�1ƅ_ïðÙĕŵƅw���Ľ�:ƅŰŠ���ƅƄ6n.Ėçđ�ƅ
œƅ�	���
�����|©�ƅ�ÑňÒ(ąŉƅė²ƅoĂƅ
�Ç�ñò°7Ŋƅs)ž�è=ƅCLM@<GADI5ƅ�&�ƅĬª�(ā	Ć�ƅů�ŔƅÓŕƅ��ƅ���¥ģŤ�ƅ�ŏƅ½�¸�óÚćÀƅŧ¦ƅ
�"��®űĘĈƅĭ�ĪŻĳ�û�ĉ3ƅ»ĮƅŨ�ƅW�Å��ƅ*³ƅX��3ęįƅ)´ƅx ÛôĚ2+ĤÈ4>ƅ

j�ľé�ƅe,Áê�ƅ

����� � ��� 
	�����
má�¡ƅ��Äƅ

Y�Ŗ�NƅpÉƅEJ;ƅHBFKƅ

aâ��ëƅ
0ĨĲěſ�ìƅ�ƅ����ĥŝ�'�§ƅĜµƅşÎæƅ#���ŁŲĝĊƅÔ�ƅ�-%Ŵ��&ŗƅŷĩ'ƅũ�ƅ���Ü¢Ř�8ŋƅ
2Ź�üã��Õ.ċƅĞ¶ƅŪ�ƅ¹Ē�ùƅ�/Ħ#�Ōƅğ·ƅū�ƅ�à�ō	ŀ��å*Čƅš,ƅŬ�ƅdĴźř�ƅT/õö�Â¨?ƅ

íƅÊ�Ķ�ƅ��ņ¿ƅŭ��ƅgƅË�ƀ�ƅĹ� ƅ�Íä1ƅ�Ý�Ŏ¯ŚÖ�čƅħļ�ƅż��İƅýƃƅ�Þķ�ųĠĎƅ��
Ļ+ÿ$¬�ƅŞ �śƅ×Ŝƅ��ƅ���ť�ƅ��ƅ¼îº÷ø!%ÃƅŮ�ƅ�ß�ŐńġďƅĸīŸØı�$�ĐŢ

�
 	
 ������� �����
��������



 
 

3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 
 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for 
an advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that an accurate acknowledgement of the source is made.  Requests for 
permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in 
part may be granted by the head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate 
College when in his or her judgment the proposed use of the material is in the interests of 
scholarship.  In all other instances, however, permission must be obtained from the 
author. 
 
 
 

SIGNED: James Elliott Osborne 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This dissertation would never have been completed without the dedication and 
support of my committee: Dr. Gerald Monsman, chair, Dr. Jerrold Hogle, and Dr. 
Linda Waugh. Their generosity of spirit and incisive comments and suggestions were 
essential to the success of my efforts.  

I would like to thank the following invidudals and entities without whose assistance, 
knowing and otherwise, my own child of Frankenstein would never have come to 
light: Dr. Tenney Nathanson, teacher and mentor, of the Department of English at the 
University of Arizona; the libraries at the University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona; 
the University at Albany, SUNY, Albany, New York; and the College of Saint Rose, 
Albany, New York; the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts and its 
Theatre on Film and Tape Archive, Lincoln Center, New York; the friendly and 
efficient staff at Stacks Espresso Bar, downtown Albany, New York, whose premises 
saw the birth of so many pages of my dissertation; Sidney Le, of the Pacific Film 
Archive, the University of California, Berkeley; Thomas Walker, of the Living 
Theatre, New York; and Susan Stroman, director of the original Broadway 
production of the Mel Brooks musical, Young Frankenstein. Without the devilishly 
quick shipping service provided by Amazon, I would never have managed to 
accumulate so many books on cinematic adaptation and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein 
– nor would I have managed to obtain the DVDs of all my ten films, plus the 
complete Blade Runner archive. And I am thankful for the stalwart presence of our 
beloved family cat, Oscar, who, sadly, did not live to see the end of my journey.  

Though my time as an undergraduate was long ago, I would like to remember my 
creative writing teacher, Matthew Proser, and my colleagues and professors in the 
Department of Dramatic Arts at the University of Connecticut, Storrs. Without them, 
especially my acting teachers Michael Gregoric and Kenneth Tigar, and my 
classmate Rick Abbott (1951-2006) – brilliant actor, writer, and friend – I would 
never have begun to refine my now-lifelong love of writing, drama, comedy, 
performance, and, above all, movies. I am forever indebted to all of them. 

I also want to acknowledge the great staff and faculty at Brooklyn  College, CUNY, 
where I studied for my MA, especially my professors Wendy Fairey, Carey Harrison, 
Ramsey Scott, and, from my time as an MFA student in the early 1990s, Jonathan 
Baumbach. They were all exceptional teachers – and mentors.  

I would like to especially thank my former UConn Department of Dramatic Arts 
colleague, Dr. Linford Carey, of New York, for his supremely astute – and funny – 
comments that helped me jump-start a stalled dissertation in September 2016.  

And of course I owe so much love and gratitude to my beautiful wife, Denise, the 
first in our family to earn a PhD and the first to show me encouragement, love, and 
support. For her, this one is from the heart.   



 
 

5 

  

   

For my wife Denise 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

                                         
 



 
 

6 

Table of Contents 
 
ABSTRACT. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7 

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10 

CHAPTER 1: THE 1990s: CORMAN, WICKES, AND BRANAGH  

  Roger Corman: The Corman Touch  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26 

 David Wickes: Literalizing the Double . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41 

 Kenneth Branagh: Present at the Creation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54 

CHAPTER 2: THE 2000s: CONNOR, NISPEL, AND MERCURIO  

 Kevin Connor: Frankenstein on the Hallmark Channel. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69 

 Marcus Nispel: New Orleans Neo-Noir. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .85  

 Jed Mercurio: A Female Frankenstein on the Small Screen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .101    

CHAPTER 3: THE 2010s: BOYLE, SENESE, ROSE, AND McGUIGAN 

 Danny Boyle: Two Frankensteins, Two Creatures. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .122 

 Billy Senese: Rethinking Frankenstein Through an Independent Lens. . . . . . .140 

 Bernard Rose: Frankenstein on the Streets of Los Angeles. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .160 

 Paul McGuigan: Victor and Igor: Together Again – for the First Time . . . . . . 179 

EPILOGUE. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 193 

APPENDIX: SELECTED CAST AND CREW OF THE TEN FRANKENSTEIN 

ADAPTATIONS AND THE BLADE RUNNER FILMS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202 

WORKS CITED. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208 

 

 
 
 

 

 



 
 

7 

ABSTRACT  

  This dissertation considers ten film adaptations of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; 

or, the Modern Prometheus produced between 1990 and 2015. The dissertation examines 

the ten films through critical and historical lenses that permit analysis of them as 

reflective of certain anxieties and cultural obsessions of the times in which they were 

produced, and as mirroring issues from Shelley’s era that continue to resonate today. The 

films analyzed are discussed within the context of adaptation theory – principally, but not 

exclusively, through the analytical framework proposed by Kamilla Elliott in Rethinking 

the Novel/Film Debate (2003). They are also considered in light of contemporary 

historical phenomena, such as the end of the Cold War (Corman), and in light of recent 

advances in genetic research (Wickes, Nispel, Mercurio, Senese, and Rose); the films are 

also interrogated as to their “faithfulness” to the Shelley text (Branagh and Connor), the 

hybridization of artistic forms (Boyle/Dear), and the reimagining of Shelley’s novel in 

the tradition of Hollywood and British Frankenstein cinema (McGuigan). The 

dissertation utilizes filmmaker interviews, contemporary reviews of the films, academic 

texts, and Shelley’s own words as interpretive vehicles to analyze how each film 

addresses her text and the issues contained therein. The epilogue presents a brief 

overview of significant breakthroughs in genetic research reported in the summer of 

2017, considering these advances as paradigms against which the fictional, semi-fantastic 

scientific discoveries detailed in the films of Wickes, Nispel, Mercurio, Senese, and Rose 

can be measured. The epilogue and the dissertation conclude with a brief discussion of 

Denis Villeneuve’s Blade Runner 2049 (2017), considered as an exploration of certain 

issues manifested in Shelley’s Frankenstein – among others, the creation of a race of 
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motherless “others” and the question of identity – and of issues related to the unfettered 

use of genetic engineering in pursuit of a capitalist, consumerist ideal. 
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“‘. . . movies are an obsessive thing.’” 

Orson Welles, qtd. in Karp, Orson Welles’s Last Movie: 
The Making of  The Other Side of the Wind  86 
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Introduction 

After days and nights of incredible labour and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the 
cause of generation and life; nay, more, I became myself capable of bestowing animation 
upon lifeless matter. 

Victor Frankenstein, relating his youthful 
accomplishments to Captain Robert Walton. 
Frankenstein; or, the Modern Prometheus 
(1818) 80; (1831) 53 

 
When Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein, science had no idea how life developed. We 
now have a better idea of how organisms develop at the cellular level, and this is why 
stem-cell biology gone wrong provides such a credible and frightening basis for the 
creation of the Monster. The story of Frankenstein is now far closer to reality than it ever 
was when it was first written. 
      Jed Mercurio, director of Frankenstein 

            (2007), qtd. in Gilbert, “ITV Gives 
            Frankenstein a Feminine Makeover” 

 
Victor Frankenstein and the creature that he made have been part of world 

literature since 1818, the year the first edition of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, the 

Modern Prometheus was published. The movies began their relationship with Mary 

Shelley’s most famous characters less than one hundred years later, when Edison Studios 

released J. Searle Dawley’s Frankenstein in 1910. From Dawley’s twelve-minute film 

through the Universal series in the 1930s and 1940s, the Hammer Films cycle of the 

1950s through the early 1970s, and the myriad film and television adaptations produced 

since then, Shelley’s novel has provided fertile ground for filmmakers in, among other 

places, Hollywood, Great Britain, continental Europe, Mexico, and Japan. In the popular 

imagination, the images of Boris Karloff as the Monster in three of the Universal films 

and Peter Cushing as Frankenstein in all but one of Hammer’s seven screen versions link 

those actors and the parts they vividly portrayed to particularly stunning examples of 

classic film horror. However, beneath the genius of cinematic fright embodied in the 

many versions of Frankenstein and their literary-Gothic progenitor lie themes of 
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psychological and moral anxiety and physical and psychological disquiet that both Mary 

Shelley and her numerous film adapters have explored. Much as Shelley's novel provided 

a mythic and symbolic location for half-facing and half-avoiding the deep-seated fears 

and ideological quandaries of its time, so, too, do film adaptations of the original tale 

alter the story to cast light on the overriding anxieties in the Western world when the 

adaptations were filmed, while also providing a cinematic mirror reflecting some of the 

fears and anxieties from Shelley’s day that continue to haunt us in our own time.   

Coursing throughout Shelley’s Frankenstein are thematic undercurrents that 

resonate profoundly for both scholars and intelligent lay readers. Marilyn Butler 

identifies a number of issues, contemporaneous with Shelley, that are contained in the 

novel: “electricity and magnetism, vivisection and Polar exploration – and the spectre of 

new radical French work in what became evolutionism” (302-03). While the interests of 

the modern reader – or filmgoer – might not coincide neatly with these particular 

concerns, contemporary obsessions such as fear of Armageddon, considered both in the 

secular (i.e. nuclear war or environmental collapse) and in the religious sense; fear and 

hatred of the unknown and alien "other"; and usurpation by synthetic biologists of what 

hitherto had been seen as God's powers of creation (van den Belt 259, et seq.) find their 

correlatives in contemporary film adaptations of Shelley’s novel. In this study, I will 

examine ten such films, released from 1990 to 2015, that touch upon these and other 

issues in ways that are both well-known and little-noticed.  

In cinematic storytelling, the director channels his or her conception of a film 

through a multiplicity of vehicles: the screenplay, the actors, the mise-en-scène, the 

location shoot, the studio sound stage, the musical score, the cinematography, the sound 
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design, among many others. These various elements provide the means by which the 

director brings her vision to life. Though considered her own, a director’s vision in fact 

requires a synthesis of many visions: that of the screenwriter, the cinematographer, the 

sound design team, the composer, and numerous other creative individuals who work 

with and for the director.  

The film director does not realize her vision in a cultural vacuum. As Dudley 

Andrew has written: “As a popular art, set in the economic, cultural and political spheres, 

film inevitably bears the birthmarks of its passage into light. As a technological art, 

crucially defined by its capacity for the automatic registration of sights and sounds, it is 

composed of pieces of the culture it represents” (“Cinema and Culture” 24). Whether 

intentionally or not, then, a motion picture reflects the time in which it is made. Writing 

of the change from an avant-garde sensibility in the cinema of 1920s France to one of 

more conventional theatricality in the 1930s, Andrew points to the influence of 

Hollywood as well as to changes wrought by the coming of sound to the film medium 

(“Cinema and Culture” 24). Andrew also indicates the pervasive cultural influences 

within France itself, such as “the populist turn of Gide, Malraux, and St. Exupéry as these 

men came to terms with the Depression and the lures of fascism and communism” 

(“Cinema and Culture” 24). Thus it is that, within the political and cultural turbulence 

that characterizes each historical age, a nation’s cinema comes to life. 

The modern era, as contentious and fraught with danger as any other, provides a 

rich source of thematic material for a filmmaker interested in bringing Shelley’s novel to 

the screen either as a period piece or in a modernized version. The years 1990 to 2015 

witnessed paradigm-shifting changes in the world’s socio-political and cultural spheres. 
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The final unravelling of the Soviet Union and its transformation into Putin’s Russia took 

place entirely within that quarter century. The religious and ethnic Balkan Wars of the 

1990s and the two Russo-Chechen conflicts waged between 1994 and 2009 incubated and 

then exacerbated the contemporary battle between Eastern and Western political systems 

currently raging in the Middle East. The United States has initiated two Persian Gulf 

wars, both of which have generated repercussions still being felt in the Middle East, Asia, 

Europe, and the United States. The terror attacks of September 11, 2001, impetus for both 

the American invasion of Afghanistan and the Iraq War, have colored Americans’ 

thinking about Islam, the Middle East, and the nature of terror itself.  

In the United States, the culture wars of the 1990s, personified in the rogue third-

party presidential candidacies of paleo-conservative Patrick J. Buchanan in 1992, 1996, 

and 2000, appear now as preamble to the rise of the right-wing populism of the Tea Party 

Movement in the first years of the new century’s second decade and to the populist 

nationalism of Republican Donald J. Trump, the current president of the United States. 

The rise of women in the political sphere, the Great Recession of 2007-09 and its 

aftermath, the administration of Barack Obama, the first African-American president, the 

Occupy Wall Street Movement, the Supreme Court’s overturning of the Defense of 

Marriage Act of 1996 and the Court’s legalization of gay marriage in 2015, the age of the 

internet and the rise of the social network, the reality of genetic engineering: These and 

other indices of inexorable change in the fabric of the American body politic form the 

backdrop against which contemporary filmmakers wrestle with the problem of 

transferring Mary Shelley’s novel to the screen. Their film adaptations interpret and 

reflect the reality of our time as well as our perceptions of that reality. 
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The Creature, Language, and Hollywood 

Born as an animated assemblage of parts scavenged by Victor Frankenstein from 

numerous human and animal corpses, Shelley’s freshly-made creature is possessed of 

many thoughts that he is unable to articulate. After taking refuge in a “low hovel” ([1818] 

132; [1831] 109), sheltering both from the elements and from “the barbarity of man” 

([1818] 133; [1831] 109), the creature comes to learn human language by eavesdropping 

on the conversations of the De Laceys, a fallen aristocratic family who live in a cottage 

adjacent to the hovel. He finds his thinking, as well as his powers of argumentation, 

shaped by his eavesdropping, by hearing a book read (Volney’s The Ruins of Empires) 

and reading books that he has “found on the ground [in] a leathern portmanteau”  ([1818] 

152; [1831] 130): Milton’s Paradise Lost; Plutarch’s Lives; and Goethe’s The Sorrows of 

Young Werther. The creature’s intellectual equipment is shaped into rapid maturity by 

these three printed texts, what Peter Brooks in 1993 calls “a kind of minimal, Romantic 

cyclopedia universalis” that “cover[s] the public, the private, and the cosmic realms, and 

three modes of love” (87). In his disquisitions with Frankenstein, the self-educated but 

furiously articulate creature badgers Victor to fulfill his greatest wish – the making of a 

mate – so that he will not be alone in the world. The creature’s subsequent, violent 

actions – his attempt to obliterate Frankenstein’s family and loved ones from the face of 

the earth – become manifestations of his understanding of how the world works. There is 

light and there is dark, there is good and there is evil, and whatever cataclysmic 

consequences derive from the collision of these binaries fall on the heads of both Victor 

and the creature. 
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 Such conflict shapes one of the narrative threads that, flowing from the novel and 

magnified by the stage productions based upon it, informs Frankenstein cinema, from the 

Edison Studios 1910 Frankenstein, through Universal and Hammer, and on into the forty-

plus years of the post-Hammer era: the Manichean battle between light and dark, good 

and evil, in a heightened melodramatic mode. Hollywood and melodrama have had a 

symbiotic relationship since the very beginning of the film medium. As Geoff Mayer 

points out in 2001: “Melodrama, particularly nineteenth-century theatrical melodrama, 

was influential in the ‘emergence of Hollywood aesthetics’ in many ways, especially its 

narrative structure. Hollywood absorbed the melodramatic imagination, with its moral 

Manichaeism, producing a heightened and polarized cinematic mode” (123). The 

polarities of melodramatic good and evil were cemented quite early into the Frankenstein 

film aesthetic: Dawley’s 1910 film, though extraordinarily brief  – it “consist[s] of one 

reel of nine hundred and seventy-five feet [approximately twelve minutes]” (Forry 80) – 

delineates in stark vignettes the battle between Frankenstein and his creation, with 

Frankenstein reuniting with his bride-to-be and the evil monster disappearing at last into 

a large looking-glass.  

As noted by Shane Denson in 2014, James Whale’s first two entries in the 

Universal series contain startling light/dark visual binaries (363-64). As they would also 

accomplish in Rowland V. Lee’s Son of Frankenstein (1939), these visual binaries 

suggest the melodramatic polarities that are, as Mayer states, a vital thematic part of 

classical Hollywood cinema. However, Denson also writes that, in Whale’s two films, 

“the visual is intimately connected to the narrative dynamics of the films” (364, emphasis 

added), proposing as an example the opposition of the pure-of-heart Elizabeth to her 
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apparently mad intended, Dr. Frankenstein, called Henry in Whale’s films, and his 

abominable experiments (Denson 364). Both Whale’s narrative and his clearly-coded 

production design signal the hyperbolic conflict that is a hallmark of melodrama. 

However, in a “decisive turn from Shelley’s Gothicism” (366), Manichean combat does 

not mean that the monster wins out in the end. As Caroline Joan S. (“Kay”) Picart writes 

in 2002: “Henry [at the end of Frankenstein (1931)] must live at all costs, and his 

immortality is signaled by his father’s toast to a future son. Elizabeth lives only because it 

is through her that the patrilineal line continues” (30). Whale’s film guarantees a 

purportedly happy ending to a tale that sees, in Shelley’s novel, the destruction of 

Frankenstein, the creature, and a considerable portion of Frankenstein’s family. Whale’s 

Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein thus come to fulfill, according to Denson, 

quoting Peter Brooks, melodrama’s function as a “‘recognition of virtue,’” which 

demands beforehand “the recognition of evil as a prerequisite to the public recognition of 

virtue and the reestablishment of value generally” (qtd. in Denson, 366).1 In the survival 

of the sorely tempted but essentially good, bourgeois Henry Frankenstein, and in the 

melodramatic structure of the films, both of Whale’s pictures also suggest the possible 

continuation of Dr. Frankenstein’s story onscreen, in whatever narrative forms it might 

assume, in years to come.  

The ten Frankenstein films I have chosen to analyze continue in various guises the 

Frankenstein story as articulated by Shelley and transformed by her stage, screen, and 

novelistic adapters. My selection of films has not been made based on inherent artistic 

value or for supposed “fidelity” to the Shelley text; they have been chosen for the ways 

                                                
1 Denson’s source for this brief quotation is page 27 of Brooks’s The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, 
Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess (1976) (366; 418). 



 
 

17 

they echo the anxieties of the post-Cold War world. Arguments will be made, however, 

concerning each film’s intrinsic value as a work of art and for how each film resonates 

with the tenor and text of the Shelley Frankenstein. While none of the films can be called 

a “faithful” rendition of Shelley’s work – Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound (1990) 

is, for example, an interpretation of an early 1970s Brian Aldiss novel that uses the 

Shelley text as a core around which to elaborate a distinctly twentieth-century science- 

fiction fable – each film retains enough key elements of the original to qualify as a 

“Frankenstein film.” This retention of key elements of the Shelley text became an 

important distinction in my endeavor to select a small but representative sampling of 

Frankenstein films to analyze; it was also a distinction that, ultimately, led to the 

elimination of such films as Steven Sommers’s Van Helsing (2004), in which Victor 

Frankenstein and his creation are supporting players in a multitudinous cast of monsters 

and monster-makers, and Stuart Beattie’s I, Frankenstein (2014), which is more faithful 

to the graphic novel from which it is derived than to any idea residing in the novel or the 

myriad screen adaptations of it. Vincenzo Naftali’s Splice (2009) explores the hazards of 

mixing genetically engineered life-forms with human DNA, and the film’s resultant 

monster is an intriguingly fanciful, and ultimately lethal, mix of human and animal forms. 

However, the work of the film’s scientist couple, played by Adrian Brody and Sarah 

Polley, bears a strong resemblance to that of Dr. Victoria Frankenstein (Helen McCrory) 

in Jed Mercurio’s Frankenstein (2007), a British telefilm that anticpated by three years 

Splice’s gene mixing and human mother-to-monster bonding (Naftali’s film earned a 

theatrical release in the late spring of 2010); in this study, therefore, thematic precedence 

trumps a $26,000,000 budget, young stars, and sophisticated special effects (“Splice – 
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Box Office/Budget”). Alex Garland’s Ex Machina (2015), in which the principal 

monster, played by Alicia Vikander, is a perfect female humanoid with A.I. rather than a 

pathetic, rudely assembled creature at odds with the world, was also considered for 

inclusion but, because the film’s humanoid was more akin to Hal in Stanley Kubrick’s 

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) than to any Frankenstein’s monster, was left off the list. 

What the ten films chosen do have in common is the use of Victor Frankenstein and the 

creature, or their surrogates, as cinematic avatars that not only represent the obsessions of 

Mary Shelley, but also the preoccupations of the filmmakers who have adapted the doctor 

and his monster for their own contemporary cinematic ends.  

 
Methodology for this Study 

A study of ten film interpretations of Frankenstein in the quarter century between 

1990 and 2015 must not only take into account the politics and cultural phenomena of the 

era, but also the relationship between these films and their source text, and the 

relationship between these films and their cinematic precursors. The methodology I use 

to place the films in proper relationship to the Shelley novel is grounded in adaptation 

studies, or adaptation theory. As Dudley Andrew has characterized the phenomenon: 

“Frequently the most narrow and provincial area of film theory, discourse about 

adaptation is potentially as far reaching as you like” (“The Well-Worn Muse” 9). 

However it is labeled, adaptation theory involves the complex intellectual activity of 

interpreting what is seen and heard on the movie screen in relation to the source, or 

multiple sources, upon which a film is based.  
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Though James Griffith in 1997 reminds us that “[Béla] Balázs is the first 

important theorist to discuss the issue [of adaptations] directly” (18-19),2 the field of 

modern adaptation studies is said to have begun with the publication of George 

Bluestone’s 1957 study, Novels into Film: The Metamorphosis of Fiction into Cinema.3 

The crux of Bluestone’s argument regarding the cinematic adaptation of literary works 

lies in what he perceives to be the fundamental, irreconcilable difference between the 

novel and film; that is, the distinction “between the percept of the visual image [in film] 

and the concept of the mental image [in the novel]” (1). In the six decades since the initial 

publication of Bluestone’s text, the field of adaptation studies has evolved from 

preoccupation with fidelity and the binary categories of the novel (which is not “film”) 

and film (which is not “the novel”), as in the writings of Bluestone and his successors 

Geoffrey Wagner and Dudley Andrew, to a methodology dedicated to a recognition of 

the cross-influential intertextuality of print, film, and other types of visual media. 

 In 2003, Kamilla Elliott published Rethinking the Novel/Film Debate, in which 

she argues for a close connection between film and written language and for the study of 

adaptations by means of six fluid levels of categorization,4 in contrast with the film 

versus novel distinctions drawn by Bluestone and the sharply-rendered categories devised 

by Wagner and Andrew.5 Elliott not only attempts to rework existing theories that 

                                                
2 Griffith’s source is: Balázs, Béla. Theory of Film: Character and Growth of a New Art. 1952. Trans. Edith 
Bone. New York: Dover, 1970. Print. The pages consulted in the Balázs text are 46-48, 84, and 139-42. 
3 Paul Joseph Niemeyer, in a footnote to his dissertation Seeing Hardy: The Critical and Cinematic 
Construction of Thomas Hardy and His Novels (2000) identifies Lester Asheim as the author of “the only 
extensive analysis of film adaptation before Bluestone” (Niemeyer, Seeing Hardy: The Critical 106, n. 3). 
Asheim’s pioneering work was published in four parts in the Quarterly of Film, Radio, and Television 
(Hollywood Quarterly) in 1951-52 (Asheim; Seeing Hardy: The Critical 106, n. 3).   
4 See pages 21-22 of this study. 
5 Wagner’s analytical categories are “transposition,” “commentary,” and “analogy” (217-357); Andrew 
describes his categorical distinctions are “borrowing,” “intersecting,” and “transforming” (98-104). 
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connect novel and film; through a demonstration of the intimate connection that words 

and images have had since before the birth of the cinematic medium, she seeks to 

establish a foundation for a more organic, intertextual theory of cinematic adaptation – a 

theory highly appropriate for the study of Frankenstein cinema, with its multitudinous 

cultural and textual sources. 

In her exegesis of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair in its nineteenth-century illustrated 

editions, Elliott uncovers the kinetic qualities of the vignettes that begin the novel’s 

chapters and that appear at other points intermixed with its prose; these qualities are 

linked to the actions of characters described in the novel’s text – qualities that are 

noticeably absent from the novel’s relatively static full-page illustrative plates  

(Rethinking 20-26). As Elliott writes:  

The vignettes of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair . . . are combinations of 
movement and freezing. . . . Interspersed between lines of moving prose, 
they at times seem to leap out from that movement, carrying with them 
both the mobility of the prose and their own mobile pictorial leap from it, 
freezing momentarily before diving into the prose stream again. 
(Rethinking 19)  

 
Elliott goes on to compare “[t]he notion of vignettes as arrested mobile moments” with 

the practice early in cinema history of having a film begin with a freeze frame and then 

jumping into movement (Rethinking 19). Given the persuasiveness of Elliott’s analysis, 

the mental leap from the suspended action of human figures in the Vanity Fair vignettes 

to the mobile action of human figures in a film is not at all far-fetched; similarly, it would 

not be difficult to understand the motivational connection between what human figures 

do in the vignettes on the pages of Vanity Fair with what human figures do on a movie 

screen – considering that the human figures in each medium are literally awash in a sea of 

words, both spoken and written. 
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Elliott’s argument for a fluid intertextuality between words and moving images 

ranges from the earliest silent films to sound films of the modern era. Elliott notes that: 

“Films abound in dialogue, intertitles, subtitles, voice-over narration, credits, and graphic 

words on sets and props” (Rethinking 13), putting to the test notions that images and 

words are separate semiotic systems, with images reserved for the cinema and words for 

the printed page. Elliott criticizes Walter Pater, Ferdinand Saussure, structuralist 

theoreticians, and the New Critics, all of whom deny any possibility of the separation of 

form from content in the transition from one medium to another (Rethinking 134); if true, 

the impossibility of such separation and transition would preclude the success of any kind 

of adaptation, whether “true-to-the-source” or not. Elliott also determines that “[s]cholars 

. . . find themselves at odds with filmmakers and audiences” (Rethinking 134); she points 

to the case of Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose (1983), in which Eco, consistent with 

his theoretical objections to adaptation, repudiates Jean-Jacques Annaud’s 1986 film 

version of his novel, while the director of the film and its viewers consider the movie an 

adaptation (Rethinking 134).6 The fact that Elliott is at odds with the traditional literary 

scholars, and also in de facto alliance with the producers of mass culture, is consistent 

with her championing of the fluidity of texts and their implicit intertextuality.7 

Although she argues against the categorizations espoused by certain of her 

predecessors, Elliott does identify and explicate six classifications of cinematic 

                                                
6 Elliott takes Eco’s assertion from an anonymously authored article, “Adaptations: Novel to Film,” 
published online in Urban Cinefile in April 2000. Annaud himself is also known for his Oscar-winning first 
film, Black and White in Color (Ivory Coast, 1976), for the French production Coup de tête (1979), and for 
popular movies such as Quest for Fire (1982), a film set in human prehistory which had “special languages 
. . . designed” by Anthony Burgess (Maslin, Quest for Fire C4).  
7 In 2014, Elliott, extending the reach of intertextuality, published a scholarly article in Adaptation: The 
Journal of Literature on Screen Studies, entitled “Tie-Intertextuality, or, Intertextuality as Incorporation in 
the Tie-in Merchandise to Disney’s Alice in Wonderland (2010).” 
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adaptation: the “psychic concept,” the “ventriloquist concept,” the “genetic concept,” the 

“de(re)composing concept,” the “incarnational concept,” and the “trumping concept” 

(Elliott, Rethinking 136-81). What differentiates Elliott’s typology from that of, for 

example, Geoffrey Wagner, is Elliott’s avoidance of categorical inflexibility. Elliott 

points to the convergences of the psychic and ventriloquist concepts and of the genetic 

and incarnational concepts, describing the relationship within each of these two paired 

categories as being akin to “two sides of the same coin” (Rethinking 164). For example, 

both the genetic and incarnational concepts assume an “embodied haunting” (Rethinking 

164) of the filmic text by an element or elements contained in the written text. The 

ventriloquist concept, unlike the psychic concept, does not purport to transfer a novel’s 

“spirit” to film; rather, it “blatantly empties out the novel’s signs and fills them with 

filmic spirits” (Rethinking 143, emphasis added). De(re)composing entails an even more 

intriguing wedding of forms, a blending of novel and film that Elliott compares to a scene 

in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights – Elliott’s baseline text for the consideration of 

cinematic adaptations – in which an ecstatic Heathcliff envisions his own and Cathy’s 

bodies buried side by side and decomposing to such a point that it becomes impossible to 

tell them apart (Rethinking 157). According to Elliott’s de(re)composing concept, “novel 

and film decompose, merge, and form a new composition at ‘underground’ levels of 

reading. The adaptation is a composite of textual and filmic signs merging in audience 

consciousness together with other cultural narratives and often leads to confusion as to 

which is novel and which is film” (Rethinking 157). Elliott’s trumping concept is derived 

from, and works against, the notion that, in traditional evaluations of novel-to-film 

adaptations, it is the novel that always triumphs; in particular, her discussion under the 
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trumping lens examines films that purport to be improvements upon their forebears in 

print (Elliott, Rethinking 174). As one might expect from her analysis of word and image, 

the connecting threads of Elliott’s fluid categorical thinking are adaptability, openness to 

the changes wrought by other media, and an attempt to embrace the possibilities of film 

adaptation rather than its limitations. 

Both Elliott in Rethinking the Novel/Film Debate and, subsequently, Thomas 

Leitch in Film Adaptation and Its Discontents: From Gone with the Wind to The Passion 

of the Christ (2009), recognize the intertextual richness of novel and film, with Elliott in 

particular remarking upon the convergence of image and word. Though Leitch is critical 

of Elliott’s six analytical categories, complaining that they “are a series of multiple 

centers sometimes forming logical pairs but with no firm boundaries and hence no 

frontiers” (ch. 5), the permeability of Elliott’s categories, their porous membrane-like 

qualities that allow for the fluid transference of evaluative criteria, their very borderless-

ness, make them appropriate analytical models in a consideration of the stylistically 

varied versions of Frankenstein chosen for this study. In addition, Elliott’s understanding 

of the embedded nature of words in the cinematic medium – she points out that “words” 

are, literally, everywhere even in the most banal of films – and of how literature and film 

invigorate each other by the interfusion of their sign systems, are compelling reasons to 

acknowledge that her method is a proper analytical tool for this study, as well as 

representing an intellectual step forward in the field of adaptation studies itself.  

In Chapter 1, I examine three films of the 1990s, taking them in chronological 

order: Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound (1990) – such is the proprietary title of 

Corman’s version of the Brian Aldiss novel, as released in theaters and in subsequent 
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formats; David Wickes’s Frankenstein (produced in 1992 and broadcast on Turner 

Network Television [TNT] in 1993); and Kenneth Branagh’s Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein (1994), a version presented as “faithful,” although consciously modernized 

in crucial ways.  

In Chapter 2, I examine three television films of the 2000s, studying them in the 

order in which they were originally broadcast: Kevin Connor’s Frankenstein (2004), 

which was shown in two parts on the Hallmark Channel on October 4 and 5, 2004, a 

production in the tradition of British “heritage drama,” thus lending itself to discussion 

and analysis within that critical framework; Marcus Nispel’s Frankenstein (2004), a neo-

noir police procedural which premiered on the AMC network a few days after the Connor 

Frankenstein; and Jed Mercurio’s Frankenstein (2007), a modernized version broadcast 

on Great Britain’s ITV Network, in which Victor Frankenstein becomes Victoria 

Frankenstein, played by Helen McCrory.  

In Chapter 3, I examine four films from the 2010s, also taking them in 

chronological order: Danny Boyle’s National Theatre Live: Frankenstein (2011), in 

which the two lead actors, Benedict Cumberbatch and Jonny Lee Miller, alternated the 

roles of Victor Frankenstein and his creation, a casting decision which necessitated the 

filming of two different versions for subsequent direct-to-theater broadcasts; Billy 

Senese’s Closer to God (2014), a version which updates the story to an alternate present 

in which a genetic researcher, Dr. Victor Reed (Jeremy Childs), succeeds in creating the 

first human clone after several failed attempts, including a particularly monstrous one; 

Bernard Rose’s Frankenstein (2015), told from the creature’s point of view and set in 

present-day Los Angeles, in which husband and wife scientists (Danny Huston and 
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Carrie-Anne Moss) succeed in manufacturing a perfected man by means of a 3D laser-

assisted bioprinter;8 and Paul McGuigan’s alternate-reality Victorian Era Victor 

Frankenstein (2015), which, channeling the Shelley novel and eighty or so years of 

filmed Frankenstein, emphasizes the relationship between Victor (James McAvoy) and 

his assistant Igor (Daniel Radcliffe). 

In the Epilogue, I address a number of significant advances in genetic science 

reported in the summer of 2017. I also briefly analyze Denis Villeneuve’s Blade Runner 

2049, a sequel to Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982). Like its predecessor, Blade Runner 

2049 considers issues of import in the Frankenstein mythos and, having been released in 

the fall of 2017, provides a tantalizing look at the present – and possible future – of 

twenty-first-century Frankenstein filmmaking.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
8 Though unreleased theatrically, Rose’s Frankenstein was shown at a number of film festivals in 2015, 
including Scary Movies 9 at the Film Society of Lincoln Center, New York, where it was screened on 
November 5, the closing night of the festival (Morrison).  
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Chapter 1: The 1990s: Corman, Wickes, and Branagh 
 
Roger Corman: The Corman Touch 
 
My own feelings have always always been that of a man of the Left, and I wanted to have 
those same feeling (sic) in my films. Yet at the same time I understood that films must be 
an entertainment, so I tried to make my films, almost all of them, entertaining on the 
surface but beneath the surface there would be some statement or some thought that was 
important to me. 

Interview with Roger Corman, “Talking to 
Roger Corman, the Pope of Pop Cinema.” 
The Notebook 

                  
So I said if I could find a new way to do a Frankenstein picture, I would. And then I 
remembered Brian Aldiss’ novel Frankenstein Unbound, which was a new way to do a 
Frankenstein picture. Based upon the fact that it would at least have something new or 
original to say, I agreed to do it. 

“Interview Roger Corman.” The A.V. Club 
 
 Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound, released in November 1990 (Canby, 

“Corman’s Frankenstein,” C14)9 marked Roger Corman’s return to directing after a 

nineteen-year absence from the director’s chair.10 In an online interview published in 

August 2016, Corman explained why he began such a lengthy hiatus from directing: 

In 1970 I just got tired, I had directed 59 films in about 15 years and I was 
just worn out. I thought: I'm gonna stop for a year and rest and then come 
back to directing. But during that year I decided to start my own 
production and distribution company and that became so consuming that it 
took all my time and energy. So basically I never intended to stop 
directing—it just happened. (“Talking to Roger Corman”) 

 
Corman went on to produce dozens of films over the next twenty years. Among the 

numerous movies released between 1971 and 1990 which feature Corman as either 

producer or executive producer, those that stand out are the young Martin Scorsese’s 

Boxcar Bertha (1972), Paul Bartel’s cult classic Death Race 2000 (1975), Peter 

                                                
9 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, the version of Corman’s film to which I have referred in this 
study is the one released on DVD by 20th Century Fox in 2006. 
10 Corman’s last directing assignment prior to his Frankenstein film was Von Richthofen and Brown, 
released in July 1971. 
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Bogdanovich’s Saint Jack (1979), and Anthony Page’s Oscar-nominated I Never 

Promised You a Rose Garden (1977). Other films produced by Corman over those two 

decades – movies with titles such as Cover Girl Models (1975), Moving Violation (1976), 

Cocaine Wars (1985), Sweet Revenge (1987), and Not of This Earth (1988) – served in 

their own right to solidify his reputation as one of the great “schlockmeisters” of 

Hollywood, and as the “king of B-movies” (Scott, A.O. “The King” C13; Rocca).11  

Since there was no shortage of work for Corman as a producer, what was the 

impetus for him to get back into the director’s chair after so many years away from it? 

Once again, in an online interview published in March 1999, Corman begins with a 

succinct explanation: 

Money. Universal had done some sort of market research, and they 
determined that a feature called Roger Corman's Frankenstein could be 
very successful, so they asked me if I wanted to do it. And I said, “As a 
matter of fact, I don't want to do it. There are so many Frankenstein 
pictures out there. This would be the 50th Frankenstein picture or 
whatever; nobody will care.” (Phipps) 

 
Corman’s understanding of the dynamics of the Frankenstein franchise, circa 1990, 

though faulty as to the number of Frankenstein pictures produced up to that time, was 

extremely perceptive regarding the possibility of such a film’s becoming a hit. Neither 

Ken Russell’s Gothic (1986) nor Ivan Passer’s Haunted Summer (1988) – not 

“Frankenstein films” per se but studies of Mary Wollstonecraft, Percy Shelley, John 

Keats and their entourage in the Frankenstein year of 1816 – were critical or popular 

successes. Franc Roddam’s take on Bride of Frankenstein, The Bride (1985), a visually 

opulent study of a brilliant but psychopathic Frankenstein (Sting), his monster (Clancy 

                                                
11 According to video interviewer Ernie Manouse, Corman prefers to be known as “the most fiscally 
responsible filmmaker working today” (Houston PBS). 
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Brown) – called “Viktor” in the film – and the “bride” of the title (mixed-race actress 

Jennifer Beals), was also a critical and box-office disappointment. 

 Corman’s entrance into the world of Frankenstein did not come quickly. In the 

March 1999 interview, the director goes on to say: 

And they [Universal] kept calling me every six months or so. And then 
they kept coming up with serious offers of money, which were really 
higher than I'd ever dreamed of, and I started thinking about it. So I said if 
I could find a new way to do a Frankenstein picture, I would. And then I 
remembered Brian Aldiss’ novel Frankenstein Unbound, which was a new 
way to do a Frankenstein picture. Based upon the fact that it would at least 
have something new or original to say, I agreed to do it. (Phipps) 

 
Corman’s task was to take the Aldiss novel, published in England in 1973 and in the  
 
United States in 1974, and recraft it into a film for the beginning of the 1990s. 

Set in the year 2020, Aldiss’s Frankenstein Unbound joins elements of the 

Frankenstein story with that of American Joe Bodenland, a dovish intellectual who finds 

himself caught in “Timeslips” – chronology- and geography-altering atmospheric effects 

caused by profligate use of nuclear weapons by belligerents in a three-sided global 

conflict. Forced to leave the American president’s cabinet and living in retirement in 

what Aldiss calls “New Houston,” Bodenland finds himself and his state-of-the-art – and 

weaponized – twenty-first-century passenger car, the “Felder,” marooned in the 

Switzerland of 1816. There, in the summer of the literary Frankenstein’s birth, he meets 

the real Mary Shelley, Percy Shelley, and Lord Byron. In this world, Victor Frankenstein 

is also a real person, an intellectually overbearing scientific experimenter who has 

already created a “monster.” This monster, moreover, as in Shelley’s novel, kills 

Frankenstein’s youngest brother and incriminates the Frankenstein family maid Justine; 

as in Shelley’s Frankenstein, she is executed for a crime she did not commit.  
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With his memory of Shelley’s novel and the aid of his technologically advanced 

automobile, Bodenland attempts to thwart Frankenstein’s construction of a mate for his 

male creature. Failing in this, but subsequently murdering Frankenstein in his own 

laboratory, Bodenland, like Shelley’s Victor Frankenstein, pursues the creature, now also 

accompanied by his mate, whom Frankenstein has created by grafting the head of Justine 

onto the body of his beloved Elizabeth, to the snow-covered lands of the north. 

Bodenland’s pursuit is complicated by the dizzying, frozen landscape and indecipherable 

chronological changes brought on by the Timeslips, but, using the swivel-gun he has 

detached and removed from his stranded Felder, the diplomat-turned-monster-hunter 

succeeds in killing the creature’s mate and seriously wounding, but not stopping, the 

creature himself. Bodenland finishes the monster with an automatic handgun, but not 

before the creature delivers a chilling valedictory: “This I will tell you, and through you, 

all men, if you are deemed fit to rejoin your kind: that my death will weigh more heavily 

upon you than my life. No fury I might possess could be a match for yours. Moreover, 

though you seek to bury me, yet will you continuously resurrect me! Once I am unbound, 

I am unbounded” (Aldiss 211). As the novel concludes, Bodenland finds himself stranded 

in a snow-covered wasteland, in close proximity to what appears to be the last outpost of 

human civilization, a place whose inhabitants, Bodenland senses, are aware of his 

presence. With limited ammunition and his Felder immobilized, Bodenland ends the 

novel a solitary man awaiting death in the middle of an icy nowhere.  

For the most part, the characters in the Corman film version of Aldiss’s work, 

which was written by Corman and F.X. Feeney, reflect the cast of characters in the novel: 
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There are Victor Frankenstein (Raul Julia), the Monster (Nick Brimble),12 Elizabeth 

(Catherine Rabett), Justine (Catherine Corman, the director’s daughter), as well as Mary 

Shelley (Bridget Fonda), Percy Shelley (Michael Hutchence) and Lord Byron (Jason 

Patric). In plot points, however, the film is a fractured mirror-image of the novel, with 

Corman removing some of Aldiss’s more “cinematic” sequences, such as Bodenland’s 

harrowing escape from a Swiss prison cell inundated in a flood precipitated by one of the 

Timeslips, and, in what is a decisive break with the novel, replacing the Bodenland 

character with Dr. Joe Buchanan (John Hurt), a completely reimagined version of 

Aldiss’s protagonist. In Corman’s film, set in 2031, “New Houston” becomes “New Los 

Angeles,” and scientist Buchanan is in charge of a top-secret U.S. government weapons 

research project. Corman’s Buchanan is the inventor of a powerful destabilizing ray, 

powered by “the atom – new and improved . . . a particle beam that simply makes the 

enemy disappear” (00:03:20 – 00:03:21; 00:03:51 – 00:03:53).13 In the film, it is 

Buchanan’s weapon which has torn the fabric of time asunder; and it is Buchanan the 

scientist, as it was Bodenland the ex-cabinet member, with whom we travel through the 

Timeslips.  

As in the novel, Buchanan has an advanced automobile, now equipped with a 

female-voiced on-board computer (Terri Treas), but with no heavy-caliber weapon 

attached to it. In Corman’s film, Buchanan matches wits with both the brilliant but 

arrogant Victor Frankenstein and with the hulking but intelligent – and articulate – 

                                                
12 When referring to the Monster as the role played in the film by Nick Brimble, I will capitalize the first 
letter of the term. 
13 I have based time codes as well as dialogue for nine of the ten films on repeated viewings of my own 
DVDs, on my own equipment. (As of March 2018, Danny Boyle’s National Theatre Live: Frankenstein 
[2011] is not available on DVD. See page 134, footnote 75.) 
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creature. After the Monster is confronted and wounded at film’s end in the subterranean 

power center of, as the Monster phrases it, “the last refuge of mankind” (01:15:20 – 

01:15:29), the creature questions Buchanan’s right to kill him:  

 The Monster: “What am I, that you must destroy me?” 
 Buchanan: “An abomination in the eyes of God.” 
 The Monster: “So what are you?” 
 Buchanan: “I am Frankenstein.” (01:16:35 – 01:17:00) 

Although Buchanan, after a protracted battle, succeeds in felling the creature and, on the 

evidence of his own eyes, killing him, the seemingly triumphant doctor is doggedly 

pursued by the Monster’s echoing, acousmatic voice: “You think you have killed me. But 

I will be with you forever. I am unbound” (01:21:01 – 01:21:12).  

In interpreting the differences between the Aldiss novel and Corman’s film, we 

might look at how each author visualizes a time-shifting Armageddon: For Aldiss, it is 

nuclear annihilation, reinterpreted so that instead of ending civilization in a cloud of 

radioactive dust, civilization ends in a mash-up of time periods and geographic shifts. For 

Corman, it is the creation of a weapon to end all weapons and the hubris of the weapon’s 

creator, Dr. Buchanan, that sets the world spinning in a seemingly infinite number of 

directions.  

While in the early 1970s it might have seemed somewhat anachronistic to frame 

the world’s end in terms of nuclear Armageddon – the doomsday clock of the Bulletin of 

the Atomic Scientists was moved to 12 minutes to midnight in 1972 from 10 to midnight 

in 1969, having already been repositioned from a staggeringly close-to-the-end 2 minutes 

to midnight in 1953 (“Doomsday”) – it is true that, negotiations and peace treaties 
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notwithstanding,14 the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, still had 

nuclear capabilities of civilization-ending proportions.  However, by 1990, thanks in part 

to the fragmenting of the Soviet Union and the fall of the Berlin Wall, the atomic 

scientists’ doomsday clock had, after inching ever closer to midnight from the middle of 

the 1970s to the mid-1980s, swung back to 10 minutes before midnight (“Doomsday”).15  

That Corman chooses to forgo the theme of nuclear Armageddon is itself 

consistent with the temper of the times during which his version of Frankenstein 

Unbound was made. Though the world knew, and would continue to know, various 

nuclear tensions, the doomsday scenarios which had haunted American presidencies from 

Eisenhower’s to Reagan’s had gone into eclipse. By the beginning of the 1990s, the threat 

of nuclear war had subsided considerably; indeed, from an already more comforting 10 

minutes to midnight in 1990, in 1991 the atomic scientists’ doomsday clock was set back 

to 17 minutes before midnight – thanks in part to the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 

(START), signed on July 31, 1991, by the United States and the Soviet Union 

(“Doomsday”; “V. Treaties”). This is not to say that Corman, in making a new film, 

would eschew the troubling themes that link his movies to the contemporary world. As 

Corman explains in his August 2016 interview:  

My own feelings have always always been that of a man of the Left, and I 
wanted to have those same feelings in my films. Yet at the same time I 
undersood that films must be an entertainment, so I tried to make my 
films, almost all of them, entertaining on the surface but beneath the 
surface there would be some statement or some thought that was important 
to me. (“Talking to Roger Corman”) 

                                                
14 The landmark Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which came into effect in March 1970, sought to 
limit the spread of nuclear weapons. Its 191 signatories included the five nuclear powers of the time: The 
United States, the Soviet Union, China, France, and the United Kingdom (Arms Control). 
15 On January 25, 2018, the doomsday clock “was advanced by 30 seconds . . . to 2 minutes to midnight” 
(Chan A9). As reported in the New York Times, the atomic scientists cited “‘the looming threats of nuclear 
war and climate change, making the world security situation more dangerous than it was a year ago’” (qtd. 
in Chan A9). 
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Corman also notes, in a videotaped interview recorded in March 2015 at the University of 

Hawai’i, West O’ahu: 

I simply was making films that . . . I thought would be interesting to me 
and interesting to the audience and . . . sometimes there was some theme 
to them. . . . Very often, as in Bloody Mama, Boxcar Bertha and some of 
those films . . . there would be what I used to call the text and the subtext. 
The text is: Here’s a gangster film. The subtext is: Here is a comment on 
American society. So that is a theme that’s gone through . . . my work. 
(UH West O’ahu) 

 
 Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound consequently contains numerous 

allusions to the problems that bedeviled society in 1990 – and that continue to concern us 

in the present. Some contemporary reviewers, such as Kevin Thomas in the Los Angeles 

Times and Vincent Canby in the New York Times, were not so impressed. Thomas found 

that “the film emerges as a cautionary tale about the dangers of tampering with nature 

and of playing god, which becomes tedious in its familarity” (F6) and Canby, in giving 

the film and its director a somewhat left-handed compliment, wrote that Corman “comes 

back [from his years spent solely as a producer] as an auteur to be ranked with the men 

who made Fellini’s Satyricon and Akira Kurosawa’s Dreams, at least in terms of titles” 

(“Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound” C14). On the other hand, Dave Kehr, writing in the 

Chicago Tribune, stated that: “Frankenstein Unbound is so personal, both in its ambitious 

philosophical themes and its abstract, highly chromatic style, that is (sic) could fit 

perfectly into Corman’s filmography of the ’60s” (5:5).  It is on the basis of Kehr’s 

understanding of the film, which in his review he did not elaborate upon, that I now 

examine Roger Corman’s Frankenstein further. 

 Corman’s film is an adaptation of the Aldiss novel, not Shelley’s; but Shelley’s 

tale, familiar in modern popular culture through the film versions of the novel, serves to 
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form a familiar, thematically resonant vehicle to which both Aldiss and Corman have 

hitched their respective texts. The central story of both Aldiss’s novel and the Corman 

version of it is that of Bodenland/Buchanan. On the other hand, as Jerrold E. Hogle writes 

in 1980, “[t]he monster’s story . . . is a highly appropriate center for Frankenstein. It 

apparently shows the coming-to-awareness of a primitive mind, the dawning of a seminal 

man (the progeny of a Prometheus). As a result, it becomes a thematic core for the life 

surrounding it” (36); that story is subsumed in the Aldiss novel and Corman film by the 

self-enforced quest of Bodenland/Buchanan to stop Frankenstein and destroy the 

monster. Both Frankenstein and the monster are foils for the obsessed 

Bodenland/Buchanan. They are antagonists for a central character who is, in both 

Aldiss’s and Corman’s telling, a reluctant time-traveler turned relentless warrior against 

fictional characters created 200 years previously, characters made real only through the 

distorted alchemy of the Timeslips.  

In the Aldiss novel, the Timeslips are the result of the explosions of 

thermonuclear weapons beyond earth’s atmosphere on the part of “Western, South 

American and Third World powers” (9); in Corman’s film, the Timeslips are the 

consequence of Dr. Buchanan’s atomic-powered government-sponsored defense work. In 

Aldiss’s novel, the shift in emphasis from the monster to Bodenland allows the erstwhile 

intellectual and presidential cabinet member to assume the mantle of Victor Frankenstein 

– whom he has just murdered – and begin his own quest for the monster (190-91); 

Corman’s Buchanan, a man of science like Frankenstein and, like Frankenstein himself, 

the creator of something monstrous, becomes much more. Buchanan not only assumes 

the mantle of Frankenstein – he does this quite literally, taking the dead Victor’s cape as 
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his own protection against the frozen wastes created by the Timeslips – he ultimately 

becomes “Frankenstein”: If Joe Buchanan’s scientific experiments have so jostled the 

world that Shelley’s fiction has somehow become fact, then Buchanan has become both 

creator and created. As Buchanan says to Frankenstein’s creation before shooting him a 

second time with Victor’s own breach-loading pistol: “I am Frankenstein.” 

Corman’s Buchanan, the errant twenty-first century scientist, becomes a self-

christened Frankenstein in the director’s film version of the Aldiss novel, itself a 

twentieth-century meditation on Shelley’s nineteenth-century masterwork. In addition to 

the reconfigured Bodenland from the framing story, Corman utilizes both real (Percy 

Shelley, Lord Byron, Mary Shelley) and fictional (Victor Frankenstein, the Monster, 

Elizabeth, Justine) personae from the novel’s main narrative. Corman has recrafted the 

Aldiss novel to a large extent, but he has not tampered with the ultimate goal of the work; 

rather, he has altered certain of the means of achieving that goal, e.g. Bodenland the 

intellectual non-scientist becomes Buchanan the scientist-intellectual, and the origin of 

the Timeslips, if not their nature and effect, changes from novel to film. Corman has 

achieved a re-visioning of the Aldiss novel, retaining the substance of the book in its 

transference to the world of the movies: The Timeslips, time-travel, drastic changes in 

landscape and chronology, the meeting of a brilliant man of the twenty-first century with 

characters from a nineteenth-century novel – they remain. Corman’s altered elements 

become cinematic vehicles for moving the action; although the filmmaker’s choices 

deviate from Aldiss’s own narrative decisions, they lead to a similar outcome. Where, 

then, might the Corman film, a revamping of a complex Frankensteinian metafiction that 

brings to cinematic life not only reinvented fictional characters but also reimagined 
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people from history, fit within the ambit of Kamilla Elliott’s “six mostly unofficial 

concepts of adaptation that split form from content in various ways to account for the 

process of adaptation” (Rethinking 134-35)? 

 Writing in 2003, Elliott, explaining in detail the nature of her incarnational 

concept of adaptation, states that: “The words [of a text, namely Emily Brontë’s 

Wuthering Heights] that merely hint at sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell tantalize 

readers into longing for their incarnation in more phenomenological forms” (Rethinking 

161). The incarnational concept, recalling its semantic root, hints at the embodiment of 

the imagined flesh and blood of the printed word in the plastic universe of the cinema. 

Elucidating further, Elliott notes: “A rhetoric of incarnation, materialization, and 

realization permeates adaptation criticism throughout the twentieth century. . . . The 

rhetoric suggests that the characters of the novel” – in this case, Thackeray’s Vanity Fair 

– “were not quite alive until their incarnation in film” (Rethinking 161). Though an 

author may differ in kind with the resulting adapation of her own work, the power of film 

to physicalize the world of the novel is undeniable. Novelist Anthony Burgess, while 

negating the ability of film to translate serious literature effectively or even to fully 

actualize a mediocre novel, does not deny the power that the movies hold for readers of 

best sellers. As Burgess wrote in 1975: “‘Every best-selling novel has to be turned into a 

film, the assumption being that the book itself whets an appetite for the true fulfillment – 

the verbal shadow turned into light, the word made flesh’” (qtd. in Rethinking 161).16 

                                                
16 In his article, published in the New York Times on April 20, 1975, Burgess argues that it is impossible to 
make a movie from a good book; the title of the article, “On the Hopelessness of Turning Good Books into 
Films,” neatly summarizes his point. It is also instructive to note that in the sentence from Burgess’s article 
that Elliott quotes in her book, the word “has” is printed in regular typeface. When first printed in the 
Times, the word “has” in that context was italicized for emphasis (Burgess 2:15). 
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Burgess makes vivid film’s ability to realize in images a novel’s printed text; to produce, 

as it were, a similacrum of reality where before there were “merely” words on a page. 

 Elliott, writing on the “greater realism” that is supposedly derived from the 

adaptation of a work from the “more abstract to less abstract arts,” goes on to state that: 

“realism, we know, is a relative and unstable concept” (Rethinking 162). Cinematic 

reality, though not truly palpable, exists in a realm of enhanced images – and sound – that 

almost guarantees that the simulacrum produced will be believed.17 As Elliott goes on to 

write: “Cinema is the realist art par excellence: deemed so real that films regularly 

conclude with disclaimers like this one: ‘The events of this motion picture are purely 

fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons or events is purely coincidental’” 

(Rethinking 162). Even if the adaptation from print to film is far from “faithful” – 

consider the words of Lester D. Friedman that Elliott quotes: “‘Whale viewed the 

Frankenstein story much in the same way as did Mary Shelley . . . if Mary Shelley wrote 

the word, James Whale made it flesh’” (qtd. in Rethinking 161) – the realization of the 

abstract on-screen is enough to corporealize it for the spectator.18 

 In light of Kamilla Elliott’s explication of the incarnational concept of adaptation, 

no small number of film adaptations would seem to qualify for inclusion within that 

framework. Corman, however, had a more daunting task than the adapter of a single 

work, since he had to give screen life to characters from the Aldiss novel and from Mary 

                                                
17 For decades the film industry has introduced technologies that attempt to make movies do more than just 
move. A few examples, in addition to films shown in theaters in 3-D, are Smell-o-Vision, presented in 
theaters in 1959 with Jack Cardiff’s Scent of Mystery; “Sensurround,” the effect introduced in theaters in 
1974 to accompany Mark Robson’s Earthquake; and, more recently, “4-D” in 2011 and, in 2016, “4DX” 
theatrical showings of Zack Snyder’s Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016), which “include[ed] 
artificial wind and rain, moving seats, smoke, and smells” (Epstein). 
18 Elliott’s source is Friedman’s essay “The Blasted Tree,” pages 52-66 of The English Novel and the 
Movies (1981) (Rethinking 268, n. 60). 
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Shelley’s Frankenstein. Corman’s Buchanan is portrayed by British actor John Hurt with 

a neutral, Americanized accent which smothers many of the traces of Mr. Hurt’s 

Englishness; as has been noted previously in this study, Buchanan represents a substantial 

character change from Aldiss’s protagonist Bodenland. Aldiss’s Victor Frankenstein and 

Corman’s version of him retain their brilliant, half-mad authority, enhanced on-screen by 

Raul Julia’s physically commanding presence and imperious vocal performance. 

Corman’s Monster, portrayed by Nick Brimble, is as physically uncouth as are many of 

his cinematic predecessors; he does not have “a great beautiful face,” as Joe Bodenland 

says of the creature in Aldiss’s novel (162). Though Brimble’s make-up and costuming 

cause him to occupy the screen as a ragged, brutish, cable-necked, bare-footed beast, his 

character is neither mute nor inarticulate; by the film’s near-apocalyptic end he is capable 

of skillfully debating Joe Buchanan.19 Terri Treas as the sardonic, seductive voice of 

Buchanan’s interactive on-board car computer adds an articulate sonic value to a 

wondrous machine whose counterpart in Aldiss’s novel, while futuristic and heavily 

armed, does not speak. The disembodied voice of Ms. Treas forges an intermediate link 

between HAL-9000 in Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) and contemporary 

automotive computer technology, while Corman’s adaptation itself looks to past movie 

versions of Frankenstein, anticipates the ensanguined film interpretations of the present, 

and freezes in cinematic time a singular vision of two intimately linked works of fantastic 

fiction. 

In discussing Barry Levinson’s 1984 film adaptation of Bernard Malamud’s 1952 

novel The Natural, James Griffith writes: “The two works share several plot details, but 

                                                
19 See pages 30-31 of this study. 
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the filmmakers clearly make deliberate changes. We can look at the same source, the 

novel, that they begin with, and we can fairly judge whether the deliberate alterations 

result in a more or less powerful effect or whether the versions can be seen as equally 

powerful in different ways” (Griffith 99). In Corman’s film, the changes wrought to 

Aldiss’s novel by altering the origin of the Timeslips have brought that aspect of the book 

more in line with the temper of 1990 than with the early 1970s; although the atomic 

scientists’ doomsday clock was at the same point in 1990 that it had been in 1969 – 10 

minutes to midnight – the world of 1990 was a different place than the world of 1973-74, 

a time of détente when the world’s only superpowers, the Soviet Union and the United 

States, stood more or less on an equal footing. The Reagan arms buildup, the Strategic 

Defense Initiative (SDI) (popularly known as “Star Wars”), the Reagan-Gorbachev 

summits, and the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 are an extraordinarily dense 

cultural underpinning for the weapon Buchanan develops in the film: a powerful, atomic-

powered ray that renders an enemy helpless. In short, the ray, which Buchanan calls a 

“particle beam,” is the perfect weapon that a triumphant United States might want to 

build to keep itself at the pinnancle of power it had reached in 1989-90. 

 Roger Corman’s version of Brian Aldiss’s Frankenstein Unbound exists in a 

temporal space defined by transition. As the Cold War wound down and the Soviet Union 

collapsed, it appeared that the United States would emerge as the sole global superpower. 

There would no longer be a bipolar world with two giant states, ideologically opposed to 

each another, engaged in a nuclear-shrouded pas-de-deux; the world was now poised to 

be unipolar and dominated by the “winner” of the Cold War, the United States, with its 

military, economic, and cultural pre-eminence. In Corman’s re-visioning of Aldiss, the 
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British novelist’s three-sided, outer-atmosphere nuclear warfare becomes the United 

States of 2031 entertaining the notion of a weapon that could vaporize any enemy that 

crosses its path. It is this hubristic attempt to impose peace through intimidation, led by 

Joe Buchanan, that ultimately brings time and space on a collision course. In both 

Aldiss’s novel and Corman’s film, the manufactured man that is Frankenstein’s monster 

becomes a stand-in for, and ultimately a disembodied survivor of, man’s attempts to out-

think nature. 
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David Wickes: Literalizing the Double 
 
She [Mary Shelley] addresses big issues. Is it right to play God? And does this creature 
have a soul? What is a soul? Does such a thing exist? Very tricky. 
      David Wickes, qtd. in Kaye, “A Guy and  
      His Monster.” Los Angeles Times F16  
 
The images are painfully clear: Man in his arrogance cloning himself, challenging the 
role of God the Creator. Man creating life in amniotic fluid, as life would be created in 
the womb.     
      Patricia Brennan, “Randy Quaid as  

Frankenstein’s Monster.” Washington Post 
P36                                                                 

 
Roger Corman’s adaptation of Brian Aldiss’s Frankenstein Unbound rethinks a 

classic British science fiction novel from the early 1970s; transformed by a veteran 

Hollywood director, the story earns relevance for the post-Cold War early 1990s. British 

writer-director David Wickes’s Frankenstein (1992), broadcast on American cable on 

Sunday, June 13, 1993 on Turner Network Television (TNT) (Brennan P6),20 takes a 

different path, one that has its narrative genesis in Shelley’s novel. Interviewed for a 

feature article by Jeff Kaye published in the Los Angeles Times in November 1992, 

Wickes relates that he had always been captivated by the Shelley Frankenstein tale: “‘I 

read the story like everyone else when I was at school . . . I was fascinated by it and loved 

it and it remained an image forever’” (qtd. in Kaye F16). The Times article clarifies that 

what transfixed young Wickes was the Mary Shelley novel itself, not the film adaptations 

of it: “He [Wickes] saw all the Frankenstein movies and always felt that they ‘didn’t live 

up to what I had read. . . . Mary Shelley’s story is much better than anything else that’s 

been on film. . . . She addresses big issues. Is it right to play God? And does this creature 

have a soul? What is a soul? Does such a thing exist? Very tricky’” (qtd. in Kaye F16). It 

                                                
20 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, the version of the Wickes Frankenstein to which I have 
referred in this study is the one released on DVD by Warner Archive in 2012. 
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is apparent that, for Wickes, what lay behind the Frankenstein saga – the consideration of 

major philosophical questions, among other issues – was what captured the filmmaker’s 

imagination, not the raw action of the story itself. 

Born in Warwickshire, England, in 1938, David Wickes began his professional 

career as a production trainee at Granada Television in the 1960s (“David Wickes – 

Biography”; Wickes, David); as Wickes says in an interview he gave in November of 

1999, “[t]his meant that I had to make tea for everybody” (Wickes, David). From that 

modest beginning, Wickes went on to take a director’s course at Britain’s ABC 

Television, progressing from there to directing a variety of television programs, including 

documentaries, children’s shows, numerous commercials (Wickes, David), episodes of 

the ground-breakingly realistic and violent ITV police procedural The Sweeney (Wickes, 

David; Heffer), “such scary tales as Jekyll and Hyde and Jack the Ripper” (Kaye F16), 

and Frankenstein. TNT’s Frankenstein was, as Wickes says in the November 1999 

interview, “the first Western film to be made in Poland after the Cold War” (Wickes, 

David). Upon its broadcast the telefilm achieved a “72% cable audience share in the 

USA” and went on to garner three American Cinema Editors (ACE) nominations, 

winning one (“About Us – David Wickes”).  

Wickes’s inspiration for bringing his own version of the Shelley novel to the  
 
screen comes from a dinner table discussion “centered on genetic engineering and the  
 
possibility of not only choosing a baby’s gender but also its level of intelligence” (Kaye  
 
F16). As Wickes relates the incident: “‘I said “Well, it’s like the Frankenstein story,” and  
 
someone at the table said, “You mean the monster with the bolts through the neck?” And  
 
I thought, “Hey, now’s the time”’ to shoot the original version” (qtd. in Kaye F16).  
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However, following this exchange, Kaye raises “an obvious question”; i.e. why hadn’t an  
 
“original version” on film been done previously (F16)? Wickes explains:  
 

When I started to transpose the novel to movie script, I realized how 
difficult it was. . . . A novel is very different from a movie. There are long 
introspective thoughts [in the book], exhaustively discussed, dismembered 
and examined under microscopic intensity. You cannot do that in a 
picture. A picture has to have events and images, dialogue and 
relationships. (qtd. in Kaye F16) 
 

Wickes’s rationale for bringing another version of Frankenstein to the screen thus raises 

issues linked to the novel’s cultural relevance to film audiences in the late twentieth 

century and, as it posits fidelity to an “original version,” to the nature of adaptation itself. 

“Genetic engineering” was very much in the cultural atmosphere of the early 

1990s, the term having entered general use in the late 1960s (Turney 149). As a fact of 

scientific research, genetic engineering had existed since the early 1970s, when, as 

observed by Susan Aldridge in 1999, it was “[d]eveloped . . . by Paul Berg and Herbert 

Boyer of Stanford University, and Stanley Cohen of the University of California at 

Berkeley” (104). Genetic engineering can be characterized as, basically, “a cut-and-paste 

affair” (Shand, Thomas, and Wetter) or “a ‘cut, paste, and copy’operation” in which 

“[t]he gene transferred is first cut out of the DNA of the organism it comes from” 

(Aldridge 104). Aldridge elaborates on the process as follows: “It [the gene] is then 

‘pasted’ into an intermediary DNA molecule called a vector, which carries it into the host 

organism. Here it is copied many times – or cloned – as the host organism replicates. 

Ideally each cell of the host adopts the new gene and expresses it as the required protein 

product” (104). By the mid-nineteen-nineties, Stanford and UC Berkeley had earned 

more than $20,000,000 in royalties derived from genetic engineering patents issued in 

1981 (104). By 1990, the sale of products such as human insulin and hepatitis B vaccine, 
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both of which are derived from genetic engineering, had gone beyond $1.5 billion 

(Aldridge 104). In a span of twenty years, therefore, genetic engineering, that “cut-and-

paste affair,” and its byproducts had become significant drivers of the medical economy. 

Over the previous two to three decades, genetic engineering had also become 

synonymous in some circles with what anthropologist Edmund Leach described in his 

BBC Radio Reith lectures in 1967 as “the growing ability of science ‘to tamper with 

nature itself – consciously and systematically’” (qtd. in Turney 150). Humankind was not 

only profiting from genetic engineering, but also beginning to fear its consequences. 

Cloning, or the copying of the gene through replication of the host organism, is 

not only an important component of the process of genetic engineering; it is also a 

process that has given rise to concerns that rival those surrounding genetic engineering 

itself. As Jon Turney points out in 1998, cloning as a concept has roots that reach back to 

Aldous Huxley’s 1932 dystopian novel Brave New World and the procedure known as 

“Bokanovsky’s process” described within it (Turney 211). Cloning became an element of 

active controversy in the late 1960s and early 1970s (211) and, with the publication in 

1978 of American science journalist David Rorvik’s In His Image: The Cloning of a 

Man, in which he “claimed he had assisted in the cloning of a human being,” the cloning 

debate became “crystallised” (Turney 211). Although Rorvik’s claims were rather 

quickly denounced and debunked, the popularization of cloning through his book and the 

concurrent media frenzy over his claims served to cement the idea of cloning in the 

popular imagination (211-12). Events in succeeding decades, such as a front-page article 

in the New York Times in October 1993 which proclaimed that scientists had cloned 

multiple human embryos (Turney 212-13; Kolata, “Scientist Clones” 1, et seq.), and the 
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short-lived media frenzy that followed (Turney 213) helped to keep cloning in the public 

eye.21 

The TNT broadcast of David Wickes’s television production of Frankenstein in 

June 1993 preceded the revelations in the Times by less than four months. In what might 

be termed unintended prescience on Wickes’s part, his adaptation of Shelley’s 

Frankenstein proposes that Victor creates a version of himself through a kind of 

telekinetic transference that comes quite close to mimicking, in a crude way, the cloning 

process. In Wickes’s telling, Victor (Patrick Bergin) introduces a disbelieving Clerval 

(Lambert Wilson) to his laboratory – a place as ornately and wonderfully outfitted as any 

of the Frankenstein laboratories in the Universal or Hammer series. Inserting his left arm 

in a magnetic field device bookended by two large horseshoe magnets, Victor initiates a 

process that replicates the arm in a nearby tank filled with a mysterious liquid that 

contains “the elements of life” (00:14:10 – 00:14:11). Although this bit of fantastical 

scientific legerdemain eliminates the more gruesome and darkly poetic excursions of 

Shelley’s Victor, who “collected bones from charnel houses;22 and disturbed, with 

profane fingers, the tremendous secrets of the human frame” and for whom “the 

dissecting room and the slaughter-house furnished many of [his] materials” ([1818] 82; 

                                                
21 Turney goes on to discuss the birth of Dolly in 1997, a Scottish-bred cloned sheep, an event which 
garnered great publicity and international interest at the time (213-15). In February 2002, geneticists at 
Texas A&M University announced that they had accomplished the first cloning of a cat (Kolata, “What is 
Warm” A1, et seq.). Also in 2002, a French cult claimed to have cloned a human – purportedly born on the 
day after Christmas that year – but that story was not given much credence (Rutten). 
22 The semi-colon appears in the 1818 edition, but not in the edition of 1831. 
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[1831] 55),23 it does serve to place the Wickes version squarely within the realm of late-

twentieth-century scientific, and popular, thought.24 

 Like the Kenneth Branagh (1994) and Kevin Connor (2004) versions of Shelley’s 

novel, Wickes’s interpretation uses Victor’s rescue by and convalescence aboard an ice-

bound ship as a framing tale. As in the novel, Victor relates his story to the captain of the 

ship (Roger Bizley, whose character in the film, unlike in the novel, remains unnamed, 

has no back story, and is considerably older than Victor), recounting for him the saga of 

the being’s (Randy Quaid) creation, escape into the world, and havoc he wreaks upon 

Victor and his family. At first, the liberties that Wickes takes with Shelley’s novel result 

in Griffith’s “more or less powerful effect,”25 liberties which result in artistic choices that 

are, more or less, congruent with the original: Instead of presenting Victor as a youthful 

student enamored of “natural philosophy, and particularly chemistry” (Shelley 1818 [77]; 

1831 [51]) under the guidance of Professor Waldman, Wickes’s film presents Victor as a 

young professor, evidently in his early-to-mid thirties, who is himself surrounded by 

student acolytes determined, like their hero, to see that science wins out over religion and 

superstition.  

The Victor of Wickes’s film, like the Victor of the novel, is obsessed with his 

personal experiments – his “own work” (00:12:24), as Victor exclaims, mysteriously, 

when Clerval arrives in Ingolstadt to try to convince Victor to return to Geneva to rejoin 

                                                
23 For the purposes of this study, the 1818 first edition of Shelley’s Frankenstein and its 1831 revision will 
be used as standards against which the ten films under consideration will be measured. 
24 On film, creation of the monster as an integral being rather than a reconstituted one has a long pedigree. 
In the first cinema Frankenstein, J. Searle Dawley’s Frankenstein of 1910, Frankenstein (Augustus 
Phillips) creates his monster (Charles Ogle, uncredited), in a fiery chemical vat. In Otto Rippert’s German 
film serial Homunculus (1916), the title being (Olaf Fønss) is born, as an infant, in a device that resembles 
a lighted coffin or sarcophagus.   
25 See page 39 of this study. 
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his father, Alphonse (Ronald Leigh-Hunt) and his affianced cousin Elizabeth (Fiona 

Gillies). The other part of Clerval’s mission is to remove Victor from the confines of a 

city that is in the midst of a cholera epidemic: Victor is not only teaching in Ingolstadt 

and working on his own closely-guarded secret project; he is also ministering, in a 

perilous and self-sacrificing way, to the city’s cholera victims, using an experimental 

saline solution as a cure.26 It is during this intervention that Victor brings Clerval to his 

laboratory and demonstrates his creation technique to him, prefacing the replication of his 

left arm by showing his friend grotesque hybrid animals that, in a directorial allusion to 

H.G. Wells’s The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), he has brought to life. Repulsed by 

Victor’s declaration that he has “discovered the secret of life . . . in this very room and 

[that] [he] control[s] it” (00:16:14 – 00:16:20), and by the physical evidence of what he 

considers sacrilegious human meddling with the natural order, Clerval exits, leaving 

Victor alone in his laboratory. 

It is at this point that Victor unveils the large, fetus-like man-in-progress upon 

which he has been working, opening the sides of a slatted wooden box to reveal, housed 

in a large glass tank, an adult-sized human with a malformed head, its hands covering its 

face and its knees bent together and lifted to the waist (00:17:44 – 00:17:48). Wickes thus 

privileges for the spectator a first viewing of the naked, bald, incomplete being floating in 

a heretofore-unseen tank filled with life-engendering liquid. This “lifting of the veil” 

covering the creature is consonant with other cinematic renditions of the monster’s 

creation scene, though far from Shelley’s muted, and mechanically oblique, introduction:  

It was on a dreary night in November, that I beheld the accomplishment of 
my toils. With an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I collected the 

                                                
26 The first recorded use of an intravenous saline solution to counter cholera in humans was recorded by the 
British physician Thomas Latta in 1832 (“The First Use” 387). 
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instruments of life around me, that I might infuse a spark of being into the 
lifeless thing that lay at my feet. It was already one in the morning; the 
rain pattered dismally against the panes, and my candle was nearly burnt 
out, when, by the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, I saw the dull 
yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, and a convulsive motion 
agitated its limbs. (Shelley [1818] 84-85; [1831] 58)   

 
In the novel, mystery shrouds the actual building of the creature. In the Wickes film, as in 

numerous Frankenstein movies, the monster comes to life melodramatically; in Wickes’s 

Frankenstein, it also comes to life explosively.  

After the revelation of the creature, Victor proceeds to animate it through the 

conduction of electricity – another reference to the creation of the monster in classic 

Frankenstein cinema, dating back to the laboratory equipment and the complex special 

effects, designed by Ken Strickfadden, used in James Whale’s 1931 Frankenstein (“Ken 

Strickfadden – Special Effects”). However, Victor is soon overcome by a coughing fit 

and collapses in front of his equipment, interrupting an apparently carefully conceived 

procedure. As Victor’s laboratory becomes enveloped in smoke and sparks, the creature 

bursts out of the tank, falls to the floor, and is left drenched in the liquid in which it was 

conceived. Victor, stunned and cowering, can only observe as his creation – his 

malformed replica, in the Wickes version – gets to its feet and begins to be aware of its 

surroundings. A smile very briefly crosses Victor’s lips, as he meets the momentarily 

hopeful visage of his staggering, uncoordinated creation; as the newly-minted being 

dissolves into a coughing fit of its own, Victor, repulsed, pulls back. He can only watch 

as the naked creature staggers out of his laboratory and into the greater world (00:18:10 – 

00:19:20).27 

                                                
27 Compare the birthing sequence in the Branagh version, released in theaters less than eighteen months 
after Wickes’s film appeared on TNT. In the Branagh film, a shirtless, sweating Victor (Kenneth Branagh) 
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Victor’s failed attempt at reproducing himself in the Wickes Frankenstein bears 

scant resemblance to Shelley’s manufacture of a creature, in which “the deliberate 

vagueness about the manner of life creation has encouraged substitution of more recent 

science in later reworkings” (Turney 58). These cinematic “reworkings” have resulted in 

such variations as the reanimation (and perfection) of a recently dead female body in 

Terence Fisher’s Frankenstein Created Woman (1967). In the Wickes version of 

Shelley’s Frankenstein, the creature is an enhanced, albeit unfinished, replica of its 

maker. As noted previously, Wickes’s Victor does not haunt graveyards and charnel 

houses; he is not the young man of Mary Shelley’s imaginings, intellectually committed 

to “natural philosophy” ([1818] 77; [1831] 51), who “thought, that if [he] could bestow 

animation upon lifeless matter, [he] might in process of time . . . renew life where death 

had apparently devoted the body to corruption” ([1818] 82; [1831] 55). Wickes’s Victor 

has been engaged in creating a version of himself, in a true, rather than metaphorical, 

doubling. His intent is to make a twin, as he explains to Elizabeth and Alphonse, after the 

murder of his brother William (Timothy Stark): “I made him from me, from my body, 

from my brain. But it was meant to be perfect, without my flaws, without my faults. It 

was meant to be strong and wise. Too strong for disease” (01:06:36 – 01:06:48). In his 

film, Wickes has remained faithful to the monstrous result of Victor’s labors in the novel: 

Wickes’s creature, engendered through a kind of early nineteenth-century cloning-like 

alchemy, is superhuman in strength and resistant to the elements. It is also, by virtue of 

its unfinished state, nearly as hideous as Shelley’s yellow-eyed being – or any one of the 

various deformed creatures crafted by Universal or Hammer. Wickes’s artistic choices 

                                                
wrestles at length, silently, with his naked, amniotic-fluid-soaked creation (Robert De Niro), in an attempt 
to walk him into coordination and full consciousness. 
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have resulted in a creature whose genesis, while not the product of graveyards and 

charnel houses of Shelley’s time, is consistent with the science, and the fears, of the latter 

decades of the twentieth century. 

Though Wickes’s intent was to bring to the small screen a version of Shelley’s 

novel that was close to the original, he was aware of the tension between the printed text 

and its cinematic equivalent. As he states in the Jeff Kaye interview referred to earlier in 

this chapter, while novels can delve into the inner thoughts of their characters in great 

detail, “‘[a] picture has to have events and images, dialogue and relationships’” (qtd. in 

Kaye F16). Also, as we have seen, Wickes takes a number of liberties with Shelley’s 

novel, principally the introduction of a primitive form of cloning – liberties that, though 

not inconsistent with a contemporary reading of Shelley’s work, can hardly be said to be 

consistent with an “originalist” reading of the novel. In its narrative structure, attention to 

period detail, and general air of “romanticism,” Wickes’s Frankenstein hews to enough 

of the Shelley text to provide the spectator with a tentative sense of the novel; more so, 

perhaps, than the entries in the Universal or Hammer Frankenstein series, but not as much 

as, for example, Calvin Floyd’s Terror of Frankenstein, a Swedish-Irish co-production 

originally released in 1977, which, in its ninety-minute running time relates the 

Frankenstein story, virtually unembellished, in near-synopsis form and thus captures at 

least some of the ever-elusive “spirit” of the Shelley novel (Floyd, Calvin, dir.; “Terror of 

Frankenstein – Country”). 

According to Kamilla Elliott, the pursuit of that phantasmal essence called “spirit” 

has engendered a particular model of contemporary critical lens. Elliott, writing in 2003, 

states that: “The persistent critical ghosting of content in the twentieth century is largely 
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responsible for a psychic concept of adaptation that understands what passes from book 

to film as ‘the spirit of the text’” (Elliott, Rethinking 136). Elliott writes that the psychic 

concept blankets critical thinking and “is everywhere in adaptation rhetoric – academic, 

practitioner, and lay” (Rethinking 136). If the psychic concept posits that, according to 

Linda Seger, “‘the adapter looks for the balance between preserving the spirit of the 

original and creating a new form’” (qtd. in Rethinking 136),28 then in critiquing a 

cinematic adaptation one must look to the form that that adaptation has taken. The Floyd 

Terror of Frankenstein of 1977 takes a quasi-literal form, casting generally age-

appropriate actors such as, for example, Leon Vitali, born in 1948, as Victor; Stacy 

Dorning (as Stacey Dorning), born in 1958, as Elizabeth; and Nicholas Clay, born in 

1946, as Henry Clerval (“Leon Vitali – Biography”; “Stacy Dorning – Biography”; 

“Nicholas Clay – Biography”). Floyd’s film also retains the Walton framing story and 

treads lightly through its creation scene, in which the creature of disparate parts (Per 

Oscarsson), though born of electricity, is not brought to life by complex machinery but by 

lightning striking a wire strung between a kite and the creature-to-be. The Wickes 

Frankenstein, though period-appropriate in look and generally well-cast, is fashioned in a 

different form, one that directs itself to a different critical mode – Elliott’s ventriloquist 

concept of adaptation. 

Elliott’s ventriloquist concept posits that, unlike “the psychic concept . . . it [the 

ventrioloquist concept] pays no lip service to authorial spirit: rather, it blatantly empties 

out the novel’s signs and fills them with filmic spirits” (Rethinking 143). Elliott proceeds 

to actualize the ventriloquist metaphor, writing that: “The adaptation, like a ventriloquist, 

                                                
28 Elliott quotes Seger from page 9 of that author’s The Art of Adaptation: Turning Fact and Fiction into 
Film (1992) (Rethinking 266, n. 11). 



 
 

52 

props up the dead novel, throwing its voice onto the silent corpse” (Rethinking 143). 

According to Elliott, the ventriloquist concept retains similarities with “Roland Barthes’s 

theory of metalanguage, where what passes between two signifying systems is considered 

an empty form, subsequently filled with the content of the second system” (Elliott, 

Rethinking 144). Quoting Barthes, Elliott describes the working process of metalanguage 

in changing from one system to another: “‘That which is a sign (namely the associative 

total of a concept and an image) in the first system, becomes a mere signifier in the 

second . . . When [the passing sign] becomes [pure] form, the meaning leaves its 

contingency behind; it empties itself, it becomes impoverished, history evaporates, only 

the letter remains’” (qtd. in Rethinking 144).29 The multitude of signs contained in 

Shelley’s Frankenstein becomes in a ventriloquized film version “mere signifier”; i.e. 

mere residue, mere shell without a ghost, image without meaning. 

The ventriloquized adaptation, however, is not empty; it is by no means a 

substanceless void. As Elliott writes: “While film adaptations typically do cut and 

condense novels, they also add the semiotic richness of moving images, music, props, 

architecture, costumes, audible dialogue, and more. All of these signs are laden with 

cultural and symbolic resonances” (Rethinking 144). For example, Wickes’s television 

movie, in the style of many film adaptations of Frankenstein, presents the creation scene 

as something ornate, rich in highly implausible yet visually stunning laboratory 

equipment; his creation scene fills the frame with color, light, and eccentric sounds that 

enter the “silent corpse” of Shelley’s novel and captivate the viewer’s imagination with 

gaudy spectacle. Randy Quaid’s malformed creature, “cloned” in a glass-enclosed, 

                                                
29 Elliott’s source here is Barthes’s “Myth Today,” from Mythologies (1984), pages 114 and 117 
(Rethinking 267, n. 35). 
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liquid-filled tank, explodes through it and emerges fully-formed, naked, coughing, and 

grotesque. Bergin’s Frankenstein witnesses the creation of his monster in stunned silence. 

There is no presaging dream, as in Shelley; there is only Frankenstein’s perceptible shock 

at the birth of the new and bizarre creature he has made.  

While the ventriloquist and psychic modes might appear to be in opposition to 

one another, Elliott emphasizes that there are similarities between them. For Elliott, “its 

[the ventriloquist concept’s] idea of residual meaning lingering in so-called empty forms 

does not differ essentially from the idea that a spirit passes from a novel to a film in 

adaptation” (Rethinking 149). New signs in Wickes’s Frankenstein – a laboratory filled 

with astounding contrivances, a cloned creature, a Victor who exerts professorial 

authority rather than a brilliant student’s youthful intensity, and many others – serve to 

fill up, intellectually complete, and visually enrich a new form: the cinematic 

ventriloquist’s dummy. As Elliott writes: “Both [the psychic and ventriloquist] concepts 

of adaptation grapple with the idea that meaning – whether it derives from novel, film, or 

surrounding culture – is a nebulous spirit that can enter and leave forms. The two 

concepts thus emerge as inseparable sides of the same coin” (Rethinking 149-50). Wickes 

sought to channel Mary Shelley’s authorial spirit into his own particular cinematic 

approach to Frankenstein. The fact that Wickes brings other signs to that different form 

does not negate meaning; rather, Shelley’s novel, the traditions of Frankenstein cinema, 

and the science of late twentieth-century genetic engineering merge together in that new 

form to create what is potentially a different and equally important significance. 

 

 
 



 
 

54 

Kenneth Branagh: Present at the Creation 
 
With Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, we wanted to follow the events of the novel as closely 
as practicable, to include as much of the story as possible, while tying everything to an 
overriding response to the material – that is, our interpretation of it. 

Kenneth Branagh, “Frankenstein Re- 
    Imagined.” Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein: The Classic Tale of 
Terror Reborn on Film 17 

 
I do know that for the sympathy of one living being, I would make peace with all . . . I 
have love in me the likes of which you can scarcely imagine. And rage the likes of which 
you would not believe. If I cannot satisfy the one, I will indulge the other. 

The Creature (Robert De Niro) to 
Victor (Kenneth Branagh), Steph 
Lady and Frank Darabont, “The 
Screenplay.” Mary Shelley’s  
Frankenstein: The Classic Tale of 
Terror Reborn on Film 116 

 
 Released on November 4, 1994 (Maslin, “A Brain” C1), some seventeen months 

after David Wickes’s Frankenstein aired on American cable, Kenneth Branagh’s version 

of Mary Shelley’s novel, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein,30 came to American movie 

theaters exactly one week before the premiere of another highly-anticipated horror film, 

Neil Jordan’s Interview with the Vampire: The Vampire Chronicles (1994), an adaptation 

of Anne Rice’s best-selling novel (Maslin, “Rapture” C1). Moviegoers in 1994 could 

have anticipated that both Jordan and Branagh would have taken a few liberties with their 

source texts, but, as Julie Sloan Brannon writes in 2012, the “very title” of Branagh’s film 

“promises the audience a faithful version of Mary Shelley’s novel” (1). According to 

Brannon, however, Branagh “cobbl[ed] together his film from the various parts of Mary 

Shelley’s novel, earlier film adaptations of Frankenstein, and late twentieth-century 

cultural sensibilities” (1). Even if characterized as a “cobbled-together” piece of work, 

                                                
30 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis I have consulted the DVD version of the Branagh 
Frankenstein released by TriStar in 2004. 
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Branagh’s film exists as a valuable reflector of a number of disparate, but related, areas 

of film adaptation: the extent – and limits – of “faithfulness” to a classic text and the 

ideas within it, how a film incorporates elements of previous movie versions of that text, 

and how a director/adapter interrogates a classic text in an attempt to have its film version 

reflect the mores and sensibilities of his time. 

 Although only thirty-three when Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein was released, 

Kenneth Branagh was, even at that age, an established presence in the film industries of 

Britain and Hollywood. Branagh’s first directorial effort, an adaptation of Shakespeare’s 

Henry V (1989), earned him an Academy Award nomination as Best Director as well as a 

nomination for Best Actor in a Leading Role for his work as that film’s title character 

(“Kenneth Branagh – Awards”). He then directed and starred in the feature films Dead 

Again (1991), Peter’s Friends (1992), and Much Ado About Nothing (1993), and earned 

another Oscar nomination in 1992, for Best Short Film, Live Action, for Swan Song, a 

twenty-three-minute film starring John Gielgud and Richard Briers, the actor who plays 

“Grandfather,” a version of the oldest De Lacey character, in Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein (“The Filmmakers” 146; Branagh, dir. Swan Song; “Kenneth Branagh – 

Awards”). Esteemed Hollywood director Francis Ford Coppola, a producer of Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein who also worked on that film with casting assistance and 

consulted on-set during rehearsals and the initial phases of photography (“The 

Filmmakers” 147), was much taken with the young director’s gifts:  

He’s clearly an energetic young man – I recognized in him some of the 
same kind of energy and competence to do whatever it takes that I fancied 
I had myself, also coming out of the theater. I was very impressed with 
Kenneth’s overall approach and control; the production [of Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein] has been flawlessly executed. (qtd. in “The Filmmakers” 
147) 
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In spite of Branagh’s youth, therefore, a claim could be made that he came to the 

production of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein with the right cinematic pedigree to do a more 

than credible job of adapting, once again, Shelley’s classic novel for the screen. 

 In filming Shelley’s novel, from a script by Steph Lady and Frank Darabont, 

Branagh’s stated intention was in “finding a legitimate marriage between a desire to use 

excellent things in the book that hadn’t been seen [in movie versions] before, and our 

contemporary response to the novel and its meaning” (“Frankenstein Reimagined” 17). 

To this end, Branagh retained the correct names of the characters (“Frankenstein 

Reimagined” 17), although, as noted above, the minor yet significant character of old De 

Lacey became, in Branagh’s film, simply “Grandfather.” Branagh also wished to retain 

the Mrs. Moritz and Justine characters, “who were left out of earlier versions” 

(“Frankenstein Reimagined” 17); or, one might add, radically altered, as in the first entry 

in the Hammer series, Terence Fisher’s The Curse of Frankenstein (1957), a film which 

turned the Justine character into a flirtatious servant girl whom Dr. Frankenstein (Peter 

Cushing) eventually condemns to a violent death at the hands of his lumbering, brain-

damaged creation (Christopher Lee).  

 Branagh also wished to turn the Victor Frankenstein who was “a mad scientist” – 

perhaps alluding here to the Victors or Victor surrogates played by actors such as Colin 

Clive in the Universal franchise and Peter Cushing in the Hammer series – into “a 

dangerously sane one” (“Frankenstein Reimagined” 17). For Branagh, Victor 

Frankenstein is emblematic of a lost age in which “educated people could know virtually 

everything: have read every classic text, be aware of every experiment in physics, aware 

of medical developments, and so on. Victor, like Goethe, wanted to know more about 
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everything. Unlike Goethe, he discovers his limits tragically” (Branagh, “Frankenstein 

Reimagined” 17). In light of Branagh’s interpretation of the character, it is Victor’s 

radical sanity, not some popular notion of the madness of genius, that defines his ability 

both to know so much and to reach, literally, a monstrous point of no return defined by 

the union of his “dangerous” sanity and his copious knowledge.  

 For Branagh, Victor Frankenstein “is also a very romantic figure – there does 

seem to be much of Mary’s beloved, Percy Bysshe Shelley, there” (“Frankenstein 

Reimagined” 17). In the finished film, Branagh does indeed cut a “romantic” figure: New 

York magazine film critic David Denby noted “Branagh’s fervency” and his “genius mop 

of hair, haggard brow, and ironlike voice”; Denby also noted that Branagh’s Victor 

“displays a dangerous avidity for experiment, a penchant for the grandiose, the thrilling, 

the improbable” (76-78). Denby’s comments regarding Branagh’s “romantic” 

interpretation of Victor underscore his overwhelmingly positive review of the film itself, 

of which Denby writes: “Kenneth Branagh has made a fleshy and very visceral movie, 

though not a horror movie in the normal sense. Branagh is fascinated by the liquid slosh 

and filth of creation, the moldering decay of death. There are very few conventional jolts; 

instead, the whole movie is shockingly vivid” (76). In the interpretive sense that Denby 

begins to explore, Branagh captures what Tim Milnes in 2015 describes as “the excessive 

productiveness of the Romantic imagination [which] overcompensates for the mind’s 

failure to represent the Ding an sich [the ‘thing-in-itself’], thereby testifying to the 

‘supersensible’ status of human consciousness” as described by Kant (qtd. in Milnes 

690).31 Milnes continues: “by thinking beyond what is comprehensible, an excess of 

                                                
31 Milnes quotes Kant from page 138 his Critique of the Power of Judgment (2000) (690; 697). 
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intuition and feeling is generated that reimburses the human mind for the disappointments 

of mere empirical reason” (Milnes 690). Branagh ventures to do just this, in his 

hyperbolic, “dangerously sane” and incurably romantic – and “Romantic” – embodiment 

of Victor. 

 Branagh’s “romanticizing” of Victor may be interpreted positively in the light of 

James Griffith’s contention, in his summarizing of the neo-Aristotelian critical method, 

that “the reader/critic” – and the filmgoer, too, in Branagh’s case – “make[s] evaluative 

judgment a statement of comparison that views the work in relation to the realization of 

inherent possibilities in . . . factual choices rather than in relation to consistency with 

inherent necessities of . . . abstract definitions” (39). In her dissenting view of Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein, Julie Sloan Brannon writes: “Branagh’s Victor differs greatly 

from that in the original text because, primarily, Branagh has made him a much more 

sympathetic character than Shelley offers us. This move presumably results from a need 

for the ‘hero’ of the film to be seen as a romantic lead whose perspective dominates the 

story” (6-7, emphasis added). For Brannon, this change in narrative perspective warps the 

story considerably; no longer is the reader (or, in the case of Branagh’s film, the 

spectator) given to understand that “Victor is . . . the product of a loving family, spoiled 

and indulged, and his obsession with creating life from death stems mainly from hubris” 

(7). In the film, “Branagh . . . gives a very different motivation for Victor’s studies and a 

dramatically different reading of the character: Victor has been traumatized by his 

mother’s death in giving birth to his younger brother William, and wants to defeat death 

‘so (sic) that people who love each other can be together forever’” (Branagh, 

“Frankenstein Reimagined” 19, qtd. in Brannon 8). According to Brannon, the “flawed,” 
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hubristic sense of Victor’s character in Shelley’s novel is sacrificed in the Branagh film 

for a Victor who is “driven by grief” and who “inspire[s] pity rather than repugnance” 

(Brannon 8), changes that are consistent with Branagh’s philosophy of Victor’s character 

but that go against the Victor portrayed in the novel (8). For Brannon, it is not a matter of 

Branagh’s “realization of inherent possibilities” in the transformed text of his film 

adaptation, but what amounts to a vast sea change in the concept of Shelley’s Victor. 

 Such a change, though clearly unfavorable in Brannon’s eyes, is only one of a 

number that Branagh has made in taking up the self-assumed challenge of bringing Mary 

Shelley’s story more in tune with the 1990s and, at the same time, “arriv[ing] at an 

interpretation [of Frankenstein] that’s more faithful than earlier versions to the spirit of 

her book” (“A Tale” 9). Branagh’s re-evaluation of the Shelley text – “Frankenstein 

Reimagined,” as the title of one of his two essays in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: The 

Classic Tale of Terror Reborn on Film indicates – in which he “reserv[es] the right to 

interpret the tale in ways that express his own sensibility” (Wolf 180-81), amounts to 

what Kamilla Elliott might classify as adaptation under the trumping concept (Rethinking 

174). Concerning the trumping concept as a critical lens, Elliott asserts that, contradicting 

the majority of film critics who rank the film version of a text below the original, “my 

discussion emphasizes instances in which films claim to trump the novels they adapt. 

Instead of asking, what’s wrong with the adaptation? as so much adaptation criticism 

does, this side of the trumping coin asks, What’s wrong with the original?” (Rethinking 

174). Under a hard interpretation of the trumping concept, an adaptation works as a 

partial corrective to what the adapter finds in error in the original; as Elliott writes, 

“adaptations frequently condemn novels of prior centuries as representationally 
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immature, their values antiquated, irrelevant, and inexplicable to contemporary 

audiences, and their accounts of history, psychology, and politics inaccurate” (Elliott, 

Rethinking 174). Under a soft interpretation, an adapter such as Kenneth Branagh re-

envisions the ur-text, giving substantial credit to the author and her ideas while updating 

the authorial conceptions and character motivations of the original. Condemnation is not 

Branagh’s point; the delicate balancing act of faithfulness to the original and 

reconception of themes for his own time, is. 

An illustrative case in point is Branagh’s interpretation of Victor and Elizabeth. 

Branagh wanted their pairing to reflect the changed relationships between men and 

women in the late twentieth century, bringing levels of romance, eroticism, and sexual 

equality to Shelley’s story that would make their love for each other come alive and 

resonate with modern audiences. As Branagh states:  

We felt it was crucial in a modern movie – especially of a novel by a great 
woman writer and the daughter of a very important feminist – to make 
sure that she is represented by someone who isn’t just a ‘love interest.’ It’s 
not an attempt to be politically correct. It’s just very much more 
interesting, and more accurate about the current evolutionary state of the 
relations between men and women. (“Frankenstein Reimagined” 26) 

 
Interviewed for a feature article published in the Los Angeles Times in November 1994, 

Branagh reaffirms his commitment to presenting the Elizabeth character as a strong 

heroine, “reconceiving Elizabeth as more like Mary Shelley herself” (Mitchell). Branagh 

states:  

The biggest part of the script development was bringing her [Mary 
Shelley] on screen. . . . This was a remarkable woman, who eloped at 16 
with a married man with two kids; at 19 she had written this nightmarish 
tale, was married to a superstar (poet Percy Bysshe Shelley); she lost kids 
in childbirth, her mother died giving birth to her; she was haunted by all 
these images. And she was Percy Shelley's equal intellectually.  
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So that was my idea, to bring Mary Shelley on board, have an 
equal partner who gives him [Victor] an alternative to his obsession: work 
versus home, ambition versus love. (qtd. in Mitchell, emphasis added) 

 
It was in this sense – of a muse incorporated in the persona of another character – that 

Branagh desired to bring Mary Shelley “on board” his film. His notion was not to present 

Mary Shelley as a character in her own right, as did Brian Aldiss in his Frankenstein 

Unbound and as Roger Corman did in his film version of Aldiss’s novel, but to utilize 

Shelley’s early nineteenth-century feminist spirit as a touchstone for a reimagined 

iteration of the original “Elizabeth” in a respectfully “trumped” version of the novel. 

 Branagh first met his “Elizabeth,” Helena Bonham Carter, in 1988, while 

performing with her in a poetry reading “on a boat floating down the Thames” (Mitchell). 

They met again while she was filming Howard’s End (1992), in which she played the 

sister of actress Emma Thompson’s character; Thompson was Branagh’s wife at the time 

(Mitchell). Bonham Carter was initially unenthusiastic about taking on the role of 

Elizabeth, noting that “‘with a Gothic horror story they [women’s roles] tend to be 

passive and rather like the damsel-in-distress kind of part. They don’t do the interesting 

things – like make the monsters, you know’” (qtd. in Mitchell). Branagh convinced 

Bonham Carter to accept the part by arguing that he would make “Elizabeth more . . . like 

Mary Shelley herself” (Mitchell), in effect transforming Bonham Carter into the 

cinematic version of his own novelistic muse.32 Bonham Carter elaborated on the 

importance of her role in an unsigned chapter in the book Branagh published to coincide 

with the release of his film: “‘Ken [Branagh] and I agreed on the need for Elizabeth to be 

Victor’s equal and not just decorative. He wanted a lot of passion and guts which would 

                                                
32 Branagh and Bonham Carter initiated an affair on the set of his Frankenstein film “that broke his then 
wife Emma Thompson’s heart” (“We Catch Up with”). 
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make her a strong character, and the film really demanded it’” (qtd. in “The Filmmakers” 

153). Branagh concurred, noting that: “‘It was important to me to have a strong woman’s 

role in a film of this size, and it’s one of the elements of the picture I am most proud of’” 

(qtd. in “The Filmmakers” 154). Bonham Carter’s prominence in the film is marked not 

only by the strength of her role as Branagh conceived it, but also by the fact that she is 

featured prominently in the end credits, obtaining fourth billing after De Niro, Branagh, 

and Tom Hulce, who played Victor’s friend and foil, Henry Clerval. 

In her critique of Branagh’s interpretation of the Elizabeth character, Julie Sloan 

Brannon takes issue with Branagh’s modernization of it, stating that “an alteration made 

to appease modern sensibilities ends up, perhaps, reinforcing Shelley’s subtext” (14); 

according to this line of thinking, Branagh’s interpretation does not modernize “to 

appease” but modernizes to reinforce, or even make explicit, what attentive, discerning 

filmgoers would be able to figure out for themselves if presented with a less self-

conscious updating of the Elizabeth character. Branagh, Brannon asserts, “imagines what 

Elizabeth would have been like had Shelley, the feminist’s daughter, written her novel in 

the 20th century” (14). Brannon points out that Shelley herself had, in effect, anticipated 

Branagh; in the novel, Elizabeth’s “political analyses, her education, and her willingness 

to stand up for Justine regardless of public exposure give us a woman not entirely 

restricted to the ideals of domesticity of the time” (14). Brannon’s critique undercuts 

Branagh’s notion that he is “inviting” Shelley’s persona into his own cinematic text as a 

carrier of “modern” ideas in order to help link Elizabeth’s early-nineteenth-century 

character to contemporary sensibilities; for Brannon, the link is already there, ready for 

discovery.  
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 Brannon also notes that the creation scene has assumed a distinctive place in the 

theatrical and cinematic Frankenstein saga. As she writes: “In the history of Frankenstein 

adaptations, the creation scene is one that the directors have elaborated since it was first 

produced on stage and screen. Even in the first Frankenstein film in 1910, the creation 

scene takes up almost a full three minutes of a twelve-minute film, and of course the 

1931 Whale film follows suit” (14). The Branagh creation scene, like the numerous 

creation scenes that preceded it, transforms the very short, mystery-shrouded description 

provided by Mary Shelley into an event that becomes a kind of emotional and technical 

centerpiece for the film. Branagh’s version of this pivotal scene was praised by reviewers 

who otherwise found serious fault with the movie (Hinson; Howe; Maslin, “A Brain on 

Ice”). David Denby in his review of the film provides a detailed and evocative 

description of Branagh’s birthing of the creature:  

In the most astonishing moment in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein – a movie 
not lacking in astonishments – the monster (Robert De Niro) rises out of 
an electrified cauldron, spilling his nourishing broth of amniotic fluid to 
the floor, and wrestles with his creator, Dr. Victor Frankenstein (Kenneth 
Branagh), in the gleaming and sticky wet. A momentous birth, both 
disgusting and inspiring. The huge, stitched-together creature is naked; his 
creator (Kenneth Branagh) is almost naked; and the two men grapple in 
silence, sliding and falling in the muck. The strangeness of this event is 
almost Michelangelesque – so powerful it hurts. (76) 

 
Brannon, though less impressed, does remark that: “As a scene, it is both 

melodramatically silly and brilliantly Wagnerian, visualizing the creation as a dramatic 

set piece that has nothing to do with Shelley’s text” (15). Brannon does go on to say, 

however, that Branagh’s creation scene “does create the same heightened emotion in the 

audience that the 1931 audience of Whale’s film must have experienced, and Branagh 

even shouts, ‘Live! Live!’ at one point, in a direct homage to the earlier film” (15). Both 
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fidelity to an idea (the creation of Shelley’s creature) and to the power of Branagh’s 

cinematic precursors – especially, but not exclusively, Whale – appear to be at work here, 

as well as the tension between fidelity and artistic choice. 

 Branagh is very specific regarding the genesis of his creation scene. In describing 

it, he invokes a kind of creative licensing on Mary Shelley’s part given to those artists 

who would follow her and, like Branagh, seek to trump the original text: “The lack of 

specific information that Shelley provides about the creation process leaves filmmakers 

free to imagine it in all sorts of ways” (“Frankenstein Reimagined” 21). Director 

Branagh, recognizing and giving credit to his cinematic forebears, goes on to state that: 

“In the earlier Frankenstein films, of course, you had that great gothic laboratory and the 

body being hauled up into the storm . . . It creates the sense of an epic struggle” 

(“Frankenstein Reimagined” 21). Here, Branagh makes unspoken reference to the 

modernized, equipment-filled inventorium whose special effects were designed by Ken 

Strickfadden for the 1931 and 1934 Whale films, Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein 

(“Ken Strickfadden – Special Effects”); one might also mention, as other eminent 

precursors to the Tim Harvey-designed Branagh laboratory (“Tim Harvey – Production 

Designer”), the tight-quartered, Victorian, bric-a-brac-filled cellar designed by Bernard 

Robinson for Terence Fisher’s The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) (“Bernard Robinson – 

Production Designer”), or, perhaps more pertinent to Branagh’s vision, the immense, 

rain-swept, device-filled Gothic dream-castle designed by Michael Seymour for the high-

energy creation scene in Franc Roddam’s The Bride (1985) (“Michael Seymour – 

Production Designer”).33 Although it can be taken for granted that the Frankenstein 

                                                
33 The spectacular creation scene in Roddam’s film, situated at its very beginning, involves the animation of 
the monster’s bride, “Eva” (Jennifer Beals). 
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laboratory in Branagh’s film “has nothing to do with Shelley’s text,” the Branagh 

laboratory nevertheless has numerous predecessors, many of them honorable and dating 

back many decades. The director-star’s words are, in this instance, perhaps his own best 

defense: “With Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, we wanted to follow the events of the novel 

as closely as practicable, to include as much of the story as possible, while tying 

everything to an overriding response to the material – that is, our interpretation of it” 

(“Frankenstein Reimagined” 17). The exclusion of a dramatic, extended creation scene in 

a film production of Frankenstein would, while remaining absolutely faithful to the 

Shelley text, negate cinematic and theatrical precedents – mentioned or alluded to by 

Brannon in her essay – dating back not only to the Edison Frankenstein of 1910, but also 

to Henry Milner’s The Man and the Monster, produced in London in 1826 – the first 

stage production of Shelley’s novel to feature an on-stage creation scene (Forry 3; 17).  

 Branagh’s conception of Frankenstein’s creature, meanwhile, looked to build 

upon the character as Shelley wrote it. Though Branagh’s film version of the 

Frankenstein saga came after decades of Frankenstein creatures popularized through the 

performances of Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Lon Chaney Jr., Christopher Lee, and many 

others, the director-star wished to avoid over-reliance on older cinematic concepts of the 

monster. Though Karloff’s signature portrayal of the creature in Whale’s Frankenstein 

(1931) has been described as “a beautiful and imaginative piece of work, a perfectly 

economical little poem on the perils of poor impulse control” (Rafferty E20), and by 

Branagh himself as being “memorable” (“Frankenstein Reimagined” 22), the 

performance’s essential wordlessness, its reliance on mime and gesture, is not what 

Branagh was seeking to recreate. As Branagh notes:  
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In portraying Frankenstein’s Creature, we had the fundamental challenge 
of bringing to life in a different way a character that has already become 
universally familiar in another form. It began with certain decisions about 
the script – for example, that the Creature would learn to express himself 
eloquently, as he does in the book, rather than merely grunt. (Branagh, 
“Frankenstein Reimagined” 21) 

 
Branagh envisioned his film’s creature, like Shelley’s creation a man of many parts, as 

being as articulate and intelligent as his counterpart in the novel, and he wanted “to cast 

an actor of power and stature” in the role (“Frankenstein Reimagined” 22). Elaborating 

on how he should cast the role, Branagh stated: “‘It became obvious that we had to cast 

an actor who could have great compassion and wit and strength and violence and danger 

about him’” (qtd. in “The Filmmakers” 150). Branagh felt that he had found that actor in 

Robert De Niro (150), a two-time Academy Award winner who was by the time of the 

Branagh film’s release a well-established, almost legendary Hollywood star.34 

 Critical assessment of De Niro’s performance as the creature was mixed,35 

drawing much praise as well as fault-finding, and not a little bemusement at the actor’s 

physical appearance. Janet Maslin of the New York Times wrote that “Mr. De Niro . . . 

winds up with his head shaved and rows of stitches circling his face and cranium. The 

effect is that of post-blood bath Travis Bickle crossed with a baseball, but Mr. De Niro 

still manages to convey remarkable pathos and dignity” (Maslin, “A Brain on Ice” C28). 

Desson Howe of the Washington Post writes that “[A]fter introducing us to this sown-up 

tender being (with an interesting American accent), Branagh reduces the dramatic impact. 

                                                
34 De Niro’s Academy Awards were for Best Supporting Actor as the young Vito Corleone in Francis Ford 
Coppola’s The Godfather, Part II (1974) and for Best Actor as Jake LaMotta in Martin Scorsese’s Raging 
Bull (1980) (“Robert De Niro – Awards”). 
35 De Niro is billed in the film’s end credits as both “Creature” and “Sharp Featured Man,” as he also 
portrayed the executed murderer of Victor’s mentor, Dr. Waldman (John Cleese) (Branagh, dir. Mary 
Shelley’s Frankenstein). Parts of the executed murderer’s body, most prominently the face, are used in 
Victor’s construction of the creature. 
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De Niro, despite a valiant performance, becomes increasingly silly and ineffectual”  

(Howe G43). Hal Hinson, also writing in the Washington Post, does not so much critique 

De Niro’s performance as cast aspersions on Branagh’s conception of the character: 

“More misunderstood than evil, he’s [De Niro as the Creature] also much more talkative, 

and that, combined with the superficiality of Branagh’s approach, robs the beast of its 

primal power. We should quake at the very sight of him, and we don’t” (F7). Roger Ebert 

of the Chicago Sun-Times called the film “so manic it doesn’t pause to be sure its effects 

are registered,” but he “admired the scenes with De Niro so much [he was] tempted to 

give Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein a favorable verdict”  (“Creature Comfort”), thus 

tempering his negative view of the film as a whole with effusive praise for De Niro’s 

performance.  

Consistent with his highly favorable view of the film, David Denby gave De 

Niro’s performance exceptional praise:  

Robert De Niro, making amends for his ridiculous excess in Cape Fear, 
consistently underplays. At first, his speech is thick and halting, as if he 
were still the retired, drunken Jake LaMotta in Raging Bull. But as the 
Monster grows into his capabilities and speaks in rational sentences 
(“Who are these people of whom I am composed? Do I have a soul?”), De 
Niro becomes more and more moving. This Monster wants to be a man; he 
howls and turns into a killer only when denied the human community. His 
crimes follow rationally from his nature. In all, Frankenstein’s Monster is 
a more moral creature than Frankenstein, just as man is perhaps a better 
creature than God. (78) 

 
Denby’s assessment is consistent with Branagh’s conception of the monster’s character 

and how it should be played: “He [the monster] had to be hideous, but he also had to be 

terribly sympathetic because of his terrible plight. He has been hurriedly thrown together 

and thrown into life, and then abandoned. I wanted a wise and intelligent and 

multifaceted creature who could be angry and even funny at times, and who would have a 
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sense of humor, however darkly ironic” (“The Filmmakers” 150). The complexities of the 

creature’s personality are made manifest in a portrayal by an actor like De Niro, as Pedro 

Javier Pardo García notes in 2005: “The intertextuality contributed by the actor playing 

both the murderer and the creature, Robert de Niro (sic), well-known for the parts as 

criminal, gangster and psycho he has played . . . adds to this characterisation of the 

creature” (Pardo García 229-30). De Niro’s Travis Bickle-crossed-with-a-baseball, 

stitched-and-scarred physiognomy aside, both he and Branagh have created an articulate 

monster that, while it lacks an exact correspondence with Shelley’s creation, it does 

retain enough of a resemblance and contemporary relevance to both Shelley’s creature 

and the historic cinematic Frankenstein monsters to resonate with the modern spectator. 

Notwithstanding the power of De Niro’s performance, Helena Bonham Carter’s 

impassioned intelligence as the doomed Elizabeth, and the near-manic energy that actor-

director Branagh brings to his interpretation of Mary Shelley’s novel, in the final analysis 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein remains a peculiar, antic hybrid of the novel and 

Frankenstein cinema. 
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Chapter 2: The 2000s: Connor, Nispel, and Mercurio 

Kevin Connor: Frankenstein on the Hallmark Channel 

I had a call from Nick Lombardo, their [Larry Levinson Productions and Robert Halmi 
Jr., a division of Hallmark] production supervisor: would I be interested in doing 
Frankenstein as a mini-series? He said they were going to follow the book very closely, 
so I said as long as it’s not a horror film per se, I’d be very interested in doing it. 

Kevin Connor, director of the Hallmark 
Channel Frankenstein (2004), Interview  
by MJ Simpson 

 
It [Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein] is certainly one of the icons of western literature over 
the past 200 years and it has been done so often, you might think: who wants another 
Frankenstein? 

Mark Kruger, writer of Kevin Connor’s 
Hallmark Channel Frankenstein (2004), 
Interview by MJ Simpson 
 

 American cable television’s Hallmark Channel first broadcast Kevin Connor’s 

mini-series Frankenstein in prime time in two two-hour parts, on Tuesday, October 5 and 

Wednesday, October 6, 2004, with a repeat two-part broadcast on Tuesday, October 26 

and Wednesday, October 27, and a broadcast of the production in its entirety at three in 

the morning on Sunday, October 31 (McDaniel 6; Storm E01).36 Director Connor and 

writer Mark Kruger adhere closely to the text of Shelley’s novel, establishing a period-

specific atmosphere – the mini-series is set in the early 1820s – that works to emphasize 

the story’s essential timelessness; this results in a production that is, arguably, the most 

“faithful” to the original among the ten films chosen for inclusion in this study. Though 

absolute fidelity to a source text might still be viewed in some quarters as an admirable 

goal for a cinematic adapter, it is historically an elusive one. As Kamilla Elliott writes in 

2003: “Discussions of literary cinema privilege fidelity issues. The literary camp by and 

                                                
36 The version of Kevin Connor’s Frankenstein referred to in this study is the two-part version broadcast on 
the Hallmark Channel in October 2004. For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, I have consulted the 
DVD version released by Lions Gate in 2004. 
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large views adaptations as translation. For a film to be a successful adaptation, then, it 

must be faithful to the original” (Elliott, Rethinking 127, emphasis added). In Hollywood 

history, Erich von Stroheim’s original eight-to-ten-hour version of Frank Norris’ Greed 

(1924), cut before release to about 140 minutes (Rosenbaum; Ebert, Rev. of Greed 

[1925]), is but one example of a director-adapter’s courageous yet ultimately derailed 

attempt at scrupulous fidelity to the original.37 Although the Connor/Kruger Frankenstein 

falls significantly short of perfect fidelity to the Shelley novel, their mini-series does 

manage to draw unusually close to this objective, for reasons consistent with its 

production for the Hallmark Channel and its place within the genre of British heritage 

film. 

 Kevin Connor’s career in motion pictures began in the late 1950s, when he 

worked, uncredited, as a foley artist on J. Lee Thompson’s North West Frontier (1959) 

(“Kevin Connor – Filmography”). In a 2008 video interview, Connor describes his work 

on Richard Attenborough’s production of Séance on a Wet Afternoon (1964), directed by 

Bryan Forbes, as leading to his “big break” (BAFTA); on that film, Connor worked as an 

assistant editor and “got on well” with Attenborough (BAFTA). Two years later, while 

working on the soundtrack of Tony Richardson’s The Charge of the Light Brigade 

(1968), Connor received an offer from Attenborough to edit the actor-producer’s first 

directorial effort, Oh! What a Lovely War (1969) (BAFTA). From that point on, Connor’s 

career moved forward, as he subsequently edited Joseph McGrath’s The Magic Christian 

                                                
37 Another, more recent attempt at bringing a novel to near-complete life on film is Rainer Werner 
Fassbinder’s 15 ½-hour adaptation of Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz (1980), which Fassbinder 
developed for West German television. Writing in the New York Times after having viewed the film at a 
special screening prior to its 1983 American theatrical release, Vincent Canby declared: “Fassbinder has 
created a huge, magnificent melodrama that has the effective shape of a film of conventional length” and 
compared the German director’s epic vision to that shown by Stroheim in Greed (“Is Berlin Alexanderplatz 
a Vision” 2:19). 
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(1969), Attenborough’s Young Winston (1972), and Ennio de Concini’s Hitler: The Last 

Ten Days (1973) (BAFTA; “Kevin Connor – Filmography”). Connor then entered 

another creative phase, when he began writing screenplays and also endeavored to 

produce scripts, among them a series of twelve short stories in the horror genre developed 

for television (BAFTA). His next career break came when producer Milton Subotsky 

called him and offered to produce four of the twelve horror stories as a film which, 

Subotsky said, Connor could direct (BAFTA); Subotsky’s offer led to Connor’s directing 

the horror anthology film Beyond the Grave (1974) (BAFTA; “Kevin Connor – 

Filmography”). Thus began Connor’s still-active career as a director in both the 

television and film mediums, with a considerable portion of Connor’s late-career work 

consisting of family-oriented Hallmark projects. 

 As Lorna Jowett and Stacey Abbott note in 2013, quoting from the Hallmark 

Channel website the authors accessed in October 2010, “[t]he imperative of Hallmark’s 

branding dictates that this [the Kevin Connor Frankenstein] is an adaptation for a 

mainstream audience. The channel describes itself as ‘the quintessential 24-hour 

television destination for family-friendly programming and a leader in the production of 

original movies’” (qtd. in ch. 4). It is also instructive to note how the Hallmark website 

has presented its mission in broadcasting more recently (January 2017): “Hallmark 

Channel is Crown Media Family Networks’ flagship 24-hour cable television network, 

distributed nationwide in high definition (HD) and standard definition (SD) to 89 million 

homes. As the country’s leading destination for quality family entertainment, Hallmark 

Channel delivers on the 100-year legacy of the Hallmark brand” (“About Us”). The 

emphasis on “family” is still prominent; advances in broadcasting technology are also 
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noted, namely the two current transmitting systems, high definition broadcasting and 

standard definition broadcasting, that convey Hallmark’s programming. The channel’s 

reach to 89 million homes also speaks to its ability to garner, at least numerically, a broad 

range of American viewers, and the mention of Hallmark’s century-long “legacy” 

crystallizes the channel’s, and Hallmark’s, corporate “brand” as representative of 

mainstream quality and tradition.  

 “Quality” and “tradition” as markers of the Hallmark brand are attributes clearly 

identifiable in Connor’s Frankenstein, a television production that is also of a piece with 

cinematic works of British “heritage drama” (Jowett and Abbott ch. 4) and “heritage 

film” (Voigts-Virchow 128). As Karen Bloom Gevirtz notes in 2017, “heritage film” as a 

subject of scholarly research – and dispute – has had a relatively brief yet somewhat 

contentious history. Gevirtz writes:  

Debates about ideology and heritage film have raged since the 1980s. The 
louder, more robust school charges heritage film with (among other 
crimes) affirming a conservative, often imperialist history built on a 
nostalgia for a “lost England” of great houses and beautiful lawns. Its 
signature narrative basis, adaptation, affirms an equally conservative 
literary and cultural past. A different school sees considerably more 
political and aesthetic range in these productions. All sides agree that in 
representing a moment in the past, films like Howard’s End and programs 
like Downton Abbey engage with the ideology of the moment in which 
they were made, creating a history that conceptualizes both ends: the 
moment that recounts the history and the moment that the history recounts. 
(4-5) 

 
Connor’s structural and visual conservatism, and his attentiveness to, among other things, 

major plot points in the Shelley novel and Hollywood’s and the British film industry’s 

established concepts of the monster’s creation, work to locate the mini-series within a 

traditional cinematic framework that fits comfortably within the rubric of “heritage film.” 
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Jowett and Abbott note, quoting from Sarah Cardwell’s list of elements of British 

heritage drama drawn from her “Literature on the Small Screen: Television Adaptations” 

(2007), that the Hallmark Frankenstein incorporates key features of the genre “despite its 

US origin” (Jowett and Abbott ch. 4). Jowett and Abbott go on to enumerate a number of 

Cardwell’s descriptors for British heritage drama:  

high production values; “authentic” detailed costumes and sets; “great 
British actors”; light classical music; slow pace; steady, often symmetric 
framing; an interest in landscapes, buildings, and interiors as well as 
characters; strong, gradually developed protagonists accompanied by 
entertaining cameo roles; and intelligent “faithful dialogue.” (Cardwell 
189, qtd. in ch. 4)  

 
In 2007, Eckart Voigts-Virchow also notes that heritage films are shot on “[s]mall to 

medium budgets, with a clear dependence on the classic TV serial and other heritage and 

history formats on TV” (128). Jowett and Abbott cite Frankenstein’s “epic sweep, 

classical score [by Roger Bellon], landscape and location shooting (in Slovakia), famous 

supporting actors (Donald Sutherland, William Hurt) and a lot of talking” (Jowett and 

Abbott, ch. 4) as indicative of the film’s heritage drama status. There are, moreover, a 

number of other areas in Connor’s Frankenstein in which the mini-series and heritage 

drama (and film) overlap in ways that serve to further secure the production’s place 

within that much-criticized genre. 

 In a September 2003 interview, Frankenstein’s scriptwriter Mark Kruger 

discussed the quality of Mary Shelley’s writing and his commitment to working with it in 

a respectful manner. Kruger stated that:  

There’s a lot of stuff that I take from the book, a lot of lines that are really 
good, really strong, especially for the creature. Then what I try to do is just 
put it through the updating blender and do that thing that writers do: make 
it a little more fluid and conversational. I’ve tried to give it a little more of 
a contemporary feel but not too much because then it would be silly. So 
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I’ve tried to keep the spirit of it but make it hopefully play a little more 
naturally. (Kruger, Mark. Interview) 

 
Kruger’s artistic scrupulousness, tempered by anticipation of the expectations of 

contemporary television audiences, placed Frankenstein’s dialogue within a framework 

consistent with British heritage drama. This does mean, as Jowett and Abbott contend, 

that the characters in Connor’s Frankenstein do “a lot of talking.” Endeavoring to have 

his script “play a little more naturally,” however, Kruger also sought to invest it with 

rhythms designed to be pleasing to the ears of a mainstream twenty-first century 

audience. 

 In light of Kruger’s intention of rendering Shelley’s classic prose more “natural” 

to contemporary ears, it would be instructive to examine how both Connor and Kruger 

achieve this by comparing a particularly important section of Shelley’s Frankenstein – 

the confrontation between Victor and the creature, which begins on the sea of ice and 

continues in the creature’s hut – with the restructuring of it, and some of its dialogue 

passages, in the Connor/Kruger television adaptation. In the novel, the sea of ice section 

comprises a significant amount of Shelley’s text, from the fifth paragraph of Chapter II, 

Book II, to the end of Book II in both the 1818 and 1831 editions (125-74 [1818]; 101-51 

[1831]).38 These pages not only contain, in both editions, Victor and the monster’s 

confrontational dialogue – their meeting on the ice is their first face-to-face encounter 

since the night of the monster’s creation – but also significant portions of the monster’s 

embedded autobiographical narrative. With Victor essentially a captive listener, the 

creature spins the tale of his first awakening; his discovery of nature; his educational 

                                                
38 In my copy of the 1818 edition of Frankenstein published by Broadview in 1999, the term “book” is 
synonymous with the word “volume” as that term is used in my copy of the 1831 edition published by 
Penguin in 2007. 
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apprenticeship as the De Lacey family’s eavesdropper; his banishment from the De Lacey 

household and his torching of their humble dwelling; the murder of Victor’s young 

brother William; and the planting of incriminating evidence on the ill-fated, loyal 

Frankenstein servant girl Justine. Perhaps most insidiously, at least in Victor’s eyes, is the 

creature’s demand that Victor build him a mate, to which Victor grudgingly assents after 

gaining certain assurances from his self-engendered “fiend.” 

 As Shelley has written it, the creature, classically if rudely instructed in human 

language, initiates their dialogue after Victor’s gruff rejection:  

I expected this reception. . . . All men hate the wretched; how then must I 
be hated, who am miserable beyond all living things! Yet you, my creator, 
detest and spurn me, thy creature, to whom thou art bound by ties only 
dissoluble by the annihilation of one of us. You purpose to kill me. How 
dare you thus sport with life. Do your duty towards me, and I will do mine 
towards you and the rest of mankind. If you will comply with my 
conditions, I will leave them and you at peace; but if you refuse I will glut 
the maw of death, until it be satiated with the blood of your remaining 
friends. (125 [l818]; 102 [1831]) 

 
With the damning logic of one who has attempted human contact but has been abjured 

again and again, the monster sets the ground for where he stands – among humankind, 

but exiled from it – and then appeals to Victor’s position as his creator to “do [his] duty” 

towards him. The creature then states the conditions with which Victor must comply; 

with a pathological directness that is quintessentially human, he subsequently outlines the 

consequences that Victor will face if he does not comply.39 Engaging the recalcitrant 

Victor in further dispute, the creature concludes the debate by leading Victor to his hut, 

where he begins to tell his story.  

                                                
39 Planting this hint of things to come, Shelley as storyteller allows the creature to spin his tale at length 
before revealing his “condition” – the making of a bride – at the end of Book II (168-70 [1818]; 146-49 
[1831]). 
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 Connor structures the primarily verbal engagement between Victor and the 

creature, the location of which he moves to the environs of a fog-shrouded mountain 

castle, to include at its beginning hand-to-hand combat between maker and monster, thus 

physicalizing the rage that Victor and the monster feel toward one another (01:40:01 – 

01:40:35). Their combat culminates in the giant being’s throttling the much smaller 

Victor and lifting him up till his feet dangle in mid-air, actions which serve as visual 

metaphors for their vastly unequal relationship. Their repartee thereafter is fast-paced, 

relying more on conversational flow and verbal sparing than the ornately philosophical 

speeches delivered by Shelley’s monster and Victor’s rage-filled responses to them.  

 The matter of the monster’s patrimony is broached quite differently in each 

version. Shelley’s monster refers to Victor as his “father” only once, saying that he 

learned this fact from Victor’s papers (164 [1818]; 141 [1831]). In the Connor/Kruger 

version, “Father” is the first word the creature utters to Victor (01:39:49). In the dialogue 

subsequent to their physical struggle, the monster emphasizes this relationship, while 

Victor denies it:  

The Creature: “Is this how you wish to die? How you’ll spend your last 
few hours before God?” 

 Victor: “You – You can speak!” 
The Creature: “You really think we’re so different? I am flesh and blood, 
endowed with perceptions, passions.” 

 Victor: “A murderous soul!” 
The Creature: “Who is to blame for that?! For filling my heart with such 
anger.” 
Victor: “I curse the day you first saw light! I curse these hands that gave 
you life!” 
The Creature: “You accuse me of murder, yet you would destroy your 
own creation?” 
Victor: “You are an abomination.” 
The Creature: “The world has rejected me. I hoped . . . my father would 
not.” 
Victor: “I am not your father.” 
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The Creature: “You made me what I am! You stitched me together from 
death and decay.” 
Victor: “A mistake! A dreadful mistake!” 
The Creature: “Which I must pay for! Do you understand the loneliness I 
have endured?” 
Victor: “And so you sought your vengeance on William.” 
The Creature: “I never intended to harm him . . . not like that. It was you I 
went home to find. The first one I saw was the little one.” (01:40:53 – 
01:42:25) 

 
It is here that Connor cuts to a flashback detailing, in order, the monster’s murderous 

confrontation with William Frankenstein (Daniel Williams), his taking of Elizabeth’s 

(Nicole Lewis) locket from the dead child, and his planting of that object on the sleeping 

Justine (Monika Hilmerová), thus paralleling in small part Shelley’s own nested 

flashback within the novel.  

 Connor and Kruger compress the first post-creation meeting of Victor and the 

monster, which comprises forty-nine pages in the 1818 edition of the Shelley text and 

fifty pages in the 1831 edition, into a little less than ten minutes of screen time (01:39:41 

– 01:49:10). They have repositioned a good deal of that portion of the novel to an earlier 

place in the film – including the monster’s discovery of the world and his first adventures 

– beginning those incidents at 00:55:17. The adapters also have the creature haunt Victor 

in his nightmares, and in the flesh, in the build-up to their confrontation by the mountain 

castle. Though Connor and Kruger have adjusted the sequencing and added 

foreshadowing not found in the the novel, the substance of Shelley – the “stuff” to which 

Kruger refers in his September 2003 interview – remains on the screen, even if that stuff 

has undergone a cinematic transmogrification.  

Several examples serve to illustrate the Connor/Kruger transformation of 

Shelley’s language and narrative situations in the sea of ice passage. While “wretched 
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devil” (Shelley 1818 [125]; 1831[102]) is only one of many epithets that Shelley’s Victor 

hurls at his creation, in the film’s fight sequence it becomes the two words that Victor 

hurls at the monster just before Connor cuts to a close-up of the creature’s greyish-white 

face, his blue left eye casting a fierce look at his overmatched maker (01:40:11 – 

01:40:13). In the novel, the monster elucidates his reasons for responding with violence 

to those who have abjured him (Shelley 1818 [126-27]; 1831 [103-04]) and quite justly 

turns Victor’s own self-righteous wrath against him: “You accuse me of murder;40 and 

yet you would, with a satisfied conscience, destroy your own creature” (1818 [127]; 1831 

[103]). Connor and Kruger have pared and rewritten the monster’s utterances to their 

essence: “You accuse me of murder, yet you would destroy your own creation” (01:41:28 

– 01:41:32); the monster says that line after Victor has uttered “I curse the day you first 

saw light! I curse these hands that gave you life!” (01:41:23 – 01:41:27) rather than 

before it, as in the novel. In so doing, the monster emphasizes the injustice of Victor’s 

attitude towards his own “son,” in keeping with the literalization of the father-son 

relationship contained in the Connor/Kruger film. Shelley’s words, as transliterated by 

Kruger and realized on-screen by Connor, are indeed rendered as “intelligent and 

‘faithful,’” in accordance with Kruger’s wish to capture “the spirit of [Frankenstein]” – 

and in keeping with Cardwell’s descriptors of heritage film dialogue. 

 Although Donald Sutherland, a Canadian, and William Hurt, an American, fill the 

roles of “famous supporting actors,” they don’t quite fit the heritage drama criterion of 

“great British actors,” as do, for example, Anthony Hopkins, Emma Thompson, and 

Vanessa Redgrave in the Ismail Merchant-James Ivory adaptation of E.M. Forster’s 

                                                
40 The semi-colon appears in the 1818 edition; a comma replaces the semi-colon in the edition of 1831. 
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Howard’s End (1992), and Hopkins and Thompson in The Remains of the Day, the 1993 

Merchant Ivory adaptation of Kazuo Ishiguro’s 1989 Booker Prize-winning historical 

novel.41 What Connor’s Frankenstein does have, however, are cameo appearances by the 

young French-American actress Julie Delpy as Victor’s mother, Caroline Frankenstein, 

and, perhaps more appropriately, French actor Jean Rochefort in the role of “Old Blind 

Man.” Rochefort, a character actor who worked in French television and cinema from 

1956 to 2015, played Victor Frankenstein in Alain Jessua’s futuristic retelling of the 

Frankenstein story, Frankenstein 90 (1984) (“Jean Rochefort – Filmography”); his brief 

appearance in Connor’s Frankenstein as the empathetic Old Blind Man – De Lacey in 

Shelley’s novel – thus lends an intertextual quality to the role. Connor’s film does have 

fittingly youthful British actors such as Alec Newman – a Scot – as Victor and 

Englishman Luke Goss as the Creature, and British character actors such as Ian McNiece 

as Professor Krempe and Mark Jax as Victor’s father; many of the adaptation’s smaller 

roles, however, are filled by Slovak actors. The cinematic “heritage” in this American-

financed television adaptation of a British novel is thus exemplified by a decidedly 

international cast (Frankenstein [2004] – Full Cast and Crew). 

 Barbara Lane, Frankenstein’s costume designer, came to the production with over 

thirty years’ experience in American and British film and television (“Barbara Lane – 

Filmography”). In an August 2003 interview while on location in Slovakia for Connor’s 

Frankenstein, Lane described her work on designing costumes for Victor Frankenstein 

and the Frankenstein family:  

It’s [referring to the costume design in previous Frankenstein films] never 
done in a realistic manner, and I like to do clothes, not costumes. So I tried 

                                                
41 Voigts-Virchow mentions both Howard’s End and The Remains of the Day as examples of the “heritage 
film” (128). 
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to make them look as though they live in the equivalent of an English 
country house, and we know what they look like: they’re a bit shabby, 
they live in their clothes, they don’t look as though they’ve been to the 
hairdressers every morning. (Lane, Barbara. Interview) 

 
Elaborating on the production’s authenticity, Lane goes on to describe her work on 

costumes for the mini-series’ Arctic scenes – the novel’s framing story that Connor 

preserved:  

I’m working on that as we speak. I haven’t got a lot of furs, and between 
now and the weekend I’ve got to work out how I’m going to make them. 
Because they were actually whaling fisherman (sic) that he took on the 
boat, so they’re a mishmash. And I think that’s what they want. They 
don’t want them to look as though they’re all in Eskimo clothes. . . . 
(Interview) 

 
Lane’s attention to detail fits Cardwell’s heritage drama criterion of “‘authentic’ detailed 

costumes” – thereby validating another intersection of Connor’s Frankenstein with that 

realistically mounted British genre.  

 Producer James Wilberger spoke of the need to economize on the production of 

the Hallmark Frankenstein, echoing Voigts-Virchow’s medium-budget economic 

criterion for a heritage film “and other heritage and history formats on TV” (Voigts-

Virchow 128). Interviewed on location in Slovakia in August 2003, Wilberger explained 

why the production was shooting in Bratislava:  

We scouted in five countries. We came here first actually. Then we 
went to Croatia, Romania, Budapest briefly and Prague briefly. I really 
didn’t think we couldn’t afford to shoot in Budapest or Prague because it 
is more expensive there. . . .  

Prague has become a very expensive place to shoot. . . . This show 
could certainly not afford to work in Prague; we just don’t have enough 
money for that. The number one thing is to get as much bang for your 
buck as you can. It came down to Romania or here [Slovakia] basically. 
We found very good crews in Romania, a very good studio set-up. 
(Interview) 
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In addition to providing “more bang for the buck,” Wilberger noted that: “The best 

locations were here [in Slovakia], absolutely the best locations. The Frankenstein villa, 

the family home, we found that here. We had a lot of trouble finding that in other 

countries because a lot of the old villas in the communist countries were turned into state-

run houses or orphanages or office buildings” (Interview). Shooting in Slovakia therefore 

not only gave the production an overall economic edge, fulfilling Voigts-Virchow’s 

economic criterion for heritage film and television; it also allowed, and on a budget, the 

use of authentic interiors and old buildings preserved into the twenty-first century – thus 

also fulfilling the “interest in landscapes, buildings, and interiors” Cardwell finds in 

heritage drama. 

 Jowett and Abbott note that “while heritage drama is often presented as grown-up 

entertainment, Hallmark’s mission statement precludes the strong horror that might be 

deemed integral to Frankenstein” (ch. 4). This quality of the Hallmark brand coincides 

with a stylistic criterion for heritage film enumerated by Voigts-Virchow: “Reference to 

traditional quality (decorum, moderation, harmony) beyond the experiments of 

modernism, stylistic excess, crude low comedy, or the action and horror in movies 

addressed to male teenagers” (128). Connor himself underscores his aversion to this type 

of “excess,” “action,” and “horror,” in an August 2003 interview conducted in Slovakia:  

I had a call from Nick Lombardo, [Hallmark’s] production supervisor: 
would I be interested in doing Frankenstein as a mini-series? He said they 
were going to follow the book very closely, so I said as long as it’s not a 
horror film per se, I’d be very interested in doing it. I read the script, it 
was a very good script, pretty close to the book – as close as you can get – 
but it was more human. The challenge was going to be the creature, being 
sympathetic to the creatue after all the horrendous things he does of 
course. So it had more characterisation which was more interesting than 
just trying to do a straight, scary horror film. (Interview) 
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Connor’s conception of adapting Frankenstein coincided closely with the Hallmark brand 

as it has evolved over the years: the production would be “family friendly,” i.e. there 

would be little or no horror involved to distress the wary viewer who might expect there 

to be horror, or elements of horror, in a Frankenstein film; and “mainstream,” in the 

sense that the project would be “close to the book – as close as you can get,” and thus not 

a production that would take too many liberties with the Shelley story as people knew (or 

remembered) it.    

    Connor’s present-day aversion to horror is noteworthy, given his interest in 

fantasy and the macabre during the early years of his directing career. As noted 

previously, Connor’s first directorial assignment was the 1974 horror anthology film 

Beyond the Grave, and his work on fantasy and horror features continued through the 

seventies with such films as The Land That Time Forgot (1974), At the Earth’s Core 

(1976), The People That Time Forgot (1977), and Warlords of the Deep (1978) (“Kevin 

Connor – Filmography”). Notwithstanding Connor’s considerable experience in the 

horror and fantasy genres, there did come a time when the director stopped making horror 

movies. In his August 2003 interview, Connor explains why he stopped making such 

films:  

Yes, I suppose Motel Hell [released in 1980] was the last horror film I did. 
they (sic) just haven’t come my way, but that’s showbiz. Although I’ve 
tried to develop some of my own stuff, it’s very difficult to get your own 
things going. Nobody wants to do the things that you want to do. So a lot 
of the time, the subjects that come along, as long as they appeal and the 
subjects are good then I’ll do them, but I haven’t had any offers for horror 
films for quite a while. (Interview) 

 
As the interview makes evident, Connor’s choice was more a matter of the work he was 

offered than one based on creative preference. His choice, forced upon him through 
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professional circumstances, moved him away from the world of horror and fantasy and 

into conventional dramatic storytelling, as exemplified by his work on American network 

television and the numerous productions he has directed for Hallmark. 

Connor’s production of Frankenstein garnered reviews confirming that his mini-

series was, indeed, not a work in the horror or fantasy film (or television) tradition; it 

was, rather, something else entirely. According to Mike McDaniel of the Houston 

Chronicle, Connor’s Frankenstein is “a luxuriously realized rendering of the Shelley 

novel to the small screen. . . . Set in the period of Shelley, the story unfolds in all of its 

laborious, old-fashioned detail” (Star 6). Gary Dowell of the Dallas Morning News 

declared that Connor’s production “play[s] it straight, perhaps a little too straight, in an 

almost page-for-page adaptation of the novel. . . . [T]here is nothing new here, and that, 

combined with a lack of passion, makes for slow going” (8E). In a positive review, 

Jonathan Storm of the Philadelphia Inquirer wrote that:  

The [Hallmark] [C]hannel’s mini-series treatment, gloriously filmed in the 
urban and rural splendor of Slovakia, portrays the not-so-scary creature at 
first as innocent and loving, and Frankenstein not as a mad doctor but a 
curious student. It starts slowly, but after about 45 minutes evolves into a 
riveting tale, propelled by the acting of such luminaries as Donald 
Sutherland and William Hurt, plus Alec Newman . . . as Frankenstein and 
Luke Goss . . . as the creature. (E01) 

 
In a decidedly negative review, David Kronke of the Daily News of Los Angeles 

criticized the tenor of the performances as well as the pacing of its four-hour broadcast 

length:  

Overall, this production feels belabored (there’s a compelling reason the 
story is usually told in about two hours) and rather too tidy given the 
material. For example, the bloodless, polite performances lack the 
requisite passion; for another, when we encounter a crazed Victor on his 
quixotic hunt for the creature, what should be his scraggly beard is 
immaculately groomed. (U10) 
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On the whole, the Connor Frankenstein was received as a more-faithful-than-not retelling 

of the story, somewhat long and conventionally acted; it was not perceived as horrifying 

or even the least bit scary. As Connor had intended, the horror went missing, and in its 

place were conventional storytelling, striking visuals, and substantial length. 

Lacking the requisite horror that the Universal and Hammer Frankensteins 

conjured from scripts that were syntheses of the novel, the stage productions based upon 

them, and the various cinematic reimaginings of the story, Kevin Connor’s Frankenstein 

plays to a different audience: the middle-class, family-oriented viewers who tune into the 

Hallmark Channel expecting a certain, predictable, and inoffensive product. By 

conforming to the rigors of the Hallmark brand, Connor produced a Frankenstein 

considerably different from the other films in this study; rather than an elaborate 

intellectual modernization in period dress such as Branagh’s Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein, an adaptation of a science fiction reimagining of the tale such as Roger 

Corman’s Frankenstein, or a period-specific retelling with a nod to cloning as in David 

Wickes’s Frankenstein, Connor’s film, through Mark Kruger’s script, attempts a 

scrupulous, if somewhat clockwork, fidelity to the story. In so doing, Connor 

incorporates many of the elements of British heritage drama and British heritage film, 

thereby running the risk of integrating into his compelling, non-horrific retelling of the 

story a “heritage space” that is “by definition staged and invented” and which “may be 

regarded as sanitizing and distorting the past” (Voigts-Virchow 130). That indeed may be 

the case, but, in the context of the Hallmark target audience and the marketing of 

Hallmark’s brand, in his rendering of Shelley’s Frankenstein, Kevin Connor 

accomplished his creative mission. 
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Marcus Nispel: New Orleans Neo-Noir 

Make it [the film] about the arrogance of man, you know, to deal with . . . to screw 
around with . . . life, like we’re doing right now, I think it’s a very timely tale, we’re 
dealing with genetics, and, you know, beauty surgery, and changing ourselves, our gene 
structure . . . the Frankenstein myth has become sort of a reality. 
      Marcus Nispel, Audio Commentary.  
      Frankenstein (2004). DVD 
 
Human nature itself lies on the operating table, ready for alteration, for eugenic and 
psychic “enhancement,” for wholesale redesign.   
      Leon Kass, “Preventing a Brave New 

           World.” The New Republic Online  
 
 The Frankenstein entry directed by Marcus Nispel premiered on cable television’s 

USA Network on Sunday, October 10, 2004,42 only a few days after Kevin Connor’s 

Frankenstein was first broadcast on the Hallmark Channel (Storm E01). The two 

productions’ proximity in appearance on television, and their common title, might very 

well be the only things shared by these two versions of the Frankenstein saga. Connor’s 

mini-series attempted a scrupulous fidelity to period detail and strove for an overall 

adherence to the Shelley text that served to place it within the genre of the heritage film. 

Nispel’s film, developed from a concept by horror novelist Dean Koontz and intended as 

a pilot for a planned, but eventually unproduced, television series (Bergeron; Sepinwall 

and Seitz 57),43 transferred the story to present-day New Orleans, blending a variation on 

the Frankenstein story with the plot of a police procedural. In the process, Nispel’s film 

of Koontz’s concept, realized in John Shiban’s script, not only changed the Frankenstein 

story’s venue and timeline, it also created new characters and fundamentally changed the 

motivations and inner life of the Victor Frankenstein character, Dr. Victor Helios 

                                                
42 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, the version of Marcus Nispel’s Frankenstein referred to in 
this study is the DVD released by Lions Gate in 2005. 
43 Koontz would go on to develop this version of Frankenstein into a series of novels, published between 
2005 and 2011. 
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(Thomas Kretschmann). As Emily E. Auger writes in 2011, Frankenstein/Helios in this 

retelling is a “monopathic villain” who “seeks immortality and unlimited power by 

changing his own nature and that of the population occupying the planet” (79; 81). The 

Nispel Frankenstein/Helios therefore becomes both a maker of others – and a remaker of 

himself. 

 Born in Frankfurt am Main, Hesse, Germany, on May 26, 1963, director Marcus 

Nispel studied in the United States at Brooklyn College and the New York Institute of 

Technology on a Fulbright Scholarship (“Marcus Nispel – Bio”; “Marcus Nispel – 

Overview”). Upon returning to Germany, Nispel worked in advertising as an art director 

and, subsequent to his return to the United States, directed music videos for C&C Music 

Factory (“Marcus Nispel – Bio”). His first feature, accomplished the year he turned 40, 

was the 2003 remake of Tobe Hooper’s horror film The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 

(1974). Filmed on an estimated budget of $9,200,000 (“The Texas Chainsaw Massacre – 

“Box Office/Business for”), Nispel’s remake of Hooper’s film earned $28,094,014 during 

its opening weekend, October 17-19, 2003; a total domestic (U.S.) gross during its 

theatrical release period of $80,571,655; and a total worldwide gross of $107,071,655 

(“The Texas Chainsaw Massacre”). Nispel thus came to direct the Koontz-Shiban 

Frankenstein soon after achieving an unqualified box office success with a film in the 

horror genre.  

 Thematically, Nispel saw in a new Frankenstein the potential to confront issues 

that were very much linked to modern-day society, matters that he explored in the 

summer of 2004 during an event to promote the film (Weintraub E1). Some of Nispel’s 

remarks at that session were reprinted in the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel October 2004:  
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Look at the timeliness of the story . . . Who am I? Where am I going? 
Where am I from? What’s going to happen after death? And then look at 
what’s going on right now – the arrogance of man creating life, genetic 
(engineering), “Franken-foods,” everything that we sort of acquired and 
tinkered with. Is there some explaining that we’ll have to do to our kids? 
(qtd. in Weintraub E1).  
 

In the audio commentary for the DVD version of the film, Nispel repeats, and also 

embellishes upon, the thematic rationale for the film quoted in the Journal-Sentinel piece: 

“Make it [the film] about the arrogance of man, you know, to deal with . . . to screw 

around with . . . life, like we’re doing right now, I think it’s a very timely tale, we’re 

dealing with genetics, and, you know, beauty surgery, and changing ourselves, our gene 

structure . . . the Frankenstein myth has become sort of a reality” (Audio Commentary). 

In his remarks published in Weintraub’s piece and in the audio commentary on the DVD, 

Nispel outlines themes of contemporary relevance explored in his Frankenstein cable 

television film – themes that also resonated in the David Wickes telefilm, and would 

resonate again in the 2007 Jed Mercurio Frankenstein produced for Britain’s ITV, in 

Billy Senese’s Closer to God (2014), and in Bernard Rose’s Frankenstein (2015). 

 Writer John Shiban, who, along with Tony Krantz and Martin Scorsese, served as 

one of three executive producers on Nispel’s Frankenstein, underscored the film’s 

thematic preoccupations in October 2004:  

I think that in a lot of ways when Mary Shelley wrote her book, the 
world was at a turning point as far as what science could do, and there was 
a lot of anxiety about that. . . .   

In a much bigger way, we're at the same place today so I think that 
those themes still apply. . . . It was sort of like taking the themes that 
(Shelley) had and applying it (sic) to today with things like cloning, 
genetic research and the paranoia that's out there right now that people are 
feeling as to who among us might be monsters. (qtd. in Kaplan 83) 
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The notion that “‘among us might be monsters’” is embodied in the Nispel 

Frankenstein’s deeply human, yet conspicuously more than human, monster, called 

“Deucalion” in the film and portrayed by Vincent Perez; in the 200-year-old Victor 

Frankenstein character, Victor Helios; and also in a number of other characters “created” 

by Helios, including Helios’s wife, Erika (Ivana Milicevic), a guilt-ridden Roman 

Catholic priest named Patrick (Stocker Fontelieu), and the rogue detective, Harker, 

played by Michael Madsen. These monsters exist in a new Frankensteinian world – it 

should be noted that “Frankenstein” is a name alluded to in the film, but not given to any 

of the characters – thanks to Helios’s remarkable scientific gifts and, as in Shelley’s 

novel, his single-minded determination to use them. 

 Nispel’s Frankenstein begins with a shot of a tanker moored in a dark harbor, 

oblique homage to Robert Walton’s ice-bound ship to which Victor Frankenstein is taken 

and from within which he relates his fantastic creation tale to Walton; and, as it is aboard 

this tanker that Deucalion arrives in New Orleans, there is an allusion also to Bram 

Stoker’s Dracula (1897), just as Deucalion’s subsequent sheltering in a derelict New 

Orleans theater is reminiscent of the 1925 Lon Chaney horror vehicle, The Phantom of 

the Opera (Auger 80). Nispel, however, does not introduce Deucalion as a monster, but 

as a mysterious, ragged, and begrimed traveler. Deucalion’s first act of violence is 

directed not at the innocent as an act of revenge, but at a villain in a gesture more worthy 

of a post-9/11 Hollywood superhero than of the “[s]coffing devil” reviled by Shelley’s 

Victor in his deathbed conversation with Captain Walton ([1818] 227; [1831] 208]): 

Deucalion saves the tanker’s cabin boy (Phuong Pham, uncredited), who has fed him and 
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kept him hidden in the hold of the ship, from a vicious attack by a brute of a sailor (Thirl 

Haston) – whom he lifts up like a rag doll and whose neck he easily breaks.  

The play of darkness and shadow in the opening sequence anchors the film in an 

atmosphere of dread. By contrast, the introduction of the film’s principal law 

enforcement characters, New Orleans Police Department Detectives Carson O’Connor 

(Parker Posey) and Michael Sloane (Adam Goldberg), takes place in morning light. The 

detectives engage in banter and wisecrack-filled crosstalk, including a small bit about 

Sloane’s stereotypical policeman’s love for donuts. Nispel explains how he wanted to 

take the well-settled genre notion of male and female television police partners in an 

alternate direction:  

Nothing new . . . on television . . . a male and a female cop team. And we 
were really trying hard to break the clichés a little bit. I was actually very 
happy . . . to get these two guys [actors Posey and Goldberg] [be]cause, 
you know, I thought of them as real New York kind of characters. And 
even though we shot this in New Orleans, we wanted to give it a real New 
York kind of a feel, a fresh feel, just boring their personalities as they 
already are. And . . . attaching the cop idea on them already, I hope, broke 
a cliché in itself. (Audio Commentary) 

  
Although O’Connor and Sloane confront numerous dark and disturbing things, such as a 

corpse with its chest ripped open with surgical precision and a filthy bathroom with razor 

blades strung from the ceiling and embedded in the walls, they almost never lose their 

“cool” style and their gregarious assertiveness. This is in stark counterpoint to 

Deucalion’s calm, superhuman intelligence and physical strength – and to Victor Helios’s 

icy obsessiveness. 

 Victor Helios first appears onscreen in extreme close-up, examining a wine glass 

for fingerprints (00:17:04 – 00:17:06), thus establishing his gaze as one that goes beyond 

an obsession for the particular, into the micro-particular, and perhaps even into the 
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infinite. Helios, creator of Deucalion and bringer of life not only to his manufactured 

“wife” but also to an unspecified number of hyper-advanced creatures. As Auger declares 

in 2011:  

Humans exist [in Nispel’s Frankenstein], like one of Zeus’s soon to be 
annihilated experiments, in a kind of shadow world and generally lack 
awareness of what is “really” happening: the primary witnesses to the 
drama played out by Helios and his creatures are the numerous cherubs 
and religious statues that decorate the various sets. (81)  

 
Indeed, the scene immediately after Helios’s inspection of the wineglass, in which Helios 

firmly, gently – and seductively – attempts to placate his wife Erika’s anxieties 

concerning her inability to be “perfect,” is played out in the couple’s bedroom, a place 

presided over by a blank-eyed classical statute. Helios lovingly caresses the face of the 

statue before turning to Erika, who, in her slender beauty, physical stillness, and 

perfected physical form, very much resembles the statue to which Helios has just given 

so much attention. 

 Helios’s connection to the contemporary world’s search for “perfection” through 

curing disease and, by extension, “curing” death itself, is made manifest in two separate 

scenes before and after Helios’s colloquy with his wife. The former scene is set in a room 

overflowing with junk and bric-a-brac, located in the abandoned theater which Deucalion 

shares with a squatter (Deborah Duke). In this scene, Deucalion leafs through a box of 

newspaper clippings heralding Helios’s prowess as a surgeon and researcher: “Helios 

Top in Field, Performs Revolutionary Heart Transplant”; “Gene Therapy Pioneered by 

Research Group”; and “Revolutionary surgical technique aids burn victims; Master 

surgeon Helios saves face.” The clippings, shown on screen for a little more than one 
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second each, attest to particular aspects of Helios’s skill as a maker/remaker of humanity: 

He is a transplanter of organs; a genetic manipulator; a rebuilder of faces. 

 The latter scene is set at an ongoing, lavish dinner party, itself foreshadowed in a 

shot of a final newspaper clipping before Nispel cuts to a shot of the Helios mansion:  

“. . . Surgical Association Holds Banquet at Helios House.” During the banquet scene 

(00:19:59 – 00:21:26), Helios engages in conversation with a skeptical guest (Tom 

Nowicki): 

  Helios: “Biotechnology is a tool, nothing more.” 
  Guest:  “One man’s tool is another man’s weapon.” 

Helios: “Precisely. A gun can save a life or take one. Depends on the man 
who uses it.” 
Guest: “And then the argument becomes which man gets the power. It’s 
the ability to manipulate our genome.” 
Helios: “That power should be in the hands of those with vision. A vision 
for the future.” 

  Guest: “And that’s exactly what disturbs me, Doctor (sic).” (00:20:07 –  
00:20:31)  

 
After a brief, uncomfortable interlude during which Helios attempts to calm his wife after 

she notices that the flowers she has arranged for the banquet are now arranged 

differently, Walker turns to a Roman Catholic priest (Stocker Fontelieu) sitting at the 

table and asks him what he thinks about “this stem cell research, this cloning.” The priest 

replies: “I’ve been fortunate to be a guest at this table for quite a while . . . and I’ve 

learned over the years that nobody really wants to have dinner with a disagreeable old 

priest. Therefore, I agree with Dr. Helios. Whatever he says” (00:20:59 – 00:21:15). The 

deference of the priest, ascribable in the moment to dinner-table politeness, takes on a 

more sinister hue when, later in the film, it is revealed that this priest is “Patrick,” a man 

who is in fact one of Helios’s own creations and who thus has more than ample reason to 

defer to his true “maker.” 
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 Late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century scientific achievements in stem cell 

research, and the controversies they induced, provide the backdrop against which 

Nispel’s Victor Helios plies his trade as a “maker” and “remaker” of men, pursuing his 

dream of perfected humanity. In November 1998, a front-page article in the New York 

Times announced that: “Pushing the frontiers of biology closer to the central mystery of 

life, scientists have for the first time picked out and cultivated the primordial human cells 

from which an entire individual is created” (Wade, “Scientists Cultivate” A1). These 

cells, obtained from fertilized human eggs immediately prior to implantation in the 

uterus, have the ability to develop into many of the cells found in the human body 

(“Scientists Cultivate” A1); because of their ability to “divide indefinitely when grown 

outside the body without signs of age that afflict other cells, biologists refer to them as 

immortal” (“Scientists Cultivate” A1). At the root of Victor Helios’s – and Victor 

Frankenstein’s – pursuit of the defeat of aging and death, of the pursuit of perfection, lies 

the search for immortality that late-twentieth-century biologists had begun to explain in 

terms both scientific and quasi-religious. 

  The ethical battle over embryonic stem cell research drew political and religious 

leaders, as well as scientists and ethicists, into a debate that framed the early years of the 

first decade of the twenty-first century. On August 9, 2001, President George W. Bush, in 

his first major address to the American people, spoke on the issue of using federal tax 

dollars to fund human embryonic stem cell research (Seelye A1). Seeking to forge a 

compromise between those who advocated federal funding for the extraction of stem cells 

from new embryos and those who wished to end such funding altogether, Bush decreed 

that tax monies be spent only on existing lines of stem cells that had already been 
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extracted and “that the government would not support the destruction of new embryos” 

(Seelye A1). Bush’s actions alleviated the fears of many conservatives who opposed 

federal funding for such research, but did not placate some pro-life advocates, such as 

Bishop Joseph A. Fiorenza, president of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, who 

stated that: “‘However such a decision is hedged about with qualifications, it allows our 

nation’s research enterprise to cultivate a disrespect for human life’” (qtd. in Toner A17). 

Bush’s language of compromise did nothing to diminish Bishop Fiorenza’s certainty that 

the United States was on the wrong path.  

 In a letter to Congress dated July 10, 2001, almost one month to the day before 

Bush’s speech to the nation, Bishop Fiorenza outlined in starkly vivid terms the 

opposition of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops to public funding of 

embryonic stem cell research (Fiorenza). Bishop Fiorenza emphasized his, and the 

Conference’s, conviction that embryonic stem cell research “relies on the destruction of 

human life in its earliest stages” (Fiorenza). The bishop went on to write that: 

We know that speculations about the possible benefits of such research, 
and mistaken views about the status of the human embryo, have led many 
to urge you [the members of Congress] to abandon your convictions. We 
believe it is more important than ever to stand for the principle that 
government must not treat any living human being as research material, as 
a mere means for benefit to others. (Fiorenza) 

 
Bishop Fiorenza also brought to Congress’s attention the matter of human cloning, an 

issue of controversy in American society since at least the late 1960s.44 Although human 

cloning was far from a reality in 2001, the tone of Bishop Fiorenza’s language in his 

letter to Congress, four years after the birth of Dolly the sheep, emphasized the urgency 

of the issue for the Bishop and the Conference: “This year the biotechnology industry 

                                                
44 See Chapter 1, pages 43-45, of this study. 
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began to campaign for the freedom to use human cloning to create embryos for medical 

research, saying that this ability to create genetically matched embryos for each patient 

will be essential to realizing the benefits of embryonic stem cell research” (Fiorenza). 

Bishop Fiorenza concluded his letter by warning that if the government granted public 

funding for embryonic stem cell research, researchers would in time “demand more and 

more freedom to set aside restrictions that prevent them from realizing their dreams of 

conquering disease” (Fiorenza).45 Bishop Fiorenza, in terms evoking war and conquest, 

thus predicted that, barring Congress’s courage to act, scientists would enjoy a “freedom” 

that would lead them, perhaps irrevocably, toward an unconscionably destructive goal. 

 During his speech, President Bush also announced the creation of a President’s 

Council on Bioethics, to be headed by Dr. Leon Kass, “a conservative expert in 

biomedical ethics at the University of Chicago” (Seelye A1), described in the New York 

Times “as a conservative thinker who has spent the greater part of his career dealing with 

the moral implication of scientific advances” (Saulny A16). In that Times article, 

published on August 10, 2001 and accompanying the major reporting on Bush’s speech, 

Dr. Kass, a philosopher as well as a medical doctor and bioethicist (A16), considered the 

moral, ethical, and scientific implications of advancements that seemed to be on 

dangerous ground: “‘It’s important that we achieve our benefits in medical and health 

without undermining what is humanly decent and dignified. . . . New technology made 

possible by the wonderful science of biology poses a real challenge of how to do that. It 

                                                
45 On March 4, 1997, President Bill Clinton delivered a memorandum to all federal agencies and 
departmensts affirming his opposition to using federal funds for human cloning (Johnson and Williams 8). 
In 2001 and 2003, the United States House of Representatives voted to ban human cloning (Stolberg, 
“House Backs Ban” A1; Stolberg, “House Votes to Ban” A22). These House initiatives never became law. 
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is a vexingly difficult but deeply important area’” (qtd. in Saulny A16). In language that 

was reminiscent at times of Bishop Fiorenza’s, Dr. Kass iterated his concerns about 

tampering with human life without considering the unwanted consequences thereof. 

 Just as Bishop Fiorenza had warned of the dangers of human cloning in his letter 

to Congress of July 10, 2001, so, too, did Dr. Kass in a piece published in The New 

Republic Online in June of that year. While praising the advances of modern medicine, 

Kass also sounded a warning against the scientific manipulation of humanity that 

sounded as if it could have been penned by Dr. Helios’s politely disputatious dinner 

guest:  

Human nature itself lies on the operating table, ready for alteration, for 
eugenic and psychic “enhancement,” for wholesale redesign. In leading 
laboratories, academic and industrial, new creators are confidently 
amassing their powers and quietly honing their skills, while on the street 
their evangelists are zealously prophesying a post-human future. For 
anyone who cares about preserving our humanity, the time has come to 
pay attention. (Kass) 

 
Kass compares the contemporary world to that imagined by Aldous Huxley in Brave New 

World, noting that, while Huxley proposed “an omnipotent – albeit benevolent – world 

state” that would dehumanize humankind to the point that “Brave New Man . . . does not 

even recognize what has been lost” (Kass), men and women in modern society, through 

“technological imperative, liberal democratic society, compassionate humanitarianism, 

moral pluralism, and free markets” can achieve a “Brave New World” on their own 

(Kass). For Kass, modern society itself is the staging ground for the likes of Dr. Victor 

Helios, whose healing touch masked a super-human imperative to refashion the world to 

his own specifications.  
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 Kass evinces a particular animus toward cloning, asserting that “most people are 

repelled by nearly all aspects of human cloning” (Kass) and enumerating the parade of 

horribles that might ensue when and if the cloning of humans moves past the theoretical 

stage. Among the bizarre occurrences that Kass predicts are : 

the possibility of mass production of human beings, with large clones of 
look-alikes, compromised in their individuality;46 the idea of father-son or 
mother-daughter twins; the bizarre prospect of a woman bearing and 
rearing a genetic copy of herself, her spouse, or even her deceased father 
or mother; the grotesqueness of conceiving a child as an exact 
“replacement” for another who has died; . . . the Frankensteinian hubris to 
create a human life and increasingly to control its destiny; men playing at 
being God. (Kass, emphasis added)  

 
Kass goes on to assert that: “Almost no one finds any of the suggested reasons for human 

cloning compelling, and almost everyone anticipates its possible uses and abuses” (Kass). 

Nispel’s Helios, of course, finds the prospect of immortality and of creating a new race of 

super-powerful übermenschen enormously compelling; Helios’s creations – though they 

are never identified as clones – will in fact possess characteristics that ordinary men or 

women can never possess. From the timid Father Patrick, to the statuesquely beautiful 

Ericka, to Detective Harker the rebellious serial killer, the super-humans that Helios 

makes, though endowed with evidently varying degrees of “superiority,”  must also 

remain subordinate to their maker; he is not only the puppet-maker, he is also the puppet-

master. Dr. Helios thoroughly controls their destinies, from beginning to end. 

  Exactly how Dr. Helios creates his race of supermen is left somewhat mysterious, 

in a kind of homage to Shelley’s leaving Frankenstein’s creation of the monster almost 

entirely to the reader’s imagination. In spite of the fact that the doctor’s laboratory is 

                                                
46 One is reminded here of the seemingly endless masses of identical clone soldiers modeled after Jango 
Fett (Temuera Morrison) featured in George Lucas’ Star Wars: Episode II: Attack of the Clones (2002). 
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shown to contain numerous pieces of equipment, including a tub that functions as a 

killing-by-drowning apparatus for Helios’s wife Erika and a transparent white-liquid-

filled rebirthing vat for the making of her “enhanced” version, many of the details of 

creation are left to the imagination of the spectator. There are, in fact, two vivid if brief 

coming-into-consciousness sequences in the film: one is of the original awakening of 

Deucalion, done in flashback, and the other the rebirth of Erika. In the first, a strapped-

down Deucalion, covered in whitish dust and filthy bandages, arises from an operating 

table and strains in agonized contortions at the bonds that hold him; intercut with his 

struggle into life are flashes of lightning, suggesting the electrical power that gave him 

life in the first place (00:15:24 – 00:16:09). Erika’s reawakening takes place in the 

transparent rebirthing vat. She is shown, as white as a statue, suspended in white liquid 

and hooked up to a breathing apparatus similarly accoutred in white. The equipment that 

Helios uses to run the life-giving electricity through her body (00:59:10 – 00:59:14) 

appears to consist of an amalgam of dials and antique-looking vacuum tubes – 

anachronistic in the year 2004, but consistent both with the film’s dark, neo-noir mise-en-

scène and the prevalence of similar equipment in the Universal Frankensteins of the 

1930s and ‘40s. 

 Erika arises from her rebirthing vat in a manner antithetical to that of Deucalion’s 

awakening in the flashback. After having been sufficiently charged with the electricity 

generated by Dr. Helios’s antiquated equipment, she spasms uncontrollably for a few 

moments. Then, in contrast with Deucalion’s battle against his restraints, she rises – 

although still tethered to the rebirthing apparatus – slowly, inquisitively, almost 

gracefully, her long limbs and slender torso giving her a near insect-like appearance, her 
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impassive white face and head, framed in a white headphone-like device, providing her 

with a striking, if momentary, resemblance to Brigitte Helm’s robot-Maria character in 

Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927). The sequence’s last shot of the “new” Erika as she rises 

from the vat (01:00:05 – 01:00:07) captures in close up her mask-like face, ridged in 

shadow and betraying the empty gaze of someone whose mind awaits inscription – or, in 

Erika’s case, reinscription – something that Helios, in his relentless search for the ideal, is 

more than willing to do.47 

 In contrast with the brief visualizations of birth and rebirth in the film, the 

enhanced physical qualities that Helios’s creations possess are enumerated at length in 

first-person narrative by a staffer of the office of the Orleans Parish Medical Examiner 

named “Jack Rogers” (Billy Louviere) after his autopsy of one of Detective Harker’s 

victims, “Bobby Allwyne” (an uncredited, unidentified actor). As described by Jack 

Rogers, Allwyne had two hearts, giving him:  

increased circulation. A resistance to thrombosis or angina, . . . a calcium 
index ten times higher than normal. His bones are like concrete. He also 
has thirty percent more lymph nodes than your average male, an 
abnormally large spleen, four extra molars, a third frontal sinus, and two 
organs – I don’t even know what they are. (00:27:25 –  00:27:51)  

 
Detective O’Connor then poses a question: “Bobby Allwyne wasn’t a freak of nature, he 

was better than nature?” (00:28:00 – 00:28:03); to which Rogers replies: “These 

[physical] anomalies are advances. Advantages. Evolution” (00:28:05 – 00:28:13). 

Rogers has thus listed what are, perhaps, merely some of the enhancements with which 

                                                
47 Compare the climax of the CGI-generated “birthing” sequence in Rupert Sanders’ Ghost in the Shell 
(2017), in which “Major” (Scarlett Johansson) bursts her own solid yet brittle sheathing of white, revealing 
herself to be an android fully formed and perfected – a flawless creature the likes of which Dr. Helios could 
only dream. 
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Helios has managed to endow his creations,48 thereby moving the narrative from what 

had been, until this point, a bizarre, eccentrically performed neo-noir police procedural 

deep into the realm of science fiction – not an illogical leap for a film version of 

Frankenstein, but one that places the story within an arc of biological disquiet particular 

to the dawn of the third millennium. 

 Ultimately, the question of where the Nispel Frankenstein stands on the 

categorical spectrum of adaptation devised by Kamilla Elliott must be rephrased to ask: 

Does Nispel’s film even belong on the Elliott spectrum? Nispel’s Frankenstein is both a 

version of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and a rethinking of it and, as discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, a pilot for an unrealized television series. Though popular 

novelist Dean Koontz would subsequently take the main characters introduced in the 

television film and expand their story and their universe in a five-book series, the film’s 

antecedence to the pentalogy removes it, for example, from the category of Roger 

Corman’s adaptation of Brian Aldiss’s Frankenstein Unbound, a reimagined version of 

the Frankenstein saga published some sixteen years before Corman’s adaptation of it. 

Elliott’s psychic concept, in which the “spirit” of the text is transferred via the filmmaker 

to an audience,49 would seem to be the closest, if demonstrably imperfect, fit, as only two 

of her characters – Victor and the monster – survive in the Nispel film, albeit in severely 

mutated form: Victor Frankenstein has become Helios, a thoroughly despicable, 

psychopathic scientist-villain out to remake the world in his own image, and Shelley’s 

                                                
48 Qualifying language is used here to indicate that, had Nispel’s Frankenstein been a self-contained 
theatrical film or made-for-television movie, rather than a pilot for an unrealized series, more narrative 
closure might have been given to such potential “teasers” as Jack Rogers’s description of the 
Frankensteinian creatures’ physical characteristics. 
49 The sections of this study on the Frankenstein films realized by Jed Mercurio and Billy Senese contain 
fuller discussions of the psychic concept and how it relates to those adaptations. The section on the Wickes 
film contains a discussion of the physic concept in conjunction with the ventriloquist concept. 
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Miltonic monster has become Deucalion, a smoothly articulate super-hero whose task is 

to stop his “father” before that brilliant criminal realizes his terrible vision for the future 

of mankind. In the Frankenstein film universe Nispel’s entry stands in closer relation to 

the apocalyptic visions articulated in Howard W. Koch’s atomic fantasy Frankenstein 

1970 (1958) and Stuart Beattie’s graphic novel adaptation I, Frankenstein (2014). If, as 

Elliott claims, “the psychic concept of adaptation argues, to be true to the spirit of a text, 

an adaptation must leave behind the literary corpse” (Rethinking 139), Nispel’s film, like 

those of Koch and Beattie, do not leave behind a literary corpse so much as a readily 

identifiable dust-like trace. 
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Jed Mercurio: A Female Frankenstein on the Small Screen 

As it was written by a woman, I wanted to honour the fact by making Victor Frankenstein 
female. . . . Plus, I was excited by a maternal relationship between Frankenstein and the 
Monster. 

Jed Mercurio, qtd. in Gilbert, “ITV Gives 
Frankenstein a Feminine Makeover.”  
Independent  

 
In the novel, Frankenstein actually loves the creation and feels an enormous sense of 
responsibility for him. . . . Equally, my concern for the Monster is the concern of a 
mother for a child. I felt this very strongly, as I was pregnant when we were filming, and 
Mary Shelley had a child who died very young. 

Helen McCrory, qtd. in Gilbert, “ITV Gives 
Frankenstein a Feminine Makeover.” 
Independent 

 
 Set in a near-future, quasi-authoritarian Britain menaced by climate disruption 

precipitated by the eruption of a super-volcano, writer-director Jed Mercurio’s 

Frankenstein premiered on Britain’s ITV1 at nine in the evening on Wednesday, October 

24, 2007 (“Pick of the Night”).50 Neither contemporizing the Frankenstein saga nor 

placing it in a speculative future is a novel interpretation of Shelley’s text. Numerous 

Frankenstein entries, including Herbert L. Strock’s I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957), 

Stuart Beattie’s I, Frankenstein (2014), Marcus Nispel’s Frankenstein (2004) (analyzed 

in Chapter 2 of this study), and Billy Senese’s Closer to God (2014) (see Chapter 3 of 

this study), place their versions of the story in recognizable, if at times distorted, 

contemporary settings; films such as Howard W. Koch’s Frankenstein 1970 (1958) and 

Alain Jessua’s Frankenstein 90 (1984) purport to locate their stories in the twentieth-

century years contained in their titles. The more intriguing interpretive moves that 

writer/director Mercurio chose for his version of Frankenstein were to recast the Victor 

                                                
50 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, the version of Jed Mercurio’s Frankenstein referred to in this 
study is the DVD released in 2015 by Warner Home Video, Inc.  
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Frankenstein role as Victoria (Helen McCrory), have his Victor/Victoria marry Henry 

Clerval (James Purefoy), and rethink the character of Victor Frankenstein’s youngest 

brother, William (Matthew Rault-Smith), reimagining him as the couple’s terminally ill 

son. Setting the film in the shadow of a menacing, albeit impermanent, climatic shift, also 

provides a thematic link with 1816, the year Mary Shelley conceived the idea that 

became the novel Frankenstein, a year under its own volcanically-induced pall of 

darkness.  

 Born in 1966, director Jed Mercurio is a first-generation Englishman, the son of 

Italian immigrants. As a young man, Mercurio trained as a physician and, in his third year 

in medical school “joined the [Royal] Air Force as a medical cadet so that [he] was 

sponsored to become a doctor” (Albiston). Mercurio’s subsequent entrance into the world 

of television production was not an ordinary one, as he explains:  

My career started in quite an unusual way. I was working as hospital 
doctor and there was an advert in the back of the British Medical Journal 
from a television production company. They were looking to meet doctors 
to discuss making a drama set in the world of . . . the medical profession. 
And . . . I responded to the advert and sent in just a couple of ideas, and 
really they were very sketchy ideas from the medic’s review that I was 
involved in. . . . But I think there was just something I saw in the advert 
that was about making a television medical drama that represented what I 
was experiencing rather than necessarily what I was seeing on TV. (“Jed 
Mercurio”) 

 
The production company interviewed Mercurio, and he pitched an idea for a drama about 

a junior hospital doctor (Albiston). From this small beginning came the series Cardiac 

Arrest (1994-96) on BBC1, Mercurio’s first writing assignment for television. After the 

third season of Cardiac Arrest, Mercurio took a sabbatical from his hospital position with 

the understanding that he could return (Albiston). His burgeoning television career, 

however, did not allow him to look back. 
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 Mercurio followed Cardiac Arrest with a number of television productions for 

which he is credited as creator and/or writer, including the science fiction mini-series 

Invasion Earth (1998), for BBC1 (“Jed Mercurio – Filmography”; Laws). For the BBC in 

2004, Mercurio created and wrote another hospital drama, Bodies, adapted from 

Mercurio’s 2002 novel. Gareth Neame, head of BBC drama commissioning at the time, 

described the series as “‘dark, adult, complex, and at times extremely funny. It also dares 

to go where other medical dramas haven’t gone, into the culture of malpractice, whistle-

blowing, cover-ups, star ratings, and government targets’” (qtd. in Plunkett). Bodies went 

on to win a Royal Television Society prize for best drama, and, having earned “a 

passionate niche following,” was broadcast for two seasons, plus a finale, on 

BBC3/BBC2 (Brown). Directly after Bodies, Mercurio directed his Frankenstein for ITV, 

a medical drama in a somewhat different vein. 

 In a piece for the Guardian published online in March 2007, Mercurio describes 

his method of adapting Shelley’s novel as “tak[ing] the central idea [of Frankenstein] and 

try[ing] whatever felt right to me to make the story work in the modern day, and I felt as 

much inclined to borrow from 20th-century movie versions as from the 19th-century 

novel” (Mercurio, “Classic Twists”). In an article published in Digital Spy in October 

2007, Mercurio admitted that “‘the novel is obviously the starting point for the story, but 

the images that people conjure up all come from those first two movies of the ’30s, 

Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein’” (qtd. in Hilton). In the Digital Spy article, 

Mercurio went on to describe how he thought modern people perceive the ethical issues 

raised by Shelley’s Frankenstein:  

When [the novel] was first written, the idea of creating life was something 
that was magical, it was alchemy, of people trying to turn lead into gold. 
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And obviously it was complete fantasy. But what we now have is a world 
in which the first steps to create a brand new species have been taken. The 
story of Frankenstein gets closer to reality than it ever was when it was 
first written. (qtd. in Hilton) 

 
Mercurio’s Frankenstein thus assumes its place thematically alongside the other three 

contemporized Frankenstein films investigated in this study: Marcus Nispel’s 

Frankenstein (2004), Billy Senese’s Closer to God (2014), and Bernard Rose’s 

Frankenstein (2015). Like those films, Mercurio’s Frankenstein takes into account 

scientific possibilities available either at the time of production or capable of being 

envisioned at some time in the not-too-distant future. Unlike Shelley’s left-to-the-

imagination revival of a man composed of parts culled from different bodies, or even the 

mock-cloning of the monster in David Wickes’s 1993 period production, Mercurio, 

Nispel, Senese, and Rose explore the potential for remaking the human species that we 

already possess, or might conceivably possess, quite soon. 

 Mercurio’s casting decisions granted him unusual possibilities for reimagining the 

Frankenstein story for the modern age. In an article published in the Independent in 

October 2007, Mecurio explained the reasoning behind reinterpreting the Victor 

Frankenstein character as Dr. Victoria Frankenstein: “‘As it [the novel] was written by a 

woman, I wanted to honour the fact by making Victor Frankenstein female. . . . Plus, I 

was excited by a maternal relationship between Frankenstein and the Monster’” (qtd. in 

Gilbert). In an online piece for the Telegraph published in October 2007, Mercurio states:  

          I wanted to explore the relationship between creator and the 
created. . . . In the novel, that relationship is explored through a religious 
viewpoint. The novel is subtitled The Modern Prometheus, so there’s the 
thought that some things are the province of human beings, and some are 
the province of higher beings.  



 
 

105 

           I wanted to look for a different kind of energy between the scientist 
and the monster. That’s why I settled on a more maternal relationship. A 
relationship about a parent and a child. (qtd. in Davies)  
 

To embody Victoria, a woman who combines the passion of a commitment to mothering 

with a thirst for the furtherance of knowledge, Mercurio cast the young, but veteran, 

actress Helen McCrory. 

 Prior to Frankenstein, McCrory’s professional résumé included small roles in 

Neil Jordan’s Interview with the Vampire: The Vampire Chronicles (1994), the title role 

in the Channel 4 mini-series Anna Karenina (2000-01), and the role of Cherie Blair, wife 

of the British Prime Minister, in Stephen Frears’s The Queen (2006) (“Helen McCrory – 

Filmography”). Described by Gerard Gilbert in 2007 as “an actress adept at playing 

passionate women verging on the insane” (Gilbert), McCrory enthused to that writer over 

her opportunity to play Victoria Frankenstein opposite a less traditional monster than had 

been seen in previous film versions of Shelley’s novel:   

Thank God for the Monster. . . . I was so worried and now I've seen him 
I'm so relieved. . . . I was a bit concerned about it because it's television, 
it's horror, and there's a monster and you immediately think: “Oh God, it's 
going to be some guy with a bucket on his head with two holes in the 
middle and none of us are ever going to work again!” (qtd. in Gilbert) 

 
McCrory’s doubts about the viability of Mercurio’s creature were put to rest by the 

casting in that part of actor Julian Bleach, a more-than-capable performer whose 

physiognomy was altered in “marathon” make-up sessions,51 as well as digitally 

reconfigured in post-production, by skilled technicians previously associated with shows 

                                                
51 Prior to his (unrecognizable) appearance in Jed Mercurio’s Frankenstein, Julian Bleach had won acclaim 
in both Britain and the United States for the musical Shockheaded Peter, a take on Heinrich Hoffmann’s 
Struwwelpeter, a book of cautionary tales for children, in which Bleach starred in London and New York 
and of which he was a co-creator. Prior to its 2005 New York production, Shockheaded Peter was mounted 
several times in London and once in New York. In 2002, one of the London productions won an Olivier 
Award for best entertainment (Brantley, “Nasty Surprises” E1). 
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such as ITV’s mini-series Primeval (2007-2011) and the BBC documentary Walking with 

Dinosaurs (1999) (Gilbert; “Primeval – Details”; “Walking with Dinosaurs – Details”). 

The distorted appearance of  Bleach’s Monster, referred to as the “UX” (“Universal 

Xenograft”) throughout the film, though not entirely free at one point of a flat-topped 

electrode cap – or of bolts in the neck – is horrific enough; and, as will be seen, far from 

the “bucket on his head” stereotype to which McCrory refers. 

Gilbert goes on to write that “the most distinctive strand [in the film’s narrative] is 

the maternal bond between Victoria Frankenstein and her creation” (Gilbert), and 

McCrory herself emphasizes the strong appeal of the mother-son bond in this reinvented 

Frankenstein: “‘In the novel, Frankenstein actually loves the creation and feels an 

enormous sense of responsibility for him. . . . Equally, my concern for the Monster is the 

concern of a mother for a child. I felt this very strongly, as I was pregnant when we were 

filming, and Mary Shelley had a child who died very young’” (qtd. in Gilbert).52 The 

character of Victoria Frankenstein as McCrory interprets it, Gilbert writes, “is a 

passionate scientist, not some bonkers inventor playing God” (Gilbert). In her 

interpretation of the part, McCrory finds the humanity in the Frankenstein character, 

bringing her own experience as an expectant mother to a role that, consistent with Mary 

Shelley’s artistic vision, has historically been cast as male.  

A close reading of the Shelley text might very well contradict McCrory’s 

generous reading of Victor Frankenstein’s emotional state vis-à-vis his parthenogenic 

“child”; for example, as Victor lies dying on board Captain Walton’s ship, he excoriates 

his creation and the havoc it has wreaked:  

                                                
52 As Ruth Franklin writes in 2012: “not only was Mary Shelley pregnant during much of the period that 
she was writing Frankenstein, but she had already suffered the birth and death of an infant” (Franklin). 



 
 

107 

In a fit of enthusiastic madness I created a rational creature, and was 
bound towards him, to assure, as far as was in my power, his happiness 
and well-being. This was my duty; but there was another still paramount 
to that. My duties towards my fellow-creatures had greater claims to my 
attention, because they included a greater proportion of happiness or 
misery.53 Urged by this view, I refused, and I did right in refusing, to 
create a companion for the first creature. He shewed unparalleled 
malignity and selfishness, in evil:54 he destroyed my friends; he devoted to 
destruction beings who possessed exquisite sensations, happiness, and 
wisdom; nor do I know where this thirst for vengeance may end. (Shelley 
[1818] 238-39; [1831] 219-20; emphasis added) 

 
It can be argued that Shelley’s Victor does not demonstrate parental love – in Victor’s 

case, the “love” that a father has for his son – especially in terms that would resonate with 

members of a modern family; rather, Victor appears to understand that he owes his 

creation – his parthenogenic “son” – the benefits that a natural father owes his offspring; 

whatever affection could have followed from father/maker to son/creature is ultimately 

destroyed by the son/creature’s malignity, selfishness, and evil. In her performance, 

however, McCrory does evince a love and concern for her own mutated “offspring” that 

transcends whatever the piteous creature has done, whether accomplished out of 

malignity or as the byproduct of a damaged psyche. Victoria Frankenstein’s 

unconditional love for her creation is, indeed, a mother’s love for her own son. 

 Mercurio’s Frankenstein begins with a brief but highly telling pre-credit sequence 

during which, under eerily rising music, red-tinged white lettering gradually bleeds into a 

blood-red foreground dense with falling ash, then gradually transitions back into a 

blackened-red background in which the falling ash is barely visible. Linking the 

ambience of the film with the atmospheric circumstances under which Shelley brought 

                                                
53 In the 1818 edition, the phrase is “my fellow creatures”; in the 1831 edition, this becomes “the beings of 
my own species.” 
54 In the 1818 edition, the verb in the past tense is “shewed”; in the 1831 edition, this becomes “showed.” 
In the 1818 edition, there is a colon after “evil”; in the 1831 edition, this becomes a semi-colon. 
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her literary offspring to life, the opening graphic reads: “In 1816 a volcanic eruption 

filled the sky with ash. Storms gripped the globe. That year Mary Shelley conceived the 

story of Victor Frankenstein, a scientist who created a monster . . .” (00:00:01 – 

00:00:07). Although rain, wind, and lightning storms are consistent tropes associated with 

the cinematic creation of Frankenstein’s monster, Mercurio manages to introduce at the 

beginning of his film, and maintain throughout, a relationship between the geography of 

Mary Shelley’s creative reality and the cinematic geography of Victoria Frankenstein’s 

ill-fated attempt to create a new version of her doomed child, William. 

 In an extensive article published in the New York Times in August 2015, William 

J. Broad, drawing heavily upon Gillen D’Arcy Wood’s Tambora: The Eruption that 

Changed the World (2014), detailed the extraordinary events that, in 1815, followed “the 

most powerful volcanic blast in recorded history” and “gave birth not only to paintings of 

fiery sunsets and tempestuous skies but two genres of gothic fiction. The freakish 

progeny were Frankenstein and the human vampire, which have loomed large in art and 

literature ever since” (Broad D1). It was in April of 1815 that that “volcanic blast” – the 

eruption of Mount Tambora, “part of a dense volcanic cluster along the Sunda arc of the 

Indonesian archipelago” (Wood 8) – rocked the Dutch East Indies, causing immediate 

and widespread death and destruction among the peoples inhabiting what is now known 

as the Republic of Indonesia (Broad D1). The first manifiestations of the mountain’s fury 

occurred on the the fifth of April, when, after years of pre-eruptive rumblings, the 

volcano shot forth a large burst of fire, roared for hours, and then was quiet (Wood 15-16; 

Broad D1). This initial eruption, as described by Gillen D’Arcy Wood, was exceptionally 

intense:   
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Huge plumes of flame issued from the mountain for three hours, until the 
dark mist of ash became confused with the natural darkness, seeming to 
announce the end of the world. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the 
column of fire collapsed, the earth stopped shaking, and the bone-jarring 
roars faded. Over the next few days, Tambora continued to bellow 
occasionally, while ash drifted down from the sky. . . . (Wood 16) 

 
Furious though this first eruption was, it proved merely a frightening preamble to what 

would occur only a few days later. 

 It was shortly after the events of April 5 that Dutch colonial officials in the capital 

city of Bima dispatched an emissary named Israel to discuss the emergency on the 

Tambora peninsula with the Raja of Sanggar, one of the island kingdoms of the Dutch 

East Indies (Wood 13; 17). According to Wood, early in the evening of April 10, the 

emissary had the dubious distinction of “becom[ing] one of the first victims of the most 

powerful volcanic eruption in recorded human history” (17). Wood goes on to write of 

the first manifestations of the main eruption of Tambora, five days after the mountain’s 

initial explosion:  

Within hours, the village of Koteh, along with all other villages on the 
Sanggar peninsula, ceased to exist entirely, a victim of Tambora’s spasm 
of self-destruction. This time three distinct columns of fire burst in a 
cacophonous roar from the summit to the west, blanketing the stars and 
uniting in a ball of swirling flame at a height greater than the eruption of 
five days before. The mountain itself began to glow as streams of boiling 
liquefied rock coursed down its slopes. At 8:00 PM, the terrifying 
conditions across Sanggar grew worse still, as a hail of pumice stones 
descended, some “as large as two fists,” mixed with a downpour of hot 
rain and ash. . . . (17) 

 
Tambora’s decimation of the Sanggar peninsula’s population was horrific, with over one 

hundred thousand people killed either by the cataclysm itself or by starvation and illness 

in the weeks that followed (19). The sound of the second eruption could be heard for 

hundreds of miles; mighty Mount Tambora ceased to exist, collapsing in upon itself to 
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create “a six-kilometer wide caldera,” one of the largest sinkholes on Earth “since the 

retreat of the last glacial period around twelve thousand years ago” (Wood 21). However, 

just as the initial eruption of Mount Tambora on April 5 was only a signal of greater 

catastrophe to come, so, too, was the second, more cataclysmic eruption a precursor to 

enormous, world-wide climatic disruption – disruption which can be seen as the 

continuation, if not the culmination, of climatic changes caused by yet another, slightly 

older geophysical event.  

 As powerful as it was, the eruption of Mount Tambora in April 1815 was not the 

first super-eruption of the early 1800s; that distinction goes to what scientists refer to as 

“the 1809 Unknown,” an eruption whose existence was only established through the use 

of ice-core technology in the 1960s (Wood 37). The 1809 Unknown caused unusual 

weather world-wide, including bitter cold days in early May 1810 in parts of England, 

with the “lowlands hills of Scotland remain[ing] eerily white through the spring” of that 

year (37). According to Wood, a modeling study published in 2008 found that since 1610 

the 1809 Unknown had the second largest impact on global mean surface air 

temperatures caused by volcanic eruptions, surpassed only by the Tambora eruption.55 

Wood also notes two papers published in 2009 that “confirmed the status of the 1810s as 

‘probably the coldest during the past 500 years or longer,’ a fact directly attributable to 

the proximity of the two major tropical eruptions” (qtd. in Wood 39).56 Even before the 

                                                
55 A.V. Eliseev and L.I. Mokhov, “Influence of Volcanic Activity on Climate Change in the Past Several 
Centures: Assessments with a Climate Model of Intermediate Complexity,” Izvestiya: Atmospheric and 
Oceanic Physics 44.6 (2008): 671-83, referenced in Wood on page 241, footnote 14. 
56 The two studies Wood refers to are: Jihong Cole-Dai et al., “Cold Decade (AD 1810-19) Caused by 
Tambora (1815) and Another (1809) Stratospheric Volcanic Eruption,” Geophysical Research Letters 36 
(2009): L22703 and Rosanne D’Arrigo et al., “The Impact of Volcanic Forcing on Tropical Temperatures 
during the Past Four Centuries,” Nature Geoscience 2 (2009): 51-56. Both studies are referenced in Wood, 
page 241, footnote 15; Jihong Cole-Dai’s study is also referenced in Wood, page 38. 
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Tambora eruption, therefore, the decade of the 1810s – the decade of Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein – was notable for freakish out-of-season frigid weather; as a consequence of 

the Tambora event, that decade would become known as the coldest in at least half a 

millennium. 

 Decamping from Britain just prior to the frigid summer of 1816 was a group of 

English tourists whose exploits that season would become etched in literary history: 

eighteen-year-old Mary Godwin, her lover and future husband Percy Shelley, their baby, 

and Mary’s sister, Claire Clairmont, “eager to reunite with her own poet-lover, Lord 

Byron” (Wood 45). Once in Switzerland, the Shelley entourage met separate travelers 

Lord Byron and Dr. John Polidori, Byron’s personal physician – and vastly inferior 

physical and intellectual rival (Florescu 98; 109).57 The Shelley entourage rented the 

Villa Chapuis, and Lord Byron and company the Villa Diodati, both places located near 

Geneva (Florescu 101; 104). Percy and Mary visited Diodati in the evenings, where, if 

the weather proved too inclement, they would spend entire nights (106).  Byron wrote, 

but he also “would spend the morning indoors, often in bed, the afternoon sailing, 

walking or talking with Shelley on a bench in the garden below the apple tree under 

which, according to local tradition, Byron would always sit” (106). Of those in residence 

at Chapuis and Diodati, it was only Polidori who went to Geneva on a regular basis (106). 

 Radu Florescu notes in 1975 that an end-of-days ambience permeated the Swiss 

sojourn of the Shelley and Byron parties, writing that: “a few astronomers and some 

                                                
57 Radu Florescu relates the following Shelley/Polidori anecdote, the original source of which Florescu 
identifies as volume 2 of Edward Dowden’s The Life of Percy Bysshe Shelley (1886): “Earlier in the course 
of the Rhine journey he [Polidori] had asked Byron: ‘What is there you can do that I cannot?’ Byron 
replied: ‘Three things. I can swim across that river, I can snuff out that candle with a pistol shot at the 
distance of twenty paces, and I have written a poem of which fourteen thousand copies were sold in one 
day’” (109). 
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astrologers, seeing mysterious patches on the sun in their telescopes, had announced the 

end of the world for the middle of June” (Florescu 107).  Florescu also notes that weather 

forecasters contemporaneous with the Shelley and Byron visit warned of “a wet, almost 

unprecedented summer of winds, rainstorms, squalls, and electrical storms of great 

intensity on the lake [Lake Geneva]” (107). Concerning this tempestuous weather, Mary 

Shelley herself remarked: “‘We watch them [the storms] as they approach from the 

opposite side of the lake, observing the lightning play among the clouds in various parts 

of the heavens, and dart in jagged figures upon the piny heights of Jura, dark with the 

shadow of the overhanging clouds’” (qtd. in Florescu 107). It was in such a near-

apocalyptic ambience, beshrouded by Lake Geneva’s violent weather as well as by the 

pall that the Tambora explosion had cast over much of the world, that Mary Shelley 

conceived the tale that would become her Frankenstein.58 

 The doom-laden atmosphere that Mercurio establishes in Frankenstein’s pre-

credit sequence, so similar to the storm-wracked summer of 1816, carries over into the 

credit sequence itself, with the credit sequence doubling as a teaser that attempts to 

immediately suture the spectator into the film’s action. The credit sequence/teaser shows, 

without prior introduction, Victoria Frankenstein’s boss and mentor, Professor Andrew 

Waldman (Neil Pearson) berating her for her “arrogance” and “hubris” in creating the 

UX, insisting that: “You thought you could control life. Instead, you’ve created a 

monster. We’ve unleashed something we can’t control” (00:00:10 – 00:00:15).59 After 

                                                
58 Florescu visited both Chapuis and Diodati in the summer of 1974, noting that the storms that he 
experienced that year were of such intensity that they “[made] the fireworks on 1 August (Switzerland’s 
national holiday) and the sonic booms of jet planes landing at Cointrin airport pale by comparison” (107). 
59 Although the scene as presented in the body of the film’s narrative contains similar dialogue and ends 
with the same horrifying result, in it Waldman does not say: “Instead, you’ve created a monster. We’ve 
unleashed something we can’t control.” He says: “Instead, we’ve unleashed something we can’t control” 
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one last, desperate plea to get Victoria to leave, Waldman, attempting to save himself, 

unlocks an exit door and unwittingly falls into the hands of the UX; with Waldman’s 

screams and the guttural cries of the creature as a sound bridge, Mercurio cuts to a 

medium reaction shot of Victoria, then quick-cuts to a close-up of her face frozen in 

shock (00:00:18 – 00:00:24). Waldman’s screams and the creature’s animal-like moans 

continue acousmatically as Victoria watches her monstrous creation maul Waldman. She 

subsequently ventures to make her own escape, hurrying back into the laboratory; as she 

slumps against a wall during the course of her escape attempt, Mercurio provides a brief, 

barely visible glimpse of what Victoria sees: the UX, its/his distorted image reflected in a 

pane of glass (00:00:25 – 00:00:54). The title credit – “Frankenstein” – then reveals itself 

in red lettering against a background similar in color to the dark blood-crimson used in 

the pre-credit sequence, with off-screen thunderclaps and eerie music adding to the 

climate of foreboding (00:00:55 – 00:01:01).  A graphic then indicates that the story 

proper begins in flashback:  “Nine months earlier . . . ” (00:01:03 – 00:01:04).  

 Nine months prior to the teaser sequence, a gentle “organic ash” (00:01:06) is 

seen falling from the sky, the result, as explained early in the film, of “the eruption of a 

super volcano” (00:07:17).60 Though the characters in the film go about their business as 

if things were normal, Mercurio includes visual images that jar the spectator’s senses just 

enough to underscore that things in the England of his Frankenstein are as climatically 

abnormal as they were in Mary Shelley’s summer of 1816: As Victoria and Waldman 

                                                
(00:55:46 – 00:55:49), thereby apparently absolving Victoria, at least in part, for her role in the creation of 
the UX.  
60 David Ashby writes in 2015 that in the aftermath of a “supereruption” of the long-dormant Yellowstone 
Caldera, “the world could have another so-called Year Without a Summer [as in 1816] but on a more 
massive and destructive scale” (Ashby).  
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argue in a stairwell over the future of her project on controlling human cell growth, 

purple-tinged light from a similarly-colored sky seeps into the stairwell of their research 

facility, the Windmill Research Building (00:03:47 – 00:04:24);61 a panning crane shot of 

the sky over that building reveals an even more foreboding purple-tinged lower 

atmosphre filled with storm clouds, with the rotating wind turbine silhouetted against the 

oddly-colored troposphere (00:06:01 –00:06:33); and the sequence showing the funeral of 

Henry Clerval and Victoria Frankenstein’s young son William opens with mourners 

carrying his coffin under a sky dark-black with rain clouds (00:19:42 – 00:19:46), clouds 

that come to have a light purple tinge while barely perceptible bits of ash descend on the 

mourners at the young boy’s graveside (00:20:04 – 00:20:11).62 No image Mercurio 

provides is quite as jarring, however, as the close-up of Victoria sitting in her car, the 

driver-side window covered in a thick coating of ash (00:01:04 – 00:01:09). A succeeding 

shot from inside the car of a hand outside the vehicle clearing the ash from the driver’s 

side window, and a jump cut to an exterior shot of the security guard who is cleaning that 

window (00:01:15 – 01:01:17), further suture the viewer into the strange world of 

Victoria Frankenstein, a world that is all too familiar, yet unfamiliar at the same time. 

                                                
61 The name of the building refers to the large revolving wind turbine on the structure’s roof. Both the name 
of the building and the wind turbine itself can be seen as Mercurio’s homage to contemporary efforts to 
draw power from sources other than fossil fuels and to the windmill that figures so prominently in James 
Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) and Bride of Frankenstein (1934) – site of the Monster’s (Boris Karloff) 
“demise” in the former, and of his “resurrection” in the latter. 
62 Henry Clerval recites the following lines from Dylan Thomas’s “And death shall have no dominion” over 
the grave of his son, underscoring the connection between Victor Frankenstein’s search for a way to 
“conquer” death and Victoria Frankenstein’s similar quest, focused on recreating her lost child:  

When their bones are picked clean and the clean bones gone,  
                        They shall have stars at elbow and foot;   
                        And (sic) though they go mad they shall be sane,   
                        Though they sink through the sea they shall rise again;  
                        Though lovers be lost love shall not;  
                        And death shall have no dominion. (3-8) 
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 The focus of Victoria Frankenstein’s scientific work is to save lives, to perform a 

service for humanity. This humanitarian underpinning of her genetic research forms part 

of the argument she articulates in a heated conversation with the skeptical, manipulative 

Dr. Jane Pretorius (Lindsay Duncan), during which Pretorius quashes Victoria’s plans to 

advance her previous experiments in controlling cell growth – Victoria has managed to 

fashion a functioning human heart housed in a glass medical jar – into the area of human 

organ transplants (00:06:59 – 00:08:09).63 Since Mercurio has already introduced 

Victoria’s – and Henry’s – gravely ill son, William, the argument between Victoria and 

Dr. Pretorius takes on a poignant dimension, as Victoria says: “What is the point, 

Professor (sic)? What is the point of research if it doesn’t save a single life? People are 

dying now!” (00:07:46 – 00:08:00). After Dr. Pretorius’ bluntly perfunctory “I’m very 

sorry” (00:08:03 – 00:08:05), Mercurio cuts to Victoria’s stricken face (00:08:06) and 

then to a shot of Victoria alone and sobbing in anguish, obscured behind a window 

muddy with purplish rain (00:08:07 – 00:08:18). Mercurio thus clarifies the connection 

between Victoria’s work in stem cell research and the potential for utilizing it in a quest 

for her own son’s survival. 

 Victoria’s despair rapidly transitions to resolution, as she determines to create an 

“organ bank . . . [a] dozen hearts, instead of one” (00:09:07 – 00:09:08), thus 

circumventing the ban Dr. Pretorius has imposed on further research. The expansion from 

“growing” merely one organ to an enterprise dedicated to developing a multitude of them 

naturally gives rise to the need for equipment of greater size and dimension,64 leading, in 

                                                
63 Victoria’s accomplishment anticipates the first cloning of a human organ – “tiny” and “rudimentary” 
human livers – in 2013 (Kolata, “Scientists Fabricate” A3). (See pages 151-52 of this study.) 
64 Victoria’s expansive thinking leads her colleague, Dr. Ed Gore (Benedict Wong), to exclaim: “We’re 
going to need a bigger tank” (00:09:22 – 00:09:24), a rhetorical salute to one of the classic lines in 
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the somewhat inexorable logic of a Frankenstein film, to the installation in Victoria’s lab 

of a large, cylindrical, metal tank,65 complete with viewing portholes, reminiscent of the 

coffin-like copper vat employed in Branagh’s Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. This device, 

which by its looks could just as easily be found in a Hammer or a Universal Frankenstein 

as in a film set in an alternative present or the near-future, will be the birthing chamber of 

Mercurio’s monster – the UX – an amalgam of the cells that Victoria has been generating 

in her lab and cells taken from her own son, obtained from a blood sample she has 

pilfered from the hospital to which the boy is confined. 

 The creature formed in the cylindrical chamber in Victoria’s lab is a distortion of 

human physiognomy. Much more monstrous in shape than the “clone” embodied by 

Randy Quaid in the Wickes Frankenstein, almost unconsciously murderous, 66 

completely inarticulate except for the ability to grunt and moan, and ultimately truly 

gigantic in stature, the UX is a hideous man-child, fairly accurately described by one 

reviewer as “a grotesque conglomerate of ET, Jaws, Chewbacca and The Elephant Man” 

(Teeman Times2 23). Like De Niro’s patched-together monster in the Branagh 

Frankenstein, however, the UX/creature does have atavistic feelings for a previous 

existence. He makes his way to Victoria’s house, entering William’s old bedroom and, 

perhaps even more tellingly, breaks into the child’s playhouse at the back of Victoria’s 

                                                
Hollywood movie history – “You’re gonna need a bigger boat” – uttered by Roy Scheider’s character, 
Chief Martin Brody, to Captain Quint (Robert Shaw), upon seeing the full size of the shark that Brody, 
Quint, and marine biologist Matt Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss) are pursuing in Steven Spielberg’s Jaws 
(1975). 
65 The tank as shown in the film bears a very close resemblance to a type of vacuum chamber currently 
manufactured in the United States by LACO Technologies (“About LACO”; “Vacuum Chambers”).   
66 In the Mercurio Frankenstein, the UX’s victims include a curious young girl whose murder is analogous 
to the Karloff monster’s murder of the little girl by the lake, although in the Whale Frankenstein the little 
girl’s death was presented as an accident; a homeless man who has attacked him; a security guard outside 
the Windmill Research Building; and Drs. Waldman and Gore. 
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property (00:49:05 – 00:49:12; 00:50:04 –00:50:23). Though his appearance is shocking 

enough to make Victoria scream at the top of her lungs, this horrendous living thing that 

is/is not William has at this point in the narrative definitively entered Victoria’s life. 

 Henry Clerval, William’s father and Victoria’s estranged husband, presents an 

interesting study in the reimagining of an existing character. In Mercurio’s hands, Clerval 

has become both fallen angel and conspiratorial devil: a loving, guilt-ridden father who 

rushes to his son’s bedside when the boy’s case becomes critical, he is also the 

abandoning parent and, as Mercurio imagines it, the manipulative CEO of Clerval 

Biotechnology, a corporate entity that, as the narrative rushes to its climax, becomes the 

prison-place for a temporarily pacified UX. Before discovering that the UX is the 

freakish “descendant” of his biological son, Clerval himself orders the implantation of 

Karloff-like neck-bolts and the use of a skull-flattening electrode cap – the better to 

introduce the unfortunate creature to a type of mind control that both Clerval and the 

ever-cunning Dr. Pretorius find useful. It is Victoria, also a prisoner in Clerval’s 

experimental laboratory, a place dedicated to behavior modification in the service of a 

clandestine, parallel British state, who engineers the UX’s escape and hers; and, having 

apprised Clerval of the UX’s relationship to William, enlists the heretofore cold-blooded 

Clerval to her cause. 

 Clerval’s dual personality has its roots in the two Clervals who inhabit the two 

texts that comprise Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Both the 1818 edition of the novel and 

its 1831 revision portray Clerval as Victor’s good childhood friend, and both editions 

consign Clerval to a death at the hands of Victor’s monstrous creation. Each edition, 

however, contains different conceptions of Clerval’s character. 
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 In the 1818 edition, Shelley has Victor describe Clerval as follows:  

He was a boy of singular talent and fancy. I remember, when he was nine 
years old, he wrote a fairy tale, which was the delight and amazement of 
all his companions. His favourite study consisted in books of chivalry and 
romance; and when very young, I can remember, that we used to act plays 
composed by him out of these favourite books, the principal characters of 
which were Orlando, Robin Hood, Amadis, and St. George. ([1818] 66) 

 
In the 1831 edition, Shelley has Victor employ similar language, but Victor also 

describes Clerval as someone who  

loved enterprise, hardship, and even danger for its own sake. He was 
deeply read in books of chivalry and romance. He composed heroic songs, 
and began to write many a tale of enchantment and knightly adventure. He 
tried to make us act plays and to enter into masquerades, in which the 
characters were drawn from the heroes of Roncesvalles, of the Round 
Table of King Arthur, and the chivalrous train who shed their blood to 
redeem the holy seplulchre from the hands of the infidels. ([1831] 39, 
emphasis added) 

 
From the earlier edition to the later, Shelley’s Clerval changes from a child of “fancy” 

and imagination into one possessing a more aggressive nature. His friends – among them, 

Victor and Elizabeth – no longer willingly act in the plays that Clerval conceives; Clerval 

attempts to force them to act in his shows. The stories that Clerval reads, loves, and 

adapts are no longer for mere adventure’s sake; they are little replicas of Western 

Christendom’s war against the “infidel.” From playful child in the 1818 edition, Clerval 

in 1831 becomes a warrior-in-training. 

 The Henry Clerval of the 1831 edition seeks to make his fortune in the colonial 

subjugation of the Orient (Shelley [1831] 163-64). He is presented in that edition as 

“occup[ying] himself, so to speak, with the moral relations of things. The busy stage of 

life, the virtues of heroes, and the actions of men were his theme; and his hope and his 

dream was to become one among those whose names are recorded in story, as the gallant 
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and adventurous benefactors of our species” (Shelley [1831] 39). These concerns remain 

at the forefront of Clerval’s mind, even as he and Victor journey to Scotland, Clerval to 

his unexpected demise and Victor to one more stage on his journey to self-annihilation. 

Victor himself observes:  

He [Clerval] was also pursuing an object he had long had in view. His 
design was to visit India, in the belief that he had in his knowledge of its 
various languages, and in the views he had taken of its society, the means 
of materially assisting the progress of European colonisation and trade. In 
Britain only could he further the execution of his plan. ([1831] 163-64) 

 
Only death – in the form of Victor’s own creation – prevents Clerval from attempting to 

realize this ambition. 

 The two Henrys of 1818 and 1831 bear consideration as characterological 

counterparts to the bifurcated personality of Mercurio’s own Henry Clerval. Doting father 

and potentially loving husband, brilliant scientist and ruthless executive, the Clerval of 

the Mercurio Frankenstein is also a duplicitous, though in the end repentant, servant of an 

authoritarian Britain’s state apparatus. That he meets his end at the hands of an employee 

of that apparatus only deepens the irony: Neither he, nor Victoria and her new, surrogate 

“son,” can escape the confines of a system within which they worked; nor can any of 

them escape from a situation which Clerval and Victoria helped create. Clerval might 

have been liberated in death, but Victoria and the UX remain trapped in an underground 

redoubt, sealed in and under guard forever in the English countryside. For Victoria and 

her creature, the England that gave birth to Mary Shelley and her brilliant companions 

becomes a new far north of no return. 

On the spectrum of Kamilla Elliott’s theory of adaptation, Mercurio’s apocalypse-

inflected Frankenstein closely approximates Elliott’s notion of the psychic concept, 
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which, simply put, involves the transference of the “spirit” of the original work to an 

audience through a medium different from that of the original. Though any adaptation 

that evokes at least a modicum of the original can be said, in a casual way, to channel its 

spirit – think of the Hammer Frankenstein series, which consistently uses in mutated form 

the characters of Victor Frankenstein and the creature he manufactures, and therefore can 

be said to transfer at least something of the spirit of the original – the psychic concept as 

Elliott conceives it is a much more sophisticated process. Elliott, writing in 2003, states: 

“The psychic concept of adaptation . . . does not simply advance an infusion of filmic 

form with authorial literary spirit; it posits a process of psychic connection in which the 

spirit of a text passes from author to novel to reader-filmmaker to film to viewer” 

(Rethinking 137). Elliott goes on to note that this concept of “psychic connection” with a 

text traces its provenance to the nineteenth century, its most profound proponent being 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (Rethinking 137). Elliott quotes a passage from Hegel 

that is extremely instructive:  

. . . art cannot merely work for sensuous perception. It must deliver itself 
to the inward life, which coalesces with its object simply as though this 
were none other than itself, in other words, to the intimacy of the soul, to 
the heart, the emotional life, which as the medium of spirit itself 
essentially strives after freedom, and seeks and possesses its reconciliation 
only in the inner chamber of the spirit. (qtd. in Rethinking 137)  

 
This transference to “‘the inner chamber of the spirit’” is accomplished, according to 

Hegel, through “‘an exernal vehicle of expression’” though “ultimately, form is 

‘unessential and transient’” (qtd. in Rethinking 137).67 The matter of the form of 

transference is of no consequence; it is a conduit, no more, for relaying the spirit of the 

                                                
67 Elliott takes Hegel’s language from page 525 of his The Philosophy of Fine Art. Critical Theory Since 
Plato (1971) (Rethinking 266, n. 21). 
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original work to an audience which may or may not be familiar with it. Mercurio’s 

cinematic form takes the shape of a science-fiction film set in a plausible, near-future 

Britain where the dark shape of authoritarianism shadows everything that that island’s 

inhabitants, even its most intelligent and thoughtful, must endure. Familiarity with the 

original Frankenstein, its characters, its plot, and its themes, is not necessary for an 

understanding of the tragedy of Victoria Frankenstein’s fateful choice in a Britain in 

which she becomes at last, merely a useful cog in the state apparatus.  
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Chapter 3: The 2010s: Boyle, Senese, Rose, and McGuigan 

Danny Boyle: Two Frankensteins, Two Creatures 

Danny Boyle is to return to his theatrical roots – having been, in his words, “distracted 
for 15 years by the movies.” 

Danny Boyle, qtd. in Higgins, “Oscar-
Winner to Return to Theatre.” Guardian 

          
I am no scholar . . . and I don't know how these things operate in the cultural firmament, 
but I think its [Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein] enduring appeal is down to our innate fear 
of technology. We know we are capable of extraordinary achievements in science and 
technology but we know that there is a concomitant terror of what we have unleashed, 
which is essentially what the story is about. 

Nick Dear, qtd. in Billen, “It’s Alive . . .  . . . 
and Still a Monster Hit.” Times (London, 

      England) 4 
       

Oscar-winning film director Danny Boyle’s stage production of Nick Dear’s 

adaptation of Frankenstein for Britain’s National Theatre opened on February 22, 2011,68 

at the Olivier Theatre in London (Taylor), playing until May of that year (Porter, “It’s 

Alive!” 1). Virtually sold-out early in its run (Brantley, “It’s [Gasp!] Alive” C4), the 

Boyle/Dear Frankenstein marked Boyle’s return to stage directing after almost two 

decades of working exclusively as a filmmaker. Central to Boyle’s conception of Dear’s 

play were the alternating performances of its two leads, Benedict Cumberbatch and Jonny 

Lee Miller, in the roles of Victor Frankenstein and the Creature. Both actors brought to 

their roles different interpretations of authority and rebellious “other.” When playing the 

Creature, each actor’s performance resonated with an emotional and intellectual depth 

uniquely his own, each interpretation existing within an ever-growing canon of theatrical 

and movie versions of Mary Shelley’s monstrous creatioin.69 Boyle’s production of 

                                                
68 Boyle earned an Academy Award for Best Achievement in Directing in 2009 for Slumdog Millionaire 
(2008) (“Danny Boyle – Awards”). 
69 My analysis of the Boyle/Dear Frankenstein is dependent upon viewings of rebroadcasts of recorded 
performances of the play, in three different venues, as part of the National Theatre Live Encore Series. On 
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Dear’s Frankenstein is informed not only by the Shelley novel, but also by eight decades 

of film adaptations, by the concerns and obsessions that drive Boyle and Dear as artists, 

and by the play’s dual nature, or hybridization, as a successful stage production and an  

immensely popular film event. 

Of Irish ancestry, Danny Boyle was born in 1956, in Radcliffe, Lancashire 

(“London 2012”). Raised in a Roman Catholic family, Boyle as an adolescent felt a call 

to the priesthood; at age 14, already “in advanced preparations to enter a seminary . . . the 

family priest, Father Conway, took him aside and told him he shouldn’t go” (Langley). In 

2011, Boyle elaborated on his missed opportunity to enter the priesthood: 

Whether he [Father Conway] was saving me from the priesthood or the 
priesthood from me, I don’t know. . . . But quite soon after that I started 
doing drama. And there’s a connection. All those directors – Martin 
Scorsese, John Woo – they were all meant to be priests. There’s something 
very theatrical about it. It’s basically the same job, poncing around telling 
people what to do. (qtd. in Langley) 

 
Counseled away from becoming a priest, Boyle nevertheless followed a career path well-

traveled by filmmakers who, if not devout or even practicing Roman Catholics, were 

raised in and influenced by their immersion in that faith.70 

Boyle went on to attend Bangor University in Wales, and then joined David 

Hare’s Joint Stock Theatre Company, becoming artistic director of the Royal Court 

Theatre Upstairs (1982-85) and serving as deputy director of the Royal Court Theatre 

from 1985-87 (Langley; “London 2012”). Beginning in 1987, Boyle began working in 

television, directing programs for BBC Northern Ireland, ITV, and the BBC (Boyle, 

                                                
October 29, 2015 and October 25, 2016, I saw Frankenstein with Benedict Cumberbatch as the Creature 
and Jonny Lee Miller as Victor; on November 2, 2016, I saw Miller as the Creature and Cumberbatch as 
Victor. 
70 Born into Roman Catholicism and educated by the Jesuits, canonical director Alfred Hitchcock included 
a wealth of religious references in his films, including “churches, icons, and men of the cloth” (Chattaway). 
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Danny [1956-     ]). The success of the mini-series Mr. Wroe’s Virgins, which Boyle 

directed for the BBC in 1993, led to his feature film directing debut, Shallow Grave 

(1994) (Boyle, Danny [1956-     ]). 

Shallow Grave, which Richard Combs, writing in 1995, characterized as Boyle’s 

“tough assault on the gentle and genteel art of the English murder” (57), preceded the 

intense, well-received Trainspotting (1996), an adaptation of Irvine Welsh’s  novel of 

alienated, heroin-addicted Scottish youth. In the years after the release of Trainspotting, 

Boyle directed numerous works for film and television, among them the post-Apocalyptic 

zombie film 28 Days Later… (2002), the science fiction genre film Sunshine (2007), and 

Slumdog Millionaire (2008), which garnered ten Academy Award nominations and won 

eight, including Boyle’s for directing (“Slumdog Millionaire – Awards”). While in 

production on Frankenstein, Boyle also prepared the opening ceremony of the 2012 

London Summer Olympics. In a brief video recorded for Britain’s Film4 in August 2013, 

Boyle described this assignment as “a two-year job . . . and yet you kind of picked up 

signals quite early on that you were likely to go insane if you only did this for two years 

because it’s not really a two-year job” (Film4). Boyle thus found himself, at least for a 

time, working simultaneously on a major theatrical production and a live-event, 

television spectacular. 

 Born in Portsmouth, England, in 1955, Nick Dear was raised in Southampton. 

Dear attended the University of Essex, from which he graduated in 1977 with a degree in 

Comparative European Literature (“About”; “Nick Dear – Biography”). In the 1980s, 

Dear wrote plays for BBC Radio; he became Writer-in-Residence at the University of 

Essex in 1985 and at the Royal Exchange Theatre in Manchester in 1986-87 (“About”). 
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Among the works Dear wrote before Frankenstein were The Art of Success for the Royal 

Shakespeare Company in 1986; the screenplay for director Roger Michell’s 1995 

television adaptation of Jane Austen’s Persuasion; a collaboration in Paris with director 

Peter Brook on Brook’s self-described “‘theatrical research’” on Hamlet, Qui Est Là? in 

1996 (qtd. in Riding C13); and “a series of adaptations for ITV of Agatha Christie’s 

Poirot” beginning in 2003 (“About”). 

 The creative gestation of the Boyle/Dear Frankenstein lasted nearly twenty years, 

dating back to the early 1990s, when both were working on Dear’s stage adaptation of 

The Last Days of Don Juan for the Royal Shakespeare Company (National Theatre 

Discover). As Boyle explains in a March 2011 live-audience discussion of Frankenstein, 

Dear’s early forays into the adaptation of the Shelley text involved working with an 

epistolary format, as Shelley had done (National Theatre Discover). When that approach 

did not appear to be going well, Boyle states that Dear “came up with this extraordinary 

key that unlocked it [the novel]” (National Theatre Discover). In the National Theatre 

live-audience discussion, Boyle elaborates:  

[I]t seemed so obvious that the story [in its adaptations] had never been 
told from the point of view of the Creature. And it creates this wonderful 
dynamic at the beginning of the play, which is that you do not participate 
through the eyes of the scientist, be he mad or not, however Hollywood or, 
or you know, myth tries to portray him, but you see it from the point of 
view of the Creature. And that creates, especially in theater, this wonderful 
empathy that you can sense it from what it’s like to be born. . . .  (National 
Theatre Discover) 

 
This “extraordinary key” evolved into the equally extraordinary birthing scene in the 

2011 production, in which the Creature makes his way out of a gigantic amniotic sack 

and, as interpreted by Benedict Cumberbatch and Jonny Lee Miller, discovers mobility 

and his physical senses. 
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 Dear was particularly concerned with moving beyond conventional interpretations 

of the Frankenstein story. As Dear stated in 2011: “‘I think it [Frankenstein] is 

remembered for a series of wrong reasons. . . . I want to see it reinstated as a fantastically 

intelligent piece of writing: something really questing and original that isn’t out of date 

200 years on’” (qtd. in Hemming 12). Sarah Hemming noted in 2011 that Dear and Boyle 

wanted “to strip away some of the horror-movie fug that hangs around the story and get 

back to what they perceive as the real thrill of it: the daring intellectual ideas and moral 

concerns” (Hemming 12). Dear perceived the novel’s technological prescience as one of 

its strengths:  

The world [in Shelley’s time] had gone on in much the same way for a 
very long time and was about to change very, very fast. So she kind of 
prefigures that. It's a creation for the science age. It was published in the 
same year as Jane Austen’s Persuasion. Whereas Austen looks back on 
the previous century, Mary Shelley is looking forward to the technological 
revolution . . . 200 years on from when she wrote it, our technology is 
such that we are achieving now what she had nightmares about. It seems 
there is no check on the human ability to drive forward into the unknown. 
(qtd. in Hemming 12) 

  
For Dear, adapting Frankenstein for the stage was an opportune way to explore Mary 

Shelley’s prevision of her own century, a century that in science and the imagination of 

the fantastic was a precursor of the twentieth century, and of our own. 

While Boyle and Dear make real the physical, psychological, and intellectual 

links between Victor Frankenstein and the Creature through the double casting of 

Cumberbatch and Miller and their alternating portrayals of the parts, the dual nature of 

Victor and the Creature, implicit in the novel, is explored in a number of the film 

versions. For example, among the films under consideration in this study, the Kenneth 

Branagh adaptation mines the duality of Victor and his creation in the birthing scene, in 
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which the bare-chested Victor (Branagh) seemingly close-dances the naked being (Robert 

De Niro) into an upright position and a halting mobility. In the David Wickes 

Frankenstein, Victor (Patrick Bergin) experiences the pain his primitively cloned creature 

(Randy Quaid) feels in a very literal fashion – a logical plot development, since Victor 

has produced a double of himself, albeit a terribly disfigured one. In the Boyle/Dear 

Frankenstein, the rotating of Cumberbatch and Miller in the parts on successive nights 

becomes at once a literalization of this duality, and an enhancement. As Boyle explains in 

a National Theatre video featurette:  

To enhance this idea of the creator and the created and that bond between 
them, we [Boyle and Dear] thought we could enhance that theatrically by 
getting a couple of great actors to swap the parts. Literally, one night they 
would be the created creature, the next night they’d go back to being or 
they’d become the creator, the scientist – Frankenstein. (National Theatre 
Live) 

 
The emotionally and intellectually fraught two-fold relationship of Victor and his 

creation is thus vividly foregrounded by the unusual casting of the two leads. 

 Benedict Cumberbatch and Jonny Lee Miller came to the National Theatre 

Frankenstein via different professional routes. At 34 the younger of the two actors by 

four years, Cumberbatch was already a “household name” because of his starring role in 

the BBC series Sherlock (Costa; Gritten); he had also become “one of Britain’s leading 

young actors” as a result of his performance “as a lethally bored socialite” in the 2010 

London production of Terence Rattigan’s “‘lost’ play,” After the Dance (Billington, 

“Rev. of After”; Gritten). Jonny Lee Miller and Danny Boyle’s working relationship 

extended back to Miller’s performance as “Sick Boy” in Boyle’s Trainspotting in 1996 

(Costa; Gritten). Since Trainspotting, Miller, grandson of Bernard Lee, who played “M” 

in a number of James Bond films (Jamieson; “Bernard Lee – Filmography”), had done 
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notable work in American television. He performed the lead role in the ABC network’s 

Eli Stone in 2008-09 (“Eli Stone – Cast”), and, in 2010, he appeared in eight episodes of 

the Showtime series Dexter (“Dexter – Cast”). For both Cumberbatch and Miller, earning 

dual roles in Boyle’s Frankenstein proved to be at once a physical and intellectual 

challenge and a creative opportunity. 

 For Cumberbatch, preparation for the role of the Creature included studying 

individuals with severe disabilities. As Cumberbatch explains: “‘I looked at stroke 

victims in recovery. I looked at people who’d had severe injuries, both in wars and car 

crashes, trying to re-educate their limbs and their bodies, and when you see that 

happening, the amount of vulnerability – it’s a very endearing thing to watch evolve. You 

really care for [the Creature]’” (qtd. in Porter, Benedict Cumberbatch ch. 5). As to 

sharing the stage with Miller, Cumberbatch said: “‘The dialogue between us is selfless 

and cooperative. . . . If there’s something really good that he [Miller] does, I will ask if I 

can incorporate it’” (qtd. in Costa). The highly collaborative, near-synchronous 

relationship of the two actors might be explained as a union of opposites, fostered by the 

two vastly different styles that Cumberbatch and Miller brought to their interpretations. 

As Amy Raphael wrote in 2011: “This [alternation of roles] is extraordinarily ambitious, 

especially for two such ostensibly different actors. Miller is an instinctive, interior actor 

and Cumberbatch . . . more cerebral, flamboyant” (3). If the mostly positive critical 

appraisal and exceptional popular success of the Boyle/Dear Frankenstein are reliable 

guides, then the  “‘crazy experiment’” (qtd. in Raphael 3) – as Miller referred to his 

sharing of the two roles – paid off handsomely. 
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 Reviewing the play for the New York Times, Ben Brantley considers the 

evocative, near-symbiotic performances of the two leads a particularly captivating 

element of the production. Brantley’s brief description of the birthing sequence portrays 

it very much as a tour-de-force encompassing the performances of both actors, implying 

subtly different yet equally spellbinding approaches to the Creature’s self-unveiling:  

That opening sequence, in which the bloodied and naked Creature pushes 
through a membrane and into existence, has been staged as a brilliant, 
lonely ballet. Watching each of these actors (whom I saw on succeeding 
nights) find their feet and test their body parts is such a dizzy high point 
that it can’t be topped. (And their approaches are just different enough to 
make you want to see both). (“It’s [Gasp!] Alive” C4) 

 
Of Cumberbatch and Miller’s on-stage realization of the physical, and even spiritual,  
 
affinity, Victor and the Creature have for one another, Brantley writes: “It’s in the  
 
physical relationship between the two actors (especially if you get to see them in both  
 
roles) that you sense the real unbreakable connection between these characters. There’s a  
 
lovely repeated gesture that has each reaching out to the other, à la Michaelangelo’s God  
 
and Adam” (“It’s [Gasp!] Alive” C4). Just as there is a gap between God the  
 
creator and Adam the created, there exists a certain distance between Victor and the  
 
Creature; there is also a “reaching out,” a tension between them of ever-attempted, yet  
 
never-realized, connection. 

Brantley praises Boyle, Dear, and their collaborators for the quality of the 

production itself.71  He finds fault, however, with Dear’s conception of Victor, calling 

him “a standard-issue, brainy, emotionally arid megalomaniac, with sneering lines that 

verge on camp” and with a “[b]argain basement sexual psychology . . . applied with a 

                                                
71 The “lyrical, William Blake-ish sets” were the work of Mark Tildesley, production designer on Boyle’s 
28 Days Later…, the music was composed by Underworld, and the lighting designed by Bruno Poet 
(Brantley, “It’s [Gasp!] Alive” C4). 
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spatula to Victor’s relationships with his fiancée (Naomie Harris), who has been made 

into a proto-suffragette type, and his disapproving dad (an unconvincing George Harris)” 

(Brantley, “It’s [Gasp!] Alive” C4). The centrality of the Creature’s viewpoint to the 

structure of the play – Dear’s “extraordinary key that unlocked [the novel]” – serves to 

overwhelm the personality of his maker. As Brantley writes: “Unfortunately the Creature 

is more compelling than his creator here. Though this play (like the novel) presents its 

man and superman as different sides of the same personality, only the monster 

persuasively grabs our empathy, and it’s fortunate that both Mr. Miller and Mr. 

Cumberbatch have been given a shot at him” (“It’s [Gasp!] Alive” C4). In Brantley’s 

view, alternating the parts between two supremely gifted actors has done more for the 

created than for the creator: As Dear retells the tale, Victor Frankenstein is an arrogant, 

inferior being who in the Creature more than meets his physical, intellectual, and 

emotional equal. Yet this overmatching of the two characters is, in fact, consistent with 

Dear’s conception of the play; in the Boyle/Dear Frankenstein, the focus, after all, is on 

the monster’s side of the tale; it is quite logical, therefore, that the monster be the “victor” 

– in every sense. 

Christopher Hart of the Times (London, England) considered Frankenstein to be 

“a flawed, episodic but at times majestic piece of work” (Features 17). Hart’s verdict 

relies in part on the nature of Dear’s adaptation itself. Compressing the story’s action into 

two hours on stage, performed without intermission, and eschewing Shelley’s 

philosophical considerations, at least overtly, Hart feels that Dear’s retelling might cause 

devotees of the novel to be harsh in their judgments: “[T]he more [they] know and love 

the original story, with all its rich Romantic ferment of ideas about justice and society, 
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nature and nurture, God and creativity, the less [they] will like this show” (Hart Features 

17). Watching the play in its separate castings on two consecutive nights, Hart, despite 

his own reservations, “learnt to admire it [the production] more the second time around” 

(Features 17).  

For Hart, the casting of Cumberbatch and Miller in the lead roles all but 

outweighs the negative aspects of the production. Hart, like his Times colleague Amy 

Raphael, notes the differences in the approaches Cumberbatch and Miller take in their 

interpretation of Frankenstein’s creation; like Ben Brantley, he finds fault with Dear’s 

conception of Victor, writing that: “Nick Dear’s script undercharacterises him, reducing 

this unlikeable yet compelling and brilliant obsessive (arguably based on Mary Shelley’s 

own beloved Percy Bysshe) to little more than a vain and silly scientist” (Features 17). 

Hart does note, however, that “Cumberbatch injects real intellectual passion and fire into 

the role [of Victor]” (Features 17), finding that Miller is more powerful and physical as 

the monster, and ultimately more moving, while Cumberbatch is more cerebral: “You 

might even say that Cumberbatch’s Creature is more Gielgud; Miller’s, more  

Olivier . . .” (Features 17, emphasis added). Comparing Cumberbatch and Miller to two-

thirds of Britain’s “Holy Trinity” of acting is high praise,72 indeed, as the two young 

actors do complement each other as the Creature, with Cumberbatch embodying an 

intelligent man remade and regaining his genius, while Miller is a working-class, 

elemental, emotionally brutish yet sensitive man struggling to be free. 

                                                
72 As described in the title of John Heilpern’s article “In Praise of the Holy Trinity: Olivier, Gielgud, 
Richardson,” published in the New York Observer on January 12, 1998. 
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Writing for the Guardian, Michael Billington, like Christopher Hart, laments the 

pruning of Shelley’s denser thematic concerns in Boyle and Dear’s compressed 

Frankenstein. Billington writes:  

Because Victor himself hardly figures until halfway through the action, his 
initial hubris in animating lifeless matter is minimised. Mary Shelley’s 
story also throbs with a fierce sense of injustice: a cultivated French 
family is ruined by its defiance of government, the innocent suffer through 
Victor’s divine presumption. The echoes are still there in Dear’s two-hour 
version but Shelley’s rage against existing social structures is muted. 
(“Boyle Sees”) 

 
For Billington, however, reducing or even jettisoning a number of Shelley’s vividly 

realized social currents does not ruin the production; he considers Dear’s play a “human, 

intelligent retelling of the original story” (“Boyle Sees”). Dear’s recasting of the story 

from the monster’s point of view means that “much of the focus is on the plight of the 

obsessive scientist’s sad creation, who becomes his alter ego and his nemesis: it’s rather 

like seeing The Tempest rewritten from Caliban’s point of view” (“Boyle Sees”). It is as 

if the monster, a reborn nineteenth-century Caliban, is not confined to a small island, 

under Prospero’s command and constantly beguiled by an innocent Miranda; he is a 

prisoner of the whole world – a world of unnerved and angry humans of which he can 

never be a part, and against which he reacts violently. As David Denby writes in his 

review of Kenneth Branagh’s Frankenstein film,73 Victor’s creation does not rebel and 

commit murder in a societal vacuum; he only kills “when he is denied the human 

community” (78). The created is a killer in the world of humans not by choice, but out of 

frustrated need. 

                                                
73 As noted on page 67 of this study. 
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In addition to containing artistic triumphs – and complications – the Boyle/Dear 

Frankenstein has also become a study in cross-medium hybridization. As Lynnette Porter 

writes in 2013: “Frankenstein the play has subsequently morphed into Frankenstein-the-

broadcast-recording-of-a-live-performance and Frankenstein-the-replay-of-a-recording” 

(“It’s Alive!” 2). In March 2011, during the original run of the show, National Theatre 

Live (NT Live) broadcast recorded performances of the play to movie houses worldwide, 

one with, as the NT Live recordings designate them, the “‘original casting’” of 

Cumberbatch as the Creature and Miller as Frankenstein, and one with the “‘reverse 

casting’” – Miller as the Creature, Cumberbatch as Victor (qtd. in “It’s Alive!” 2). 

Cumberbatch’s continued success as the title character in the BBC’s Sherlock, as well as 

his featured roles in the critically acclaimed, and popular, films Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy 

and War Horse (both 2011), contributed to the National Theatre’s decision to broadcast 

an “encore” presentation of one or both castings to movie theaters worldwide in 2012 

(“It’s Alive!” 2-3).74 Viewers of the original March 2011 broadcasts saw relatively “raw” 

stage performances, complete with technical lapses: “a costume malfunction, a 

microphone accidentally left open after an actor’s exit” (“It’s Alive!” 2). Viewers of the 

encore performances saw cinematic renderings of the two versions, with technical 

miscues edited out, close-ups of the actors inserted, and closing credits added (“It’s 

Alive!” 8-9). A more significant change from the stage-only versions is the more 

modestly clothed appearance of Cumberbatch and Miller as the Creature. In their Olivier 

Theatre performances, both actors emerge completely naked – new-born, as it were – 

                                                
74 NT Live Encore Series broadcasts in subsequent years have included screenings around Halloween 
(October 31), including the ones I viewed in 2015 and 2016 (see pages 122-23, footnote 69). In the Encore 
Series, the title of the Boyle production is National Theatre Live: Frankenstein. 
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from their giant, on-stage birthing sack. Due to the concerns of Boyle, Cumberbatch, and 

Miller that fans might take photos of the nude actors and post them on the internet, for the 

NT Live broadcasts they performed “swaddled,” with “nudity . . . reserved for the 

theater-only audiences” (Porter, “It’s Alive!” 10). By a somewhat circuitous route, 

therefore, a pure theater piece marking Danny Boyle’s return to directing for the stage 

became one more milestone in Boyle’s film career, albeit with restrictions that mandated 

the public showing of the recorded Frankenstein only in movie theaters (“It’s Alive!” 

3).75 

Witnessing a live performance of a play and bathing in the production’s action 

and ambience is experientially different from watching a film in a movie theater and 

being seduced by the play of cinematic light and shadow. There is difficulty in physical 

transference from one medium to the other – and Porter voices such a concern over the 

migration of the Boyle/Dear Frankenstein from stage to screen. When patrons entered the 

Olivier Theatre for a live performance of Nick Dear’s play, they were making their way 

into a venue of which “the play made good use of the unique space. The staging, lighting, 

and physical movement of the stage as well as the actors marked Frankenstein as 

something special” (Porter, “It’s Alive!” 4-5). There was even an extra-immersive quality 

to the Olivier Theatre Frankenstein: “Before a performance, Olivier patrons could ring a 

huge bell suspended from the ceiling; it later tolled important moments in the play and 

became a powerful presence in the theater, more than a prop or aural transition between 

scenes” (“It’s Alive!” 6). Though NT Live viewers could at times see the bell – and also 

                                                
75 In her essay, Porter writes that: “The National Theatre has consistently said that it will not release the 
performances on DVD/Blu-Ray . . .” (Porter, “It’s Alive!” 3). As of March 2018, that remains true (See, 
also, page 30, footnote 13.) 
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hear its tolling – “it [the tolling of the bell] was off screen most of the time. Such details 

as lights and the bell enhanced the theater experience and could not be easily transferred 

to film” (Porter, “It’s Alive!” 6). The style of acting required in the theater also contrasts 

prodigiously with that required in film: “[A]ctors still need to emote for the stage 

performance (e.g., make sure that the people in the back row can see their gestures and 

movements and hear their dialogue), which means that the theatrical acting style lacks 

much of the subtlety found in excellent film peformances” (“It’s Alive!” 6-7). 

Differences in audience expectation of, and behavior in, theater and movie venues (“It’s 

Alive!” 10-11) also act to help define stage performances as belonging to “the theater” 

and films as having a home at “the movies” – a gap in nomenclature and production 

specifics that persists because of powerful differences between the two arts themselves. It 

is a gap which NT Live, in the broadcast versions of Frankenstein and its other stage 

productions, tried courageously to fill.  

The Boyle/Dear Frankenstein’s existence as both a theater production particular 

to a specific time and place and also as a film that is not exactly a “film,” i.e. a production 

born solely of the cinema, works to establish a particularly thorny problem vis-à-vis 

Kamilla Elliott’s six concepts of adaptation. Elliott’s six concepts apply specifically to 

film productions of novels; as with the other theater productions broadcast to cinemas 

since June 2009 and subsequently rebroadcast as “encores” via NT Live (“About Us – 

Who We Are”), Danny Boyle’s Frankenstein was, and is, a play – and in Frankenstein’s 

case, a very physical, interactive theatrical experience. The Boyle Frankenstein exists as 

filmed live theater beamed from time to time to movie theaters, a very limited platform; 

since there is no DVD of Boyle’s production available for purchase or rental, the modern-
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day activity of watching a movie at home on a DVD or an internet streaming service is 

impossible.76 Nevertheless, as filmed theater the Boyle/Dear piece can be analyzed as a 

work on film, although in the context of this study it is a very peculiar kind of film.  

As theater, Boyle’s production incarnated, through live, in-the-flesh 

performances, numerous characters, plotlines, and themes derived from the Shelley novel 

and dramatized in Nick Dear’s adaptation; as filmed theater, the NT Live Frankenstein 

recordings of Cumberbatch’s and Miller’s alternating performances are permanent 

cinematic records of the performances as they were experienced first-hand by theater-

goers at the National Theatre’s Olivier Theatre. The incarnations of the play achieved on 

the Olivier stage existed in temporal space, and remain in memory, for the relatively few 

people privileged to hold tickets to the performances; for the cinema spectator of the re-

broadcasts – or for the researcher at the National Theatre archive – the simulacra of those 

performances exist as experiences analogous if not quite exactly equal to watching a 

theatrical film in a multiplex or enjoying a film on DVD or via an online streaming 

service.  

The incarnation of the Frankenstein characters on stage, as vivid as it is, parallels 

in kind the on-stage appearances of actors in any production, good or bad, anywhere and 

at any time. However, as noted by a number of reviewers of the Boyle production, and as 

experienced by this writer in witnessing the NT Live Encore Series presentations, the 

Cumberbatch and Miller performances as the Creature are graphically rendered physical 

                                                
76 According to Porter, writing in 2013, in 2012, “researchers and others interested in studying the 
[Frankenstein] videos can request to see them . . . along with a technical rehearsal recorded without an 
audience before the first NT Live recording was made . . . at the National Theatre archive” (“It’s Alive!” 3). 
In May of 2017, low-quality bootleg copies of each of the alternating versions could also be found 
uploaded on YouTube. (See, also, page 134, footnote 75.) 
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and vocal evocations of a tortured, manufactured, reborn soul. As has been noted, the 

birthing scene is particularly noteworthy; in that scene each actor executes his own, 

distinct somatic parsing of the birth itself: Cumberbatch/Creature gropes and pushes his 

way out of the giant amniotic sac and Miller/Creature fairly bursts out of it. Each actor’s 

subsequent discovery of his body casts the performer – nude in the theater-only 

performances; clad in a loin cloth for the broadcasts – in the position of an adult-sized 

infant scrambling, clawing, and heaving himself to uprightness.  

Cumberbatch’s and Miller’s physically contorted yet completely controlled 

employment of the naked or near-naked body within the space of the stage recalls Philip 

Anglim’s nightly on-stage metamorphosis from physically “normal” young man to 

profoundly misshapen outcast in the title role of the 1979 Broadway production of 

Bernard Pomerance’s The Elephant Man.77 Although his prosthetic-free change into the 

Elephant Man was intensely demanding for Anglim, the stage performances of 

Cumberbatch and Miller called for even more tunneling from within body and psyche; as 

theater director and theorist Jerzy Grotowski explained in 1968: 

He [the actor] must learn to use his role as if it were a surgeon’s scalpel, to 
dissect himself. It is not a question of portraying himself under certain 
given circumstances, or of “living” a part; nor does it entail the distant sort 
of acting common to epic theatre and based on cold calculation. The 
important thing is to use the role as a trampolin (sic), an instrument with 
which to study what is hidden behind our everyday mask – the innermost 
core of our personality – in order to sacrifice it, expose it. (37)  

 
While the Elephant Man’s tragically deformed physique was the unfortunate carapace for 

a gifted and whole human being, the Creature’s ragged body was the repulsive 

                                                
77 Anglim went on to appear as George Gordon, Lord Byron, in Haunted Summer (1988), Ivan Passer’s 
film rendering, via Lewis John Carlino’s screenplay, of the Byron/Shelley entourage’s summer of 1816. 
Upon the film’s New York premiere in July 1989, Caryn James of the New York Times called Anglim’s 
performance “dull” and the film itself “supremely disappointing” (C14). 
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integument for a fundamentally innocent yet brutish mind. The performances of 

Cumberbatch and Miller reflect this; as preserved on film, their stage incarnations of the 

Creature remain available for enjoyment and study by fans and scholars alike.78 

 Incarnation on stage to incarnation on film is a path well-traveled by numerous 

stage productions. In the modern cinema, examples abound of such transitioning: Sidney 

Lumet brought Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night to the screen in 1962, 

with a cast headed by Ralph Richardson and Katharine Hepburn. In 1966, Mike Nichols 

directed the film version of Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, with 

Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton in the lead roles, four years after the play’s debut on 

Broadway (Taubman 33); in 2004, Nichols’s penultimate film was an adaptation of 

Patrick Marber’s play Closer, with a screenplay written by the playwright. From 1973 to 

1975, New York producer Ely Landau brought to American cinemas a series of plays – 

filmed versions of the plays themselves, not adaptations – with his subscription-based 

American Film Theatre (Benson). 79 In 2016, Denzel Washington directed and starred in 

the film version of August Wilson’s Fences, from a screenplay authored by Wilson 

himself. Whether as adaptations or, as in the American Film Theatre releases, “a play 

translated to the film medium, but with complete faithfulness to the original play script” 

(Benson), films of works meant originally for the stage – and the embodied performances 

of the actors in them – become conveyances for the broader audiences that theatrical (i.e. 

cinema) release implies. 

                                                
78 The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts maintains recorded versions of Broadway shows 
mounted since 1970 in its Theatre on Film and Tape Archive; researchers must schedule an appointment to 
view these artifacts on site. A recording of a performance of the 1979 Broadway production of Bernard 
Pomerance’s The Elephant Man is part of this collection (“About the Theatre on Film”).  
79 Landau’s American Film Theatre productions are a relatively close, albeit imperfect, artistic match for 
the National Theatre Live Encore Series presentations of its own stage productions. 
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As in a novel’s transference to film, words on the page – in a play’s case, words 

on the pages of the playscript – become primary material for the filmmaker. Though a 

medium of images, a film is no less a film for having words; indeed, as Kamilla Elliott 

notes in 2003, the movies contain “dialogue, voice-over, intertitles, words on sets and 

props, foreign language subtitles, song lyrics, and credits, to say nothing of the verbal 

bases (treatments, scenarios, screenplays) of almost all films” (Rethinking 78). The actor, 

whether seen and heard on-screen, heard acousmatically off-screen, or perceived in 

voice-over, is a physical conduit for many of those cinematic words; an actor’s physique, 

so palpable and near on stage, becomes its own avatar once transferred to the screen: 

almost real enough to touch; virtual, un-real, yet “there.” In the incarnational concept of 

adaptation “[t]he word made flesh is also the word brought down to the level of flesh” 

(Rethinking 166), and on stage and on film the actors are the ones who incarnate the 

word. Elliott asserts that: “The incarnational concept of adaptation maintains that the 

word seeks incarnation as ardently as it is sought by incarnating forms” (Rethinking 163-

64). The play’s incarnating forms – the actors – bring life to the dialogue that begins on 

the page; the actors in Danny Boyle’s Frankenstein – principally Benedict Cumberbatch 

and Jonny Lee Miller – serve as incarnating forms for Nick Dear’s words; those two stars 

bring to stunning life, in an unusually visceral way, the character of Frankenstein’s 

monster. Even if the Boyle Frankenstein is an imperfect fit for a traditional work of 

cinematic art, it nevertheless stands as a unique film adaptation of the Frankenstein tale, 

with stars Cumberbatch and Miller embodying Dear’s understanding of the nature and 

overwhelming intellectual and physical presence of the Creature.   

 
 



 
 

140 

Billy Senese: Rethinking Frankenstein Through an Independent Lens 
 
Well, I’ve always been very drawn to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. . . . So, I always 
wanted to do my own interpretation of this story, kind of reinvent those same ideas and 
themes into a modern reality, one that we might actually face in our lifetime. 

Billy Senese, qtd. in 
“Waffling with . . . Closer to 
God Director Billy Senese.” 
The Movie Waffler 

 
The purpose of the film was not to land on one side or the other in terms of the issue [of 
human cloning]. The central theme of the film is actually very different from the biggest 
influence, of course being Frankenstein. The film is about the inevitability of progress 
and how we deal with that. 

Jeremy Childs (Dr. Victor 
Reed), qtd. in Palland, 
“Jeremy Childs Dishes on 
His New Chilling Sci-Fi 
Movie Closer to God.” 
CelebDirtyLaundry  

 
 Writer-director-producer Billy Senese’s first feature film, Closer to God, received 

a limited release in theaters in the summer of 2015, premiering in Los Angeles, New 

York, and eight other American cities in July of that year (“Feature Films”).8081 The film 

began its theatrical life in 2014, appearing during that year and in early 2015 at a number 

of film festivals, winning the Cheval Noir Award for best screenplay at the Fantasia 

International Film Festival in Montréal (“Dallas Film Society”; “Feature Films”; “Past 

Years – History”). In a 2015 interview, Senese describes his film as “‘less of a homage 

[to Frankenstein] and more of a straight up modern day interpretation of it’” (qtd. in 

“Billy Senese Discusses”). Also in that interview, Senese elaborates on what drew him to 

the Frankenstein saga:  

                                                
80 The other cities were Portland, San Franicisco, Philadelphia, Chicago, Denver, Miami, Dallas, and 
Cleveland (“Feature Films”).  
81 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, the version of Billy Senese’s Closer to God referred to in this 
study is the DVD released in 2015 by Uncork’d. 
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One of the things that interested me the most about the Frankenstein 
narrative is the compulsion and blind ambition it took for Dr. Frankenstein 
to create something so big and treacherous. If you think about it, he had to 
put blinders on – if he didn’t, he would be so horrified by all the possible 
outcomes that he would never act. In both the book and my movie, there 
are these great moments when those blinders come off . . . and only then is 
he able to see what he’s done. (qtd. in “Billy Senese Discusses”) 

      
Senese’s “‘modern day interpretation’” of Shelley’s novel reimagines Victor 

Frankenstein as Dr. Victor Reed (Jeremy Childs), a genetic researcher who announces via 

press conference what he describes as the first successful cloning of a human being. 

Senese’s “‘possible outcome’” of Frankensteinian research – human cloning – is an 

eventuality also examined in this study’s consideration of David Wickes’s Frankenstein 

(1992), Marcus Nispel’s Frankenstein (2004), and Jed Mercurio’s Frankenstein (2007). 

Senese, as director and writer, explores human cloning in a concise eighty-one-minute 

film that recalls and reinvents Shelley’s text and explores, through the eyes of a brilliant, 

single-minded genetic researcher, society’s reaction to the seemingly unstoppable 

scientific advances that threaten humanity’s concept of God, the self, and what it means 

to be human. 

 Prior to shooting Closer to God, Billy Senese produced, wrote, and directed a 

series of short radio plays of horror and suspense currently anthologized on his 

production company website as episodes of Midnight Radio Theater (“Radio Plays”).82 

Senese, a Texas native who lives and works in Nashville, Tennessee, has also written and 

directed two short films, The Suicide Tapes (2010) and Intruder (2011) (Dallas Film 

Society). The Suicide Tapes, a version of his radio play about a mysterious suicide 

                                                
82 The radio plays, ranging in length from twenty-three minutes to a little over forty minutes, are: 
“Insomnia” and “The Long Weekend,” both 2005; “Disposable Life” and “The Suicide Tapes,” both 2007; 
“The Woman in the Basement” (2008); “Blood Oath” (2009); and “Flu” (2010) (“Radio Plays”). 
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survivor’s fateful encounter with a psychiatrist, was screened at a number of film 

festivals in 2011, winning awards for Best International Short Film at the Fantasia 

International Film Festival in Montréal and for Best Horror Film at the Cape Fear 

Independent Film Festival in Wilmington, North Carolina (“Short Films”). Intruder, 

about a present-day returned war veteran suffering from a severe injury (“Intruder A 

Short Film”), was selected for three film festivals in 2012: the Fantasia International Film 

Festival, the Teluride Horror Show Film Festival, and the Newport Beach Film Festival 

(“Short Films”). By the time Closer to God initiated its own run on the film festival 

circuit in 2014, Senese was, therefore, a well-known creative artist in fantasy and 

independent film circles. 

 As defined in The Independent Film Community: A Report on the Status of 

Independent Film in the United States (1977), an independent filmmaker is someone who 

“work[s] outside of organized structures” with “the term ‘independent’ impl[ying] that a 

single individual has primary and unquestioned creative control over the production of a 

film” (2).  The Report also notes that: “to have this control, it is usually necessary for a 

single individual to conceive the film, to be the primary motivating force in the 

production of the film, and to control the capital invested in the film. This is true whether 

the film is a narrative feature, a documentary production, or an avantgarde film” (The 

Independent Film 2). The notion that a single individual might be the primary creative 

force behind a film is not new (2); however, as a general rule, the system of traditional 

filmmaking mandates that a great number of skilled individuals work together on a film 

production bankrolled by “corporate financing” (2). The independent filmmaker, as far as 
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is possible, makes movies on his or her own artistic and financial terms – however 

constrained the latter may be. 

Working outside the established norms and strictures of commercial filmmaking, 

today’s independent filmmaker continues to be, in idealized terms at least, the antithesis 

of a cog in the corporate film organization. As Sherry B. Ortner writes in 2013, the 

contemporary independent film scene “[began] emerging strongly in the 1980s” and now 

comprises a world that is “anti-Hollywood, making films that violated one’s Hollywood-

adapted expectations and that forced one to think” (3). Nashville’s Billy Senese has 

fashioned a place for himself in this world, a world that exists outside of Hollywood, 

using production and acting talent from non-California, non-New York locales,83  and 

obtaining a great deal of its artistic sustenance at independent film festivals and on the 

internet.  

 Operating on a self-funded budget of fifty thousand dollars, and, ultimately, 

shooting the film for one hundred thousand dollars (Katz), Senese shot Closer to God in 

and around Nashville, Tennessee, using a cast and crew drawn for the most part from the 

Nashville area (Senese, Billy. Audio Commentary; “Waffling with . . .”). Nashville-based 

actor Jeremy Childs, who, in addition to playing Dr. Victor Reed, served as the film’s 

casting director, remarks that: “one of the things I am most impressed with are (sic) the 

amount of . . . background players we were able to get in . . . because most of these 

people are buddies of mine . . . many of them who’ve done, you know, pretty big projects 

on their own” (Audio Commentary). Senese lauded Childs’s casting work, stating that: 

                                                
83 Though not working as an independent filmmaker at the time, director Marcus Nispel does note in the 
audio commentary for the DVD of his Frankenstein (2004) that while shooting on location in New Orleans 
he used a number of New Orleans-based actors in significant supporting roles.   
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“We did all the casting here in Nashville. In fact, the entire production was a Nashville 

production and Jeremy brought a lot of these great actors to the table” (Senese, Billy. 

Audio Commentary). Discussing a particularly vexing logistical problem he encountered 

during filming, Senese went on to say: “We’re an independent film, we barely had any 

money, and when you get into these sorts of decisions, or these sorts of things that you 

have to do, when you don’t have much money they become that much harder, you know. 

Because usually you can just throw money at the problem and fix it” (Audio 

Commentary). With very little money to throw around but with a cast and crew of 

dedicated professionals, Senese told his story of a twenty-first-century Dr. Frankenstein 

who realizes a very controversial and hotly debated modern-day scientific ambition: the 

live birth of a human clone. 

 The first decade of the twenty-first century and the beginning of the second saw 

notable advances in the field of genetic engineering as well as a continuation of the 

political and ethical battles surrounding it. In July 2006, nearly five years after President 

George W. Bush imposed restrictions on embryonic stem cell research,84 the United 

States Congress passed, and President Bush subsequently vetoed, bipartisan legislation 

that would have expanded federal support for such research (Stolberg, “First Bush Veto” 

A1). In a June 2007 front-page story, the New York Times reported that Kyoto 

University’s Shinya Yamanaka had developed a technique for “reprogramming a skin 

cell of a mouse back to the embryonic state” (Wade, “Biologists Make” A1); cells thus 

reprogrammed could then be made to create numerous examples of the body’s major 

tissues (“Biologists Make” A1). Richard Doerflinger, a spokesperson on stem cell matters 

                                                
84 See pages 92-96 of this study. 
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for the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, pointed out that, since such a 

technique does not involve the destruction of human embryos, its use would not be 

objectionable (Wade, “Biologists Make” A32). Ronald Green, a Dartmouth College 

ethicist, noted as well that “‘it would be very hard for people to say that what is created 

here is a nascent form of human life that should be protected’” (qtd. in “Biologists Make” 

A32). In November of 2007, the Times reported that researchers at the Oregon Health and 

Science University had announced that they had “used cloning to produce monkey 

embryos and then extracted stem cells from the embryos” (Kolata, “Scientists Use” A1). 

Such an outcome marked the first time that stem cells had been extracted from any 

creature other than a mouse (“Scientists Use” A1), prompting the Oregon group’s lead 

researcher, Shoukhrat Mitalipov, to state that: “‘We hope the technology will be useful 

for other labs that are working on human eggs and human cells’” (qtd. in “Scientists Use” 

A1). On the other side of the ethical question, the Rev. Tadeusz Pacholcyzk, director of 

education at the National Catholic Bioethics Center, said: “‘I certainly think that this [the 

Oregon group’s breakthrough] represents a new threshold in the entire discussion. . . . At 

this point, it becomes essential to ask a question as a society:  Are there ever going to be 

circumstances where it is morally justifiable to clone human beings?’” (qtd. in “Scientists 

Use” A28). While advances in stem cell research did generate results that could 

eventually lead to the treatment of serious illnesses, with Alzheimer’s among them 

(“Scientists Use” A28), the possibility that research of this kind could be an initial step in 

the cloning of a human being raised serious moral and ethical concerns for a number of 

observers. 
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 In March of 2009, President Barack Obama undid by executive order the 

restrictions on federal funding of embryonic stem cell research imposed by his 

predecessor in August 2001 (Stolberg, “Obama Lifts”). Along with his executive order, 

President Obama issued “a presidential memorandum directing the head of the White 

House Office of Science and Technology Policy ‘to develop a strategy for restoring 

scientific integrity to government decisionmaking’” (qtd. in “Obama Lifts”). Critics 

of President Bush viewed President Obama’s actions as a distinct reversal of the Bush 

administration’s perceived disregard for science-based decision-making and what 

they characterized as its attempts “to shade, or even suppress, the findings of 

government scientists on climate change, sex education, contraceptives and other issues, 

as well as stem cells” (Stout and Harris A1). Arguments on both sides of the stem cell 

issue were intense, focusing not only on the scientific aspects of stem cell research but 

also on what David Stout and Gardiner Harris characterized in March 2009 as the “deeply 

personal” (A14): Advocates for stem cell research pointed out “that the cells are typically 

obtained from embryos that have been abandoned by couples seeking in-vitro fertilization 

and that the embryos would be discarded anyway” (A14). Opponents couched their 

disapproval in even more vividly emotional terms, describing embryos as “nothing less 

than tiny human beings, with souls, and . . . destroying them is akin to murder. They [the 

opponents] argue that research on embryos that would be thrown out is a slippery moral 

slope to be avoided by a decent society” (A14). Advocates for and against embryonic 

stem cell research thus remained locked in apparently uncompromising antagonism, each 

side certain of the rightness of its cause. 
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While not condemning President Obama’s executive action, and even lauding the 

president for “warn[ing] twice against overstating the promise of stem cell research” and 

for stating that “‘with proper guidelines and strict oversight, the perils [of stem cell 

research] can be avoided’” (qtd. in Steinfels A18), journalist and educator Peter Steinfels, 

writing in July 2009, cautioned that in its general form President Obama’s statement on 

stem cell research was buttressed by a flawed argument: “Science, it was said [by the 

president and by stem cell research advocates], should be isolated from politics, from 

ideology, from dogma, from religion” (A18). For Steinfels, this is a particularly difficult 

proposition; as he goes on to write: “Sounds good if all one means is that the current 

administration will treat science with more respect than many people believe its 

predecessor did. Sounds good if all one means by politics is partisan maneuvering or by 

ideology, dogma and religion, some form of blind belief unwilling to engage alternative 

viewpoints” (A18). Steinfels was troubled by what he describes as the history of the 

influence of politics and ideology on science itself, as well as by the possibility that 

science’s “safeguards” that “isolate its work from distorting influences . . . can also 

isolate it from morality” (A18). Quoting Richard Saletan, a stem cell research proponent 

who pointed to the partisanship of some research supporters as a “‘mirror image’” of 

Republican policy advisor and strategist Karl Rove’s criticism of the Obama 

administration’s opposition to torture as a tool in the war on terror, Steinfels wrote: 

“‘Proponents of embryo research are insisting that because we’re in a life-and-death 

struggle – in this case, a scientific struggle – anyone who impedes that struggle by 

renouncing effective tools is irrational and irrresponsible’” (qtd. in Steinfels A18). For 
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Steinfels, the moral dimension of the stem cell question can never be separated from the 

political and ideological arguments concerning it. 

 Although President Obama’s March 2009 directive helped keep the embryonic 

stem cell research debate alive, other relatively contemporaneous advances in the field 

served to put the stem cell discussion in a more positive light. Several days prior to 

Obama’s signing of the executive order, the Guardian (London, England) reported that 

scientists in Great Britain and Canada had developed a method “of reprogramming skin 

cells taken from adults, effectively winding the clock back on the cells until they were in 

an embryonic form” (Sample). The Guardian noted that, more than a year before this 

development, scientists had demonstrated that they were able to generate adult stem cells, 

“but, the cells could never be used in patients because the procedure involved injecting 

viruses that could cause cancer” (Sample). The method used in Great Britain and Canada, 

on the other hand, utilized a safer process, called electroporation, that allowed scientists 

to avoid the use of viruses and transfer the genes through pores (Sample). Dr. Keisuke 

Kaji, working in Edinburgh, said that: “‘It [this breakthrough] is a step towards the 

practical use of reprogrammed cells in medicine, perhaps even eliminating the need for 

human embryos as a source of stem cells’” (qtd. in Sample). Opponents of embryonic 

stem cell research were also heartened by this development:  Josephine Quintavalle, of 

the anti-embryonic stem cell research lobbying organization Comment on Reproductive 

Ethics, said: “‘I don’t think people are going to waste time on embryonic stem cells 

anymore. . . . This is definitely a very, very promising way forward and a very promising 

solution to the embryonic stem cell battle’” (qtd. in Sample). If the stem cell debate had 

reached a turning point – independently, as it were, of President Obama’s decision to 



 
 

149 

reverse his predecessor’s restrictions on human embryo research – and the warring 

factions had begun to find common ground, such progress did not put an end to the stem 

cell debate itself. 

 By 2013 – the year before Senese’s Closer to God was shown on the film festival 

circuit – a number of developments in the stem cell research field had profoundly 

impacted the potential “reality” that Senese was about to portray in his film. One 

prominent event, in October of 2012, was the awarding of the Nobel Prize in Physiology 

or Medicine to John B. Gurdon of the University of Cambridge in England and Shinya 

Yamanaka of Kyoto University in Japan (Wade, “Cloning and Stem Cell” A9). As 

Nicholas Wade wrote in the New York Times in October 2012: “Their [Gurdon and 

Yamanaka’s] discoveries concern the manipulation of living cells, and lie at the heart of 

the techniques for cloning animals and generating stem cells, the primitive cells from 

which the mature tissues of the body develop” (“Cloning and Stem Cell” A9). Gurdon, in 

1962, “was the first to clone an animal, a frog,” and “Yamanaka discovered the proteins 

with which an adult cell can be converted to an egg-like state” (“Cloning and Stem Cell” 

A9). In 2006, Yamanaka, utilizing mice, discovered that genetic reprogramming “can be 

accomplished by just four specific gene control agents in the egg” (“Cloning and Stem 

Cell” A9). The two scientists earned an encomium from Julian Savulescu, Uehiro 

Professor of Practical Ethics at Oxford University. Savulescu stated that:  

This is not only a giant leap for science, it is a giant leap for mankind. 
Yamanaka and Gurdon have shown how science can be done ethically. 
Yamanaka has taken people’s ethical concerns seriously about embryo 
research and modified the trajectory of research into a path that is 
acceptable for all. He deserves not only a Nobel prize for medicine, but a 
Nobel prize for ethics. (qtd. in Sample and Jha) 
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The issue that Savulescu addressed – how to do research that can survive the challenge of 

ethical scrutiny – is the one that concerned Peter Steinfels in 2009, and that Dr. Victor 

Reed confronts in Billy Senese’s cinematic fiction. 

 In 2013, two significant advances in stem cell research helped keep the topic in 

the news and in the public eye. In May of that year, scientists at Oregon Health and 

Science University announced that they had employed cloning to generate human 

embryonic stem cells – a first in the field, after years of unsuccessful attempts, including 

a fraudulent claim by Korean researchers in 2005 that they had achieved just that (Pollack 

A17). As Andrew Pollack reported in the New York Times in May 2013: “The Oregon 

researchers, led by Dr. Shoukhrat Mitalipov,85 did not implant their human embryos and 

said they had no intention of doing so. They say their technique, in any case, would not 

lead to the birth of a viable baby” (A17). Such assurances did not mollify all critics: the 

Conference of Catholic Bishops stated “that the [Oregon] research ‘will be taken up by 

those who want to produce cloned children as “copies” of other people’” (qtd. in Pollack 

A17). For his part, Boston’s Cardinal Sean O’Malley opined that “human cloning was 

immoral, even if used for therapeutic purposes, because it ‘treats human being (sic) as 

products, manufactured to order to suit other people’s wishes’” (qtd. in Pollack A17). 

Less than two months after the announcement by the Oregon researchers, the media 

reported a potentially even more momentous breakthrough in the stem cell field. 

 On July 4, 2013, the New York Times and other news outlets reported that 

research scientists at Yokohama City University Graduate School of Medicine in Japan 

had utilized human stem cells to generate “tiny human livers like those that arise early in 

                                                
85 In 2007, Dr. Mitalipov announced the successful cloning of monkey embryos; see page 145 of this study. 
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fetal life” (Kolata, “Scientists Fabricate” A3). After manufacturing the miniscule livers, 

the researchers then transplanted them into mice, whereupon “the little organs grew, 

made human liver proteins, and metabolized drugs as human livers do” (“Scientists 

Fabricate” A3). According to Dr. Hillel Tobias, director of transplantation at the New 

York University School of Medicine, this achievement was “‘a major breakthrough of 

monumental significance’”  (qtd. in “Scientists Fabricate” A3). It was apparent to Dr. 

Leonard Zon, director of the stem cell research program at Boston Children’s Hospital, 

that “to his knowledge, [it was] the first time, anyone has used human stem cells, created 

from human skin cells, to make a functioning solid organ, like a liver, as opposed to bone 

marrow, a jellylike organ” (“Scientists Fabricate” A3). Previous researchers had made, 

for example, “specialized human cells in petri dishes, but not three-dimensionial 

structures, like a liver” (“Scientists Fabricate” A3); other scientists had attempted to 

create “livers or other organs by growing cells on scaffolds. . . . Cells would fall off the 

scaffolds and die, and the result was never a functioning solid organ”86 (“Scientists 

Fabricate” A3). As Queen Mary University (London) stem cell biologist Malcolm Alison 

said, an advance such as that obtained by the Japanese researchers could lead to the 

“‘creat[ion] of mini-livers from the skin cells of a patient dying of liver failure, and when 

transplanted would not be subjected to immune rejection as happens with conventional 

liver transplants today’” (qtd. in Gray). The likelihood of such a therapeutic 

breakthrough, coupled with the fact that human embryos would not be destroyed in this 

type of stem cell research, might be viewed as deflating the arguments of many 

                                                
86 In Jed Mercurio’s Frankenstein (2007), Dr. Victoria Frankenstein creates a functioning, stand-alone, 
human heart before moving on to the making of the creature, called “the UX” in the film; see page 115 of 
this study. 
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opponents of stem cell research. This has not always been the case in the real world; for 

the fanatical opponents of Dr. Victor Reed in the world of Billy Senese’s Frankenstein, 

the moral dimension of the possibility of human cloning cannot be separated from 

cloning’s politics, nor can that moral dimension be separated from the extremity of the 

opponents’ fanaticism.  

 Senese establishes Closer to God’s unsettling scientific ambience with an opening 

title sequence reminiscent of other modern horror films, including Rob Schmidt’s Wrong 

Turn (2003), Marcus Nispel’s Frankenstein (2004), discussed in Chapter 2 of this study, 

and Jim Sonzero’s Pulse (2006). The opening title sequences of these three films and 

others that follow a jagged, kinetically condensed expository style, trace their provenance 

to the groundbreaking opening title sequence in David Fincher’s neo-noir thriller Se7en 

(1995) (Radatz). As Ben Radatz writes in 2012, Se7en’s opening title sequence, the work 

of title designer Kyle Cooper, follows in rapid, jigsaw-puzzle order what are 

“presumably” the hands of the film’s killer, John Doe (Kevin Spacey), as “he makes 

entries in his diary alongside clippings from books, self-developed photographs, and 

found images and objects, giving the audience an intimate look into the mind of a serial 

killer” (Radatz). The opening title sequence in Closer to God, which Senese developed in 

part from microcinematographic material supplied by the film’s editor, Jonathan Rogers 

(Senese, Billy. Audio Commentary), proceeds at a much less manic pace than its sister 

sequence in Se7en; it transitions from microcinematography of embryo culture to the 

live-action “birth” of  a cloned infant, Elizabeth, and closes with the implantation of a 

tiny device, referred to as a “receptor” in the film, in the newborn’s forehead immediately 

before revelation of the last graphic – the film’s title. As in Se7en, Closer to God’s 
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opening title sequence provides a mini-introduction to themes contained within the film, 

among them the mystery of human life; the intimidating prowess of modern science; and 

the miracle of creation of life in the laboratory, the latter given a sinister, Promethean 

edge through juxtaposition with the graphic that identifies the film’s title as Closer to 

God.87 Jeremy Childs says on the film’s audio commentary: “You [Billy Senese] tell so 

much of the story that we . . . need to know so we can jump into the main plot” (Audio 

Commentary). As in the opening title sequence of Fincher’s Se7en, concision of form 

undergirds an illuminating, and darkly spellbinding, expository background.88  

 Senese’s Frankenstein story, a reinterpretation and re-visioning of the original, 

mines themes the director has flashed before the spectator’s eyes in the opening title 

sequence and that he has also discussed in print, digital, and film interviews. In an 

interview given during the 2015 Dallas International Film Festival, Senese takes 

particular care to elaborate upon the cloning theme, stating that: 

Cloning was interesting to me. It was a good jumping-off point. I really 
didn’t want to come down on one side or the other with it. I think you get 
pretty heavy-handed if you did. I was much more interested in the 
inevitability of progress; that’s kind of where I came from. . . . There’s a 
speech at the end that he [Dr. Victor Reed] gives: . . . It’s not a matter of 
whether we go down this path – because we are – it’s how we meet this 
future. (Dallas Film Society) 

 
Senese’s inclination not to take sides is crystallized in the coda to which he refers in the 

Dallas interview. In it, Victor, who has already been assassinated by an anti-cloning 

fanatic (Josh Graham), explains in a pre-recorded statement – a film-within-the-film, a 

                                                
87 At the end of Se7en’s opening title sequence, whose frenetic, industrial-quality sonic atmosphere is an 
instrumental remix of the Nine Inch Nails song “Closer,” there can be heard the words “You get me closer 
to god.” 
88 The opening title sequence of Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound (1990), a film analyzed in Chapter 
1 of this study, employs microcinematographic footage of human cells throughout; the sequence itself is set 
to a classically-themed score by contemporary film and television composer Carl Davis. The effect of this 
title sequence leans more toward the aesthetic and the setting of mood and tone than the expository. 
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last testament – the scientific and societal possibilities embraced by a genetically 

enhanced human. The clone, called baby Elizabeth, will be, in Victor’s words, “a smarter, 

stronger version of us” (01:17:18 – 01:17:21). In his film, Senese pits reasoned, 

unblinking advocacy for this quite possible future against the irrational – yet very real – 

fear of it; Senese does not “come down on one side or the other,” but he does walk a very 

fine line between them. 

 Senese’s version of Victor is an imperfect yet believable vessel for a twenty-first 

century Dr. Frankenstein. As portrayed by Jeremy Childs, Victor is not “mad” in the 

sense of the classic “mad scientist” of horror films; he is, as Kenneth Branagh 

characterized his own conception of Victor Frankenstein, “dangerously sane”  

(“Frankenstein Reimagined” 17). Physically imposing – as Victor, the extremely tall 

Childs literally towers over most of the other actors in the film, male and female – he is 

also deliberate and rational. A well-credentialed, modern research scientist  – one of the 

film’s television news talking heads identifies him as having received his doctorate from 

MIT in 1994 (00:31:13 – 00:31:15) – Victor personifies the stereotype of the didactic, 

imperiously intellectual academic research scientist. The press conference at which he 

personally announces the birth of baby Elizabeth is notably devoid of emotional pull; 

Childs/Victor is scientifically exact and, to the extent possible, as plain-spoken as, for 

example, the participants in the February 2017 NASA press conference on the discovery 

of exoplanets (Logic View). At his press conference, Victor quite professionally adheres 

to a relation of the facts surrounding the remarkable infant’s birth and the ten-year, 

privately-funded, team-based process that led to it, characterizing the achievement as “a 
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defining moment in science and our progress as human beings”89 (00:11:51 – 00:11:57). 

Absent from Victor’s press briefing, and apparently unknown to those members of the 

press who are present, is any knowledge of the dark side of his experiments: the existence 

of Ethan (Issac Disney), a horribly deformed, mentally challenged, and physically violent 

precursor clone to the ostensibly “perfect” Elizabeth. 

 Victor Reed’s dual nature – heroically adventurous scientist, cruelly dispassionate 

experimenter – becomes apparent only after the revelation of Ethan and the 

circumstances under which he is kept. Though Ethan’s age is never stated, it can be 

surmised from what is shown in the film that he was born sometime during the ten years 

Victor has been engaged in his experiments; Ethan’s deformed physiognomy and 

dwarfish appearance mask the underdeveloped mind of a small child, one who is only 

able to emit rough, high-pitched vocal sounds and whose emotions are geared toward the 

outward expression of the physical pain he experiences and for which he is under 

medication (00:36:53 – 00:37:03). In black and white flashback sequences, Senese 

reveals that Victor placed the infant Ethan in the care of a servant couple, Mary and 

Richard (Shelean Newman and David Alford), who live in a caretaker’s house at the back 

of Victor’s gated estate. In the second flashback, Victor curtly orders them to mind the 

infant, assuring them that the baby is “terminal” (00:16:54) and that “[h]e may last a 

week, he may last, he may last a month, it’s hard to say” (00:16:58 – 00:17:54). By the 

time of Elizabeth’s birth and her relocation for security reasons from a medical facility to 

Victor’s home, the increasingly disturbed and aggressive Ethan has become an almost 

intolerable burden to the couple, living evidence of “mad” modern science, of the cold-

                                                
89 Compare New York University School of Medicine director of transplantation Dr. Hillel Tobias’s 
statement upon the first successful effort to generate “minuscule [human] livers,” on page 151 of this study. 
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blooded singlemindedness of Dr. Victor Reed himself, and of what Victor’s monomania 

has – and will – engender. It is Victor who has brought Ethan into the world and it is 

Victor who abandons him, as Shelley’s Frankenstein does with his own creation; it is the 

tragically deranged Ethan who senselessly kills baby Elizabeth; and it is Victor who, in 

the midst of the film’s violent finale, overpowers and euthanizes the deformed clone. 

 The public and legal outcry against human cloning portrayed in Senese’s film is a 

consistent fictional mirror of sentiments held by the American people: in a May 2016 poll 

conducted by the Pew Research Center, 81% of respondents felt that “cloning a human 

being is not morally acceptable” (Masci), down from 88% opposed in two polls 

conducted by Gallup in 2001 (Jones and Carroll) but still representative of an 

overwhelming majority of the respondents. Victor’s rationale for the science of cloning 

and its possibilities, laid out patiently, reasonably, and quite eloquently in his pre-

recorded “last testament,”90 goes to the heart of the issue as it would be framed in 

argument by a man of reason; it would be completely abhorrent, and not a little “mad,” 

however, in the eyes of those who think of cloning and genetic manipulation as morally 

repugnant. In the film, Victor says, in carefully measured tones:  

What does it mean to be human? We are flesh and blood. We are living, 
breathing organisms. When we talk about changing ourselves, from my 
perspective, we talk about altering our genetic structure, our biology. And 
we’re understanding life at an incredibly rapid rate now, so much so that 
we are beginning to be able to intervene in the process of our own 
evolution. Speed it up, take control of it. Scary, or exciting? (01:16:09 – 
01:16:51) 

 

                                                
90 Senese briefly shows Victor in the midst of recording his message earlier in the film (00:58:38 – 
00:59:02) but, crucially, ends the earlier sequence on this line: “When we talk about changing ourselves, 
from my perspective, we talk about altering our genetic structure, our biology.” 
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Thus far, Victor’s argument is a mix of science fact and, at present, science fiction; it is in 

the manner in which he continues his discourse, and the implications of its contents, that 

could serve to concretize his monstrousness in the hearts of his enemies:  

          This leads me to Elizabeth. You see, Elizabeth is not just a human 
clone. She’s been undergoing an intense gene therapy program whereby 
we are altering her genes and making them stronger. We are actually 
expanding the use of her brain. So, in essence, she will be a smarter, 
stronger version of us. And with this new technology we’ve developed, 
every new life in the world can have the same treatment. Our genetic 
structure will no longer be left to fate. It will be in our hands.  
          We are on the brink of a new human evolution. And it’s not a matter 
of if we go down this path, because we are. It’s a matter of how we meet 
this future, and how we allow it in our hearts, and in our souls. (01:16:52 – 
01:17:56) 

 
Victor’s closing speech, quoted here in its entirety, makes the case not merely for human 

cloning, but also for genetic enchancement and the redirection of human evolution. This 

truly Frankensteinian element – unknown to Victor’s opponents, who are focused only 

what they perceive as the immorality of human cloning – sets him on what his enemies 

would have characterized as a God-like path and the usurpation of what only a supreme 

being should be capable of or desire to do. Whether that path is one of reason and the 

inevitability of progress or one that leads to disaster and death is, at least in the case of 

Dr. Victor Reed, one that leads to the latter.  

 Kamilla Elliott’s psychic concept of cinematic adaptation, in which, through the 

work of the director, the “spirit” of the original text is transfered to its film version, aligns 

closely with Senese’s Frankenstein. Writing on film as the vehicle of transference, Elliott 

notes that, “the psychic concept of adaptation figures what transfers from novel to film as 

spirit and the task of adaptation as capturing that spirit and conveying it through changing 

mediums and forms to an audience” (Rethinking 137-38). Writer-director Senese does not 
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attempt a literal transference of Shelley’s nineteenth-century concepts to an audience of 

the early twenty-first; he adapts those concepts to speak to the issues and audiences of 

this new era. Senese very loosely adapts the novel, using the form of speculative fiction 

as the vehicle for his own version of the story, modified to include extreme, yet plausible 

advances in medical science and genetic engineering. As the director notes in an 

interview he gave in June 2015:  

I’ve always been very drawn to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. This was a 
big book for me when I was young, and I love the James Whale movies 
from the 1930s, Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein. So, I always 
wanted to do my own interpretation of this story, kind of reinvent those 
same ideas and themes into a modern reality, one that we might actually 
face in our lifetime. (“Waffling with . . .”) 

 
Senese in his interpretation includes characters who are easily identifiable as types in 

contemporary cinematic science fiction and who move the narrative toward its violent 

and intellectually tragic conclusion: the erudite, single-minded scientist; the scientist’s 

wife, apparently well-educated but not privy to all of her husband’s plans, discoveries – 

and errors; the scientist’s colleagues, who range from supportive to skeptical to outright 

hostile; the religious opponents of cloning, well-organized and fanatical; and the clones 

themselves, unsuspecting participants in their scientist-creator’s near God-like grand 

design.  

The arrogance of man playing God – a theme that runs through Senese’s film and 

is mirrored in the concerns that certain critics of cloning have expressed – finds its 

parallel in Shelley’s Frankenstein, wherein the misgivings of modern conservative clergy 

and philosophers are reflected in her author’s introduction to the 1831 edition: “‘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’” (qtd. in Van den Belt 260). In 
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her author’s introduction, Shelley continues: “He [Victor Frankenstein] would hope that, 

left to itself, the slight spark of life which he had communicated would fade; that this 

thing, which had received such imperfect animation would subside into dead matter” 

([1831] 9). Mary Shelley’s horror at the presumption of scientific man is underscored in 

her 1831 author’s introduction, in a recapitulation of the reverie that shook her 

imagination and gave intellectual birth to the monster that would ensure her fame. In 

Senese’s contemporization of the Frankenstein saga, the horror engendered by Victor 

Frankenstein’s creation is transmuted into Dr. Reed’s absolute, near-suicidal obsession 

with the possibilities unmasked by his own research, thus becoming a vehicle for the 

transference of at least some measure of the spirit of the Shelley text; whether the 

transference from novel to film is a distortion of the novel’s spirit is in the eye of the 

film’s beholder. 
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Bernard Rose: Frankenstein on the Streets of Los Angeles 
 
My film is really just about this guy who doesn’t know who he is or what he is and where 
he came from and he’s trying to kind of answer, get the, existential questions that we all 
have answered: Who am I? Where did I come from? What is my purpose in life? And the 
monster doesn’t know what that is. That’s the essential problem of Mary Shelley’s book 
and that’s such a . . . universal question. That’s why the book is . . . still read 200 years 
later. 

Bernard Rose, “E20: The 
Bernard Rose Interview.” The 
Horrorble Podcast 

 
I also think that it’s [Frankenstein] also slightly mischaracterized as a horror story 
because as I said it’s horror and science fiction. . . . When they traditionally made the 
stories, you were supposed to be afraid of the monster. But actually, of course, when you 
look at the story, the monster is easily the most sympathetic character. 
        Bernard Rose, Film  

Society of Lincoln Center. 
“Frankenstein Q&A – 
Bernard Rose”  

  
Director Bernard Rose’s adaptation of Frankenstein, told from the monster’s 

point of view, secured an international film festival run in 2015 that included stops at the 

Brussels International Fantastic Film Festival, the Film4 Frightfest in London, and Scary 

Movies 9 at Lincoln Center (“Archives – Bernard Rose”; “Film4 Frightfest Schedule 15”; 

Morrison).91 Rose, who also wrote the screenplay and worked as the film’s co-director of 

photography (with Candace Higgins) and editor, set his adaptation in present-day Los 

Angeles, making the monster (Xavier Samuel) a product of cutting-edge science: The 

creature is manufactured cell by cell by means of a 3D laser-assisted bioprinter. The 

monster’s “parents” – research scientists Victor and Elizabeth Frankenstein (Danny 

Huston and Carrie-Anne Moss) – succeed in producing what appears to be a perfect adult 

male human, only to reject and attempt to euthanize him once he starts to deteriorate 

                                                
91 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, the version of Bernard Rose’s Frankenstein referred to in this 
study is the DVD released by Alchemy in February 2016. 
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physically. The wretched creature manages to escape and, like Shelley’s monster, 

encounters a hostile and abusive world; he finds all-too-temporary rescue and acceptance 

in downtown L.A.’s skid row, only to face rejection again and a destiny akin to that of his 

literary and many of his cinematic forebears. Framing Shelley’s Frankenstein within a 

modern, urban, and extremely violent sensibility, Rose places his wretchedly imperfect 

monster – originally born a bio-enchanced superman – in the midst of a tragic 

convergence of mad, yet plausible, science, advanced technology, and human cruelty.  

 Bernard Rose, whose formal schooling ended at age 16, began his filmmaking 

career in the early years of music video production, directing, among other music videos, 

UB40’s “Red, Red Wine” (1983) and Roy Orbison’s “Wild Hearts Run Out of Time” 

(1986) (Rose, Steve; “Filmography”). Rose’s first feature film, Paperhouse (1988), was 

also his first entry in the fantasy genre. The story of a young girl whose reworked 

drawings of a house and its sole occupant – a young boy – begin in her dreams to take on 

a reality of their own, Paperhouse was praised by Roger Ebert as “a film in which every 

image has been distilled to the point of almost frightening simplicity. It's like a Bergman 

film, in which the clarity is almost overwhelming” (Rev. of Paperhouse). Rose’s third 

feature, Candyman (1992), was a blood-drenched, vividly-colored horror film set in and 

around Chicago’s infamous, and now demolished, Cabrini-Green Homes housing 

projects. Based on a novel by Clive Barker, with a haunting and characteristically 

hypnotic score by Philip Glass, the film has become a classic of cult cinema and spawned 

two sequels (Lattanzio; Schwarz). The director’s fourth film, Immortal Beloved, a 

romanticized, visually stunning biopic of Beethoven, was well-reviewed upon its initial 

release in December 1994. Janet Maslin of the New York Times wrote that Rose 
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“contributes a passionate enthusiasm for the music and an eagerness to fathom the forces 

that brought about its creation” (Maslin, “The Music” C4).92 Ebert praised the picture as 

“a film that imagines the mental states of Beethoven with a series of images as vivid and 

convincing as a dream” and as “a fantasy about Beethoven that evokes the same 

disturbing, ecstatic passion we hear in his music” (Rev. of Immortal Beloved). By age 34, 

Rose had established himself as a deft visual stylist with a sensitive ear for the use of 

music that further intensified his richly textured cinematic narratives. 

 Rose’s next film, an adaptation of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina for Warner Bros. 

released in 1997, began a difficult period in the director’s career. The studio allegedly 

banned Rose from the editing room, cutting one-half hour from the film before its 

premiere (Lattanzio; Rose, Steve); the film as released was poorly reviewed and did not 

do well at the box office (Rose, Steve). Ivansxtc (2000), the director’s next picture, was a 

contemporized adaptation of the Tolstoy novella The Death of Ivan Ilyich. Produced 

independently and filmed in the summer of 1999, Ivansxtc was shot entirely on digital – a 

very unusual occurrence at the time – and was shown at film festivals in 2000 and 2001 

(Latanzio); the film was given a limited release in New York and Los Angeles in 2002 

(“Ivansxtc – Release Info”). Ivansxtc is set in turn-of-the-millennium Los Angeles, deep 

within the frenetic, drug-filled milieu of Hollywood agents and their movie-star clients. 

The film is noteworthy for a number of things, including the free-rein camerawork that 

                                                
92 Maslin’s review, published on December 16, 1994, lists the running time of Immortal Beloved as 203 
minutes (“The Music” C4). However, the full-page print ad for the film that appeared on page C11 of the 
Times that day lists screening times at the Sony Theatres Lincoln Square venue that could not have 
accommodated a film of such length (Immortal Beloved). I recall the version I saw in general release in 
New York City the following month as running around two hours. As of April 2018, the versions on DVD 
and Blu-ray available through Amazon each run 121 minutes; the version available on Amazon Video has a 
running time of exactly two hours. 
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frames the film’s hyperactive characters; its expressive use of music, especially Wagner 

at the beginning and the end; and the intense, emotionally expansive performance of 

Danny Huston, second son of director John Huston, who had appeared in Rose’s Anna 

Karenina, as Rose’s Ivan – “Ivan Beckman” – the narrative anchor of the piece. The film 

was also the first in what was to become known as Rose’s Tolstoy trilogy, with Huston 

again cast as the lead in the next two films in the trilogy: The Kreutzer Sonata (2008), 

based on the Tolstoy novella of the same name, and Boxing Day (2012), based on 

Tolstoy’s novella Master and Man.93 Continuing his work with Rose, who is also a 

longtime personal friend (Shelden), Danny Huston subsequently appeared as the more 

maniacal half of the scientist couple in the director’s contemporization of Shelley’s 

novel. 

 Rose explicated the origins and development of his modern-day Frankenstein in a 

number of interviews that coincided with the release of his film on the festival circuit. On 

the occasion of the film’s showing as the closing night attraction at the Film Society of 

Lincoln Center’s annual horror film festival in November 2015, Rose told the horror film 

fan magazine Fangoria:  

Mary Shelley did not write a novel about reanimating corpses; she says 
that Victor Frankenstein studies cadavers, but she doesn’t say he digs up 
body parts, stitches them together and makes a monster. She says that he 
creates life, and then when the ship’s captain asks him how he did it, he 
refuses to answer, because he says he doesn’t want anyone to follow in his 
footsteps. I think there’s a big difference between reanimating corpses and 
creating life, especially given that part of the novel has the monster killing 
everyone close to Frankenstein—but if he knows how to reanimate dead 
people, why doesn’t he just bring them back? (qtd. in Gingold) 

                                                
93 Rose has also directed a contemporary adaptation of the Tolstoy novella Two Hussars. The film, entitled 
2 Jacks (2012), stars Danny Huston and Jack Huston, Danny Huston’s nephew and John Huston’s 
grandson, as father and son film directors caught, in two different eras, in the Hollywood maelstrom. 2 
Jacks made the rounds of film festivals in 2012 and was given a U.S. theatrical release in October 2013 (“2 
Jacks – Release Info”; Holden, “A Gene” C12). 
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Contrary to the common cinematic practice of portraying Frankenstein as a reanimator of 

corpses, Rose wanted to do something that coincided with what he felt Shelley was trying 

to achieve in the novel. In the Fangoria interview, Rose continued: “‘I felt that what’s 

actually brilliant about Shelley’s book is that, at the very beginning of the scientific era, it 

intuits what the real ambition of science is, which is to create consciousness, and that’s 

why I think the book is still relevant’” (qtd. in Gingold). Reflecting on how he might 

reconcile what he considered the underlying design of Shelley’s thinking with the 

expectations of a modern audience, Rose went on to state: “‘It’s something [the creation 

of a conscious being] that people should believe could happen and really think about, 

rather than an old ghost story from the past. I think that was definitely Shelley’s 

intention’” (qtd. in Gingold). The issue, then, becomes one of how contemporary science 

might approach the task of generating conscious life. 

 To move beyond the notion that the monster was “stitched together from body 

parts” (Hatfull), Rose exploited contemporary cutting-edge technology. As he told the 

science fiction, fantasy, and horror magazine, SciFiNow, in 2015: “‘Obviously the 3D 

printer would be the way to go now. Why would you have to dig somebody up? They’d 

be rotten anyway! It wouldn’t work, the veins would be collapsed!’” (qtd. in Hatfull). 

Rose went on in greater length on this subject in his interview with Fangoria:  

Suddenly, they’re not only making body parts and limbs, they’re also 
making livers. They make these plastic armatures, and then they print 3D 
stem cells onto those and they grow into the actual organs. So this isn’t 
really even fiction; this is what’s happening today, and what’s happening 
out there on the far edges of the research…who knows? I mean, the idea 
that you could make an entire human being, inside and out, in a 3D printer 
isn’t that farfetched. (qtd. in Gingold) 
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Once the problem of physical construction of a human being has been solved at the 

cellular level,94 the next step is the generation of consciousness. As Rose went on to state 

in the Fangoria article: “‘Of course, the big question is, how would you then imbue it 

with consciousness? But we don’t know what consciousness is; we have no idea. That is, 

of course, what the book is about: Does a being who has consciousness have rights, is he 

the property of the man who made him or not?’” (qtd. in Gingold). Rose thus implies 

that, in the creation of sentient life, the problem of endowing that life with consciousness 

is the most difficult one to solve. 

 As the film opens, Rose undertakes to solve the problem of consciousness by 

shooting from the monster’s point of view and having him narrate passages from 

Shelley’s text in first-person voiceover. This permits the monster, rather than either 

Victor or Elizabeth, to initiate the audience’s entry into the world of a science-created 

being; the audience-as-spectator is drawn ab initio into the new being’s world without the 

Frankensteins as mediators. In his interview with SciFiNow, Rose explained his 

positioning of the monster as the initial, and in fact primary, center of attention: “‘Well, 

what also struck me from looking at all the [Frankenstein] movies is that they always 

have this rather dull first act where the guy’s going . . . “I want to create life!” Alright, 

get on with it! The movie comes alive when he [the monster] does. Let’s start there’” 

(qtd. in Hatfull).  Though Rose admired the intelligence that Karloff brought to the 

monster (Gingold), he says that he wanted something different in his own film:  

You can’t ignore the [James] Whale movie, and at the same time I wanted 
to get back to something closer to what Mary Shelley had actually 

                                                
94 An article in the New York Times published on August 20, 2013, explored this topic in detail. As the 
Times reported: “At labs around the world, researchers have been experimenting with bioprinting, first to 
see whether it was possible to push cells through a printhead without killing them (in most cases it is) and 
then trying to make cartilage, bone, skin, blood vessels, small bits of liver and other tissues” (Fountain D2).  
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intended. So I came up with the idea of taking the chapters from the 
monster’s point of view. I thought, well the monster is the character 
everybody’s interested in so let’s just make a film about the monster.  
(qtd. in Hatfull)  

 
Rose embeds his monster, endowed with both a Karloff-like innocence and the facility of 

reflective language, in the world as he, the monster, perceives it; Rose also positions the 

monster within the classical structure of Shelley’s narrative by having him use language 

drawn entirely from Shelley’s text in nine instances of voiceover narration.  

 Voiceover narration has long endured a stormy relationship with film critics, its 

fraught position in a film’s sonic landscape wedded to the hostility that numerous film 

scholars, as opposed to audiences, felt for sound itself when that element was introduced 

to the medium commercially at the end of the 1920s (Kozloff  9). As Sarah Kozloff 

writes in 1988: “[I]t is this emotional legacy of aversion to sound in general that provides 

the bedrock for all complaints against a particular use of the soundtrack – voice-over 

narration. If one believes that all true film art lies in the images, then verbal narration is 

automatically illegitimate” (12). However, as Kozloff notes, there is no ethereal link that 

exists between viewer and image that would preclude the introduction of a narrator’s 

voice into a film’s visual space: “In film, then, while there are major differences between 

having the camera capture an action and having a narrator describe that action, the ideal 

of blissful communion between the viewer and some untouched, untainted reality 

presented by a completely neutral mechanism is an illusion” (14). Even today the visual 

realm may be what first touches one’s senses in the cinema – think of the many 

contemporary films that run their production company credits silently, at least in part – 

but sound, including the spoken word, has its own essential place in film that only a 

purist would deny. 
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 As Kamilla Elliott asks in 2003, “If film words are not ‘cinematic,’ then what are 

they and where do they belong?” (Rethinking 83). Elliott notes that William H. Phillips 

“categorizes original screenplays with other written sources of film – with novels, plays, 

short stories, biographies, histories, and news articles” (Rethinking 83);95 she then argues 

that Phillips’s “configuration of the screenplay as literary source” would indicate that 

words-in-film do not pertain to the cinematic world but to literature: they “are . . . literary 

encroachments on film” (Rethinking 83). For Elliott, this is not the case: “Far from being 

redundant and uncinematic, words are grist for the melodramatic mill, necessary 

mythological dragons, significant others by which to establish the superiority of the 

moving picture” (Rethinking 112). Words, spoken and/or written, are part of the total 

design of the sound film; their disparagement serves no purpose other than to perpetuate 

the “[c]ritical myth . . . that cinema must fight off the contamination of and dependence 

on literature, on the word; the reality is that film is fighting its own words, its own 

language as other and creating dramatic cinematic material in so doing” (Rethinking 112). 

The marriage of word and image on film, turbulent though it may be, helps generate the 

stuff that the movies are made of; in Rose’s Frankenstein, words – Shelley’s words – 

spoken by the monster also serve to weave modern characters into a classic narrative and 

fuse twenty-first-century audiences with that narrative. 

 The first words spoken in the film, at 00:00:46, initiate Rose’s measures at 

suturing the spectator into the world of Frankenstein the film and into the interior life of 

Frankenstein’s monster, who remains unnamed/unchristened until near the end of the 

                                                
95 Elliott’s source for this information is on page 199 of Phillips’s Film: An Introduction (1999) 
(Rethinking 256, n. 30). 
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movie’s last act.96 Shelley’s own words are synchronized with cinematic images that 

begin to make clear that the ambience of Rose’s Frankenstein belongs to the early 

twenty-first century. Shelley’s lines are tracked near-verbatim, conforming with both the 

1818 and 1831 editions of her novel. Notably, the monster’s first voiceover monologue 

is, with one minor omission, an exact transference of the first lines of the first paragraph 

of Volume II, Chapter III, in both the 1818 and 1831 editions: 

It is with considerable difficulty that I remember the original era of my 
being:97 all the events of that period appear confused and indistinct. A 
strange multiplicity of sensations seized me, and I saw, felt, heard, and 
smelt, at the same time; and it was, indeed, a long time before I learned to 
distinguish between the operations of my various senses. I remember,98 a 
stronger light pressed upon my nerves, so that I was obliged to shut my 
eyes. Darkness then came over me, and troubled me; but hardly had I felt 
this, when, by opening my eyes, as I now suppose, the light poured in on 
me again.99 (00:00:46 – 00:01:28; Shelley [1818] 128; [1831] 105) 

 
In the novel, the creature delivers these lines as the opening portion of the oral 

autobiography he relates to Victor after confronting him on the field of ice, in the shadow 

of Mont Blanc ([1818] 125-28; [1831] 101-04), some time after his creation ([1818] 84; 

[1831] 58). In Rose’s film, the positioning of the monologue in conjunction with the 

creature’s coming-into-being – the director does not show us the actual mechanism the 

Frankensteins have used to create their “new man” until the film’s final act – allows the 

spectator to become one with the awakening of Rose’s monster/anti-hero and, therefore, 

one with that creature’s presence-in-the-time-of-the-film.100 Rose thus abrogates to a 

                                                
96 For most of the film the creature is referred to as “Monster,” the result of his own self-naming derived 
from what those in the human community have called him. 
97 In the 1818 edition, “era” is spelled “aera” (page 128). 
98 In both the 1818 (page 128) and 1831 (page 105) editions, the phrase “By degrees” precedes “I 
remember.” 
99 Unless otherwise noted, the usage, spelling, and punctuation used in the passages spoken by Rose’s 
monster are derived from the 1818 edition of Shelley’s novel. Variations in usage, spelling, and 
punctuation that follow either the 1831 edition of Frankenstein, or Rose’s dialogue, are duly indicated. 
100 The entirety of the monster’s first voiceover monologue is shot from the monster’s point of view. 
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large degree the distancing effect that results from Shelley’s having nested the monster’s 

tale within the narrative that Victor relates to Walton on the latter’s ice-bound ship. 

 The opening of the second of the monster’s voiceover monologues finds him 

exhausted from having outrun his pursuers, at one point at superhuman speed, after 

escaping from an autopsy room deep in the bowels of the Frankensteins’ research 

facility-cum-residence. The language of the second voiceover narration is taken, as is the 

case with the first voiceover, from Volume II, Chapter III of the Frankenstein text 

([1818] 129-30; [1831] 105-06). In passages that are more heavily adapted than in the 

first voiceover, Rose’s monster states:101  

         Here I lay, resting from my fatigue. Until I felt tormented by hunger 
and thirst. This roused me from my nearly dormant state. I slaked my 
thirst at the brook. And then, lying down, was overcome by sleep.  
         It was dark when I awoke. I felt cold also. And half frightened, as it 
were, instinctively, finding myself so desolate. I was a poor, helpless, 
miserable wretch.  
         I began to distinguish my sensations from each other. I gradually 
saw plainly the clear stream that supplied me with drink. And the trees, 
they shaded me with their foliage. I also began to observe with greater 
accuracy the forms that surrounded me. And to perceive the boundaries of 
the radiant roof of light which canopied me. (00:26:10 – 00:28:40) 

 
Again, Rose’s rendition of the Shelley text traces the on-screen action of the film’s 

recently-born creature, harmonizing the screen business of that character with the 

unspoken thoughts that he shares with us as spectators. Consistent with Rose’s 

determination to shoot his film from the monster’s point of view, this cinematic synthesis 

of thought and action, of voice and movement, accomplishes at least two things: first, as 

in the first and all subsequent voiceover narrations, this synthesis works to give the 

creature’s voice a meditative, even philosophical, tenor that the other characters in the 

                                                
101 The paragraphing of this particular monologue was put in place by the author of this study. 
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film do not possess, at least to the same degree of sophistication; second, using Shelley’s 

own words rather than a modernization or simplification of them provides a linguistic 

space in which her language can build a vivid continuum between the actions of her 

creature, a being animated by her own narrative alchemy, and the monster that Rose has 

imagined, which was brought to life by the writer-director’s ingenious rendering of the 

workings of twenty-first century cinematic science fiction.102 

 The evolution of the monster’s proficiency in language, crucial not only for 

communication with the human species but also for the development of an understanding 

of how humans have structured the world, occupies as equally important a place in 

Rose’s film as it does in Shelley’s novel. However, while Shelley’s creature learns 

human speech by observing and listening to the activities of the De Lacey household 

from a vantage point in his rude hiding place ([1818] 139; [1831] 116), Rose’s monster 

hones his nascent language skills by staying physically close to and observing the film’s 

De Lacey surrogate, the blind, homeless African-American, Eddie (Tony Todd, who 

played the title character in Rose’s Candyman). Eddie, who attracts the monster through 

his plaintive, evocative blues singing and guitar strumming, not only mentors the 

unfortunate, deformed being in language, he also offers him protective companionship on 

L.A.’s mean streets. The enterprising homeless man provides Rose’s creature with warm 

clothing, including an old army-surplus style long coat reminiscent of the style of 

greatcoat that Frankenstein’s monster wears in numerous film adaptations. Eddie also 

teaches the monster to beg for money, scrounge for food, and in general survive in the 

manner of someone who is used to living in the urban landscape.  

                                                
102 Compare the comments of Mark Kruger, the writer of Kevin Connor’s traditional, period-specific 
adaptation of Frankenstein (2004), which are noted on pages 73-74 of this study. 
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 The monster’s fourth rendition of Shelley, though quite brief, immediately 

precedes Eddie’s teaching him the art of dumpster diving; that is, locating edibles among 

the garbage and detritus found in large waste containers (00:55:08 – 00:56:13). The 

monster’s voiceover is as follows: “I improved rapidly in the knowledge of language, so 

that in a short while I began to comprehend the words uttered by my protector” (00:54:57 

– 00:55:06; Shelley [1818] 143; [1831] 121).103 In addition to the speed at which he 

acquires language, Rose’s monster learns that for the homeless, learning to survive is 

paramount; survival in the streets includes, in addition to overcoming weather and 

hunger, prevailing against human predators  – and naming them. Before the monster’s 

voiceover, Eddie admonishes him to be aware of “scallywags”; the monster, 

uncomprehending, repeats the word “scallywag” and Eddie, teacher that he has become, 

pronounces the word for him a second time. In its popular meaning, “scallywag,” a 

variant of “scalawag,” refers to anyone who is a “scamp” or “reprobate”; its historical 

definition refers to “a white Southerner acting in support of the reconstruction 

governments after the American Civil War often for private gain” (“Scalawag”). It is 

evident from the context of the film that Eddie is thinking of the word in its popular 

definition; it is also interesting to note the virulent, racist negativity of the word’s 

historical meaning, which was, like the term “carbetbagger,” “used to condemn anyone 

who questioned whites’ domination of politics and society in the South” (Tunnell 803). 

Ironically, Eddie, an African-American condemned to live and forage in the open air, 

uses the term quite casually and forcefully, teaching it to the monster in the context of the 

                                                
103 In both the 1818 and 1831 editions of Shelley’s text, the phrase “two months” replaces “a short while,” 
and the word “protector” is rendered in the plural, in reference to the aggregate members of the De Lacey 
family. 
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streets. The monster, like Eddie, is another outsider forced to live exiled from the human 

community, a manufactured man who, through Eddie, becomes more and more 

acculturated to his place in the world. 

 In the fifth voiceover narration, Rose’s monster quotes from Frankenstein, Book 

II, Chapter V. In this chapter, Shelley’s creature explains the workings of human society 

as he grasps them, based on his overhearing Felix De Lacey, old De Lacey’s son, instruct 

Safie, the foreign visitor Felix refers to as “his sweet Arabian,” in French ([1818] 142; 

141-47; [1831] 120; 119-24]). Teaching Safie from The Ruins of Empires by C. F. 

Volney,104 one of the “radical free-thinkers of [Mary Shelley’s] day” (McWhir 77), Felix 

instructs the young woman – and, unwittingly, the monster – not only in the acquisition 

and use of language, but also in a revolutionary understanding of the way human society 

is structured. Rose adapts Shelley’s words to conform with the images of his monster’s 

life in the streets, as he and Eddie struggle to survive:  

The strange system of human society was explained to me. I saw the 
division of property. Of immense wealth and squalid poverty, of rank, 
descent, and noble blood. A man might be respected with only one of 
these advantages. But without them, he was considered a vagabond and a 
slave, doomed to waste his powers for the profits of the chosen few. And 
what was I? Of my creation and my creator I was absolutely ignorant. But 
I knew that I possessed no money, no friends, no kind of property. I was, 
besides, endued with a figure hideously deformed and loathsome. Was I 
then a monster? A blot upon the Earth? (00:59:17 – 01:00:25; Shelley 
[1818] 145-46; [1831] 122-23) 

 
Rose intercuts the monster’s intonation of Shelley’s language, modestly edited, with 

footage of the monster, Eddie, and Eddie’s friend Wanda (Maya Erskine), a young sex 

                                                
104 The complete title of Volney’s work is The Ruins, or Meditation on the Revolutions of Empires: and the 
Law of Nature, first published in 1791 (Volney). 
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worker, on a busy commercial street.105 While Shelley’s concerns, expressed through her 

monster, can be identified as, among other things, early nineteenth-century Europe’s rigid 

class system and the enormous social inequalities during the initial stages of the 

Industrial Revolution, Rose’s monster sees with his own eyes the dominance of the 

American moneyed class; the outsider, pariah-like status of the homeless; the power of 

purchase that the wealthy have for anything from limousines to fine clothes to 

anonymous sex; in short, the rigid stratification of American society in the middle years 

of the second decade of the twenty-first century.  

 The education of Rose’s innocently volatile monster continues, reaching its 

culmination in the violent episodes that form the visual undercurrent to the monster’s 

seventh and eighth voiceovers. In the seventh voiceover, the monster laments his killing 

of Eddie and Wanda, the former having been dispatched by the creature after Eddie 

discovers that the monster, his “[m]annish boy” (01:10:22), has killed Wanda in the hotel 

room Eddie has secured for them in an effort to provide the monster with his first sexual 

experience. While Rose’s images demonstrate the monster’s hysteria at having destroyed 

the lives of the only two people outside the Frankenstein research facility who have 

shown him some measure of kindness, the monster in voiceover reflects briefly on the 

results of his actions, in the words of Shelley that Rose has adapted: “Once I falsely 

hoped to meet with beings, who, pardoning my outward form, would love me for the 

qualities in my heart. I cannot believe that I am the same creature whose thoughts were 

once filled with beauty and love” (01:11:29 – 00:10:42). Aside from the cuts that Rose 

has made to this passage, adapted from the final pages of the last chapter of the novel, in 

                                                
105 Through careful examation of the commercial signage and architectural landmarks found in Rose’s 
footage, the street may be identified as Hill Street in downtown Los Angeles. 
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which the monster, looming over Victor’s corpse, relates his final words to Captain 

Walton (Shelley [1818] 240-44; [1831] 221-25), the writer-director has repurposed 

Shelley’s lines and phrasing. The constrast between Rose’s structuring of Shelley’s 

language for the film and Shelley’s use of language in the novel – a structuring that is 

more understatedly achieved in the film’s previous voiceovers –  becomes at this point 

quite stark. 

In a considerably longer passage in the novel (Volume III, Chapter 7), the  
 
grieving yet defiant monster states: 

 
Once I falsely hoped to meet with beings, who, pardoning my outward 
form, would love me for the excellent qualities which I was capable of 
bringing forth. I was nourished with high thoughts of honor and devotion. 
But now vice has degraded me beneath the meanest animal.106 No crime, 
no mischief, no malignity, no misery, can be found comparable to mine. 
When I call over the frightful catalogue of my deeds, I cannot believe that 
I am he whose thoughts were once filled with sublime and transcendent 
visions of the beauty and the majesty of goodness.107 ([1818] 242; [1831] 
223) 

 
Schooled via attentive eavesdropping in the thought of Volney and deeply-read, albeit by  
 
chance and self-directed, in Milton’s Paradise Lost, Plutarch’s Lives, and Goethe’s The  
 
Sorrows of Young Werther,108 Shelley’s monster wished to pursue the ideals he felt that  
 
these texts compelled him to follow. Taking all that he had read as “true” ([1818]  
 
154; [1831] 132), the monster was, in the torment of his violent rejection by the human  
 
community ([1818] 132; [1831 108-09), drawn most profoundly to Milton, finding in  
 

                                                
106 After Eddie has discovered that the monster has killed Wanda, he beats him with his cane and, berating 
him, says, among other things: “Are you a man or are you an animal?” (01:10:25 – 01:10:27). 
107 There are a number of differences in this passage, in usage and word choice, between the 1818 and 1831 
editions of Shelley’s Frankenstein. In the 1831 edition, there is no comma after “beings”; “excellent 
qualities I was capable of bringing forth” becomes “excellent qualities I was capable of unfolding”; “crime 
becomes guilt”; “call over” becomes “run over”; “deeds” become “sins”; and “he” becomes “the same 
creature.” 
108 See the Introduction, page 14 of this study. 
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Paradise Lost the closest literary correlatives to his subjugated state. As Shelley’s  

monster relates:  

Like Adam, I was created apparently united by no link to any other being 
in existence; but his state was far different from mine in every other 
respect. He had come forth from the hands of God a perfect creature, 
happy and prosperous, guarded by the especial care of his Creator; he was 
allowed to converse with, and acquire knowledge from beings of a 
superior nature: but I was wretched, helpless, and alone. Many times I 
considered Satan as the fitter emblem of my condition; for often, like him, 
when I viewed the bliss of my protectors, the bitter gall of envy rose 
within me. (Shelley [1818] 154; [1818] 132) 

 
Comparing himself to both Adam and Satan, Shelley’s monster finds human and demonic 

parallels for his situation in the world; his frustrated stabs at happiness, or even at mere 

survival, become the moral and philosophical bases for the depths of his rage against 

humankind, with particular enmity reserved for Victor Frankenstein, his family, and 

Victor’s friend Henry Clerval. The monster’s furiously confused disappointment with 

those whom, in his innocence, he took to be his protectors – the De Laceys – becomes the 

impetus for his firing of their abandoned cottage ([1818] 160; 163; [1831] 137; 140-41). 

With the destruction of the De Lacey cottage, in effect the creature’s only true home in 

the human world, the monster’s descent into murderous despair begins. 

 In the eighth, and penultimate, voiceover, the monster verbalizes the condition to 

which his experience with human beings has brought him; significantly, for Rose’s 

monster, that experience has evidently not included even the rudiments of cultured 

reading that Shelley’s creature obtained through his unguided consumption of found 

copies of classic texts. Rose’s monster learned the ways of the world from Eddie’s kind, 

thorough, yet unlettered, tutoring; Wanda’s efforts at initiating him into manhood were 

cut short by her understandably horrified reaction at his hideously scarred, corrupted, and 
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mutilated naked body. As the monster states: “[T]he fallen angel becomes a malignant 

devil. Yet even that enemy of God and man had friends and associates in his desolation. I 

am alone.109 I will revenge my injuries: if I cannot inspire love, I will cause fear” 

(01:13:34 – 01:14:09; Shelley [1818] 242; 169; [1831] 223; 148). Before this voiceover, 

Rose’s monster dispatches Banks (Jeff Hilliard), the sadistic LAPD officer who quite 

rightly believed that he had eliminated the monster in a brutal extrajudicial killing 

(00:47:04), summarily executing the policeman with his own service weapon (01:13:20). 

The monster then completes his journey to the Frankenstein estate, on foot and guided by 

the voice of the GPS (Julie Marcus, uncredited) in Wanda’s smartphone.110 

 As in the novel, the ninth and final voiceover in Rose’s film serves as the 

culmination of the monster’s pilgrimage through the world of men. In Rose’s 

transliteration of Shelley, the monster speaks in extended voiceover as he carries the body 

of the dead Elizabeth Frankenstein, his “mother” and human ideal, accidentally killed by 

her now-vanished husband Victor, into the flames that will consume them both:  

I shall collect my funeral pile, and consume to ashes this miserable 
frame, that its remains may afford no light to any curious and unhallowed 
wretch, who would create such another as I have been. She is dead who 
called me into being;111 when I shall be no more, the very remembrance of 
us both will speedily vanish. I will no longer see the sun nor stars,112 or 
feel the winds play upon my cheeks. . . . 

                                                
109 “I am alone” appears in both the Rose adaptation and the 1831 edition. In the 1818 edition, Shelley 
renders this utterance as “I am quite alone,” preceded by a semi-colon rather than a period, as in the editioin 
of 1831. 
110 Compare Rose’s use of automotive GPS technology in Boxing Day (2012), his adaptation of Tolstoy’s 
Master and Man, in which the shortcomings of both the device, again voiced by Julie Marcus, and Nick, 
the chauffeur/“man” (Matthew Jacobs), lead to tragedy for both Nick and his passenger, Basil/“master” 
(Danny Huston). 
111 This pronoun shift from masculine to feminine in Rose’s version of Shelley’s language reflects not only 
the inclusion of Elizabeth Frankenstein as an equal member of the scientific team that created him, but also 
the monster’s understanding of Elizabeth as his true “mother.” As Rose demonstrates, she is both the one 
who nurtures and soothes him after his “birth,” and who, but for one occasion, does not deny him his 
humanity, and kinship, in front of others.  
112 Rose has his monster utter “will,” while Shelley in both the 1818 and 1831 editions has her monster 
utter “shall.” 
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I shall ascend my funeral pile triumphantly and exult in the agony 
of the torturing flames. The light of that conflagration will fade away; my 
ashes will be swept into the sea by the winds. My spirit will sleep in 
peace; or if it thinks, it will not surely think thus. Farewell. (01:24:20 – 
01:25:23; Shelley [1818] 243-44; [1831] 224-25) 

 
In the novel, the monster fades from view, finishing his farewell and escaping from 

Walton’s ship with the promise of self-immolation, “[springing] from the cabin-window, 

as he said [‘Farewell’], upon the ice-raft which lay close to the vessel. He was soon borne 

away by the waves, and lost in darkness and distance” ([1818] 244; [1831] 225). The 

literalizing of the creature’s burning is not unique; consider, as two examples, the 

monster’s violent end in the conflagration of the windmill in Whale’s Frankenstein and 

the creature’s defiant immolation of himself and Victor in the Branagh adaptation.  

As in the Branagh adaptation, the monster immolates himself with his maker; but 

Rose’s monster does not burn his “father”: he burns his “mother,” the woman who 

nurtured him into awarenness as one would nurture a newborn child. In Rose’s 

interpretation, the monster is not the parthenogenetic creation of a male scientist; he is 

neither made of disparate parts, nor is he a clone/pseudo-clone of his creator – nor is he 

the hideously deformed result of cell mutation created by Victoria Frankenstein in the 

Mercurio television film. Rose’s monster is born beautiful, the product of an advanced  

3-D laser bioprinter; though his “father,” Victor Frankenstein, insists on taking credit for 

the monster’s creation, it is Elizabeth Frankenstein who breathes life into the fully-

formed yet infant-like being. It is Elizabeth Frankenstein to whom the monster returns to 

claim as his own; it is Elizabeth who, almost at the last, christens him: “It’s okay, Adam.  

. . . Your name is Adam” (01:17:13 – 01:17:21). It is the monster, now Adam, who, while 

he and the dead Elizabeth are consumed by the flames, cries: “I am Adam!” (01:26:31 – 
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01:26:38). In the moment of his destruction, and as the flames dissolve the corrupted 

flesh of his face to reveal not the skull but the beauty beneath the skin, the monster 

proclaims who and what he is: angel, devil, and the first new man. 
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Paul McGuigan: Victor and Igor: Together Again – for the First Time 

[Frankenstein] has always been a mad scientist with funny hair – and that’s it . . . . He’s 
not really had a backstory. So we give him one – a backstory that we’ve chosen to make 
up. So there’s not a reverence to the book. I think sometimes people are over-reverent 
about it. 

Paul McGuigan, qtd. in O’Callaghan, 
“Paul McGuigan Reveals Why 
Victor Frankenstein Isn’t True to the     
Book.” GamesRadar 

 
Victor Frankenstein promises new directions and other movies, mostly by recasting a 
story about gods and monsters into a buddy movie. 
                          Manohla Dargis. “Igor and His Boss,  

Recast  in a 19th-Century Tale that 
Keeps on Giving.” New York Times 
C7 

 
 Paul McGuigan’s Victor Frankenstein premiered in New York on November 10, 

2015, five days after Bernard Rose’s Frankenstein was screened at the Film Society of 

Lincoln Center, and was released nationwide on November 25 of that year (“Victor 

Frankenstein – Release Info”).113 A major production from 20th Century Fox, written by 

Max Landis and with a cast headed by A-list actors James McAvoy as Victor 

Frankenstein and Daniel Radcliffe as Igor, Victor’s lab assistant, the film nevertheless 

received a generally indifferent, if not outright negative, critical reception, earning an 

overall score of 36 out of a possible 100 on the Metacritic reviewer rating system 

(“Victor Frankenstein: 20th Century Fox Corporation”). In addition, McGuigan’s film 

did not perform well at the box office, earning a total worldwide gross of $34,140,474, on 

an estimated production budget of $40,000,000 (“Victor Frankenstein – Box 

office/Business for”). Notwithstanding Victor Frankenstein’s disappointing performance 

                                                
113 For purposes of dialogue and shot analysis, the version of Paul McGuigan’s Victor Frankenstein 
referred to in this study is the DVD released by 20th Century Fox in March 2016.  
 



 
 

180 

with the critics and the public, McGuigan’s film, as Mark Jancovich emphasizes in 2016, 

serves as an example of the powerful hold Shelley’s story has on the popular imagination 

(203); the film also presents intriguing possibilities as a case study in directorial re-

construction of the Shelley novel in which reverence for the source material is not merely 

of secondary importance; it is also subordinate to a thematic reimagining of the story, 

told for the most part from the point of view of Igor and couched in an extravagantly 

detailed use of classical Frankenstein cinema. 

 Scottish-born and bred, Paul McGuigan grew up in the North Lanarkshire town of 

Bellshill; as a youth, he was afflicted with a severe speech impediment (McLaughlin). 

Raised a Catholic, McGuigan for a time considered entering the priesthood, but was 

discouraged from becoming a priest by a member of the clergy (McLaughlin). As 

McGuigan remarked in an interview with the Scotsman in 2012: “‘I was basically told by 

the priests that I’d find it very hard to communicate with people, which seems quite ironic 

given what I do. . . . I’m not a practising Catholic any more, but that’s not because of 

anything other than I’ve found different ways to understand myself’” (qtd. in 

McLaughlin).114 McGuigan’s communication problem – though it doomed his plans for 

the priesthood – appears to have determined his artistic pursuits (McLaughlin). The future 

filmmaker went on to learn photography at the former Glasgow College of Building and 

Printing (now the City of Glasgow College) (McLaughlin; “History of the College”). In 

the Scotsman interview, McGuigan expanded upon the qualities that the study of 

photography elicited from him: “‘As a photographer, you lead a solitary profession, and I 

                                                
114 Raised a Catholic as was McGuigan, director Danny Boyle also evinced a desire to enter the priesthood 
as a young man, only to meet with personal rejection by a member of the clergy. See page 123 of this 
study. 
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liked that because I felt in control of things and I didn’t have to present myself. It was 

more about the camera. I became more of an observer’” (qtd. in McLaughlin). Thus were 

planted the seeds of McGuigan’s career as a filmmaker. 

 McGuigan moved into advertising for a short time and then into a brief career as a 

television documentarian for Britain’s Channel 4 (McLaughlin). His first feature, The Acid 

House, an independently produced anthology film consisting of adaptations of three short 

stories by Irvine Welsh, was shown at film festivals in 1998 and 1999 and given its 

American theatrical premiere in New York in August 1999 (“The Acid House – Release 

Info”). The film was moderately well-received by critics,115 with a number of laudatory 

reviews appearing in, among other newspapers, the Los Angeles Times, the San Francisco 

Chronicle, and Variety (Anderson; Kelly; Guthmann). In a mixed review that compared 

The Acid House unfavorably with the then-recent adapation of another work by Irvine 

Welsh, Danny Boyle’s Trainspotting (1996), Stephen Holden of the New York Times 

asserted that “[w]ith a cackling nihilistic glee, the movie rubs our faces in the stinking 

screaming muck of raw human appetite and insists that that’s all there is” (“Short Stories” 

E14).116  Though sixteen years separate The Acid House from Victor Frankenstein, during 

which time McGuigan directed five theatrical films and numerous works for television, 

including four episodes of the acclaimed BBC series Sherlock (“Paul McGuigan – 

Filmography”), some of the rawness, muck, and glee of that first feature film appear, in 

mutated, Victorian-period form, in Victor Frankenstein. 

                                                
115 The Acid House earned a score of 55, out of a possible 100, on the Metacritic website (“The Acid House: 
Zeitgeist Films”). 
116 Trainspotting received a favorable review from the Times upon is release in 1996 (Maslin, “Bad Taste” 
C3). However, Holden makes it clear in his review of The Acid House that, although he considers 
McBride’s feature inferior to Trainspotting, he was not overly impressed with Boyle’s film either. 
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 The glee in Victor Frankenstsein manifiests itself to a great extent in the film’s 

title character, interpreted by James McAvoy with near-manic intellectual and physical 

intensity. The rawness and muck, at least initially, is embodied in the character of his 

assistant, the at-first nameless and deformed circus performer, known only as the 

hunchback (Daniel Radcliffe), whom Victor rescues in an act of high cinematic derring-do 

and whom, in one of director McGuigan’s nods to the classic Hollywood Frankensteins, 

Victor christens Igor. In crafting his film, McGuigan paid particular attention to the way in 

which Igor and Victor relate to one another. As McGuigan stated in a 2015 video 

interview:  

He [Igor] begins the film as a hunchback. . . . He’s all bent and all that and 
then Victor strings him up because he says, well, there’s nothing wrong 
with you. This is what’s wrong with you and then he [McGuigan makes a 
popping noise] breaks his back basically in a very violent scene  
. . . and so that’s a good metaphor for the movie itself: It’s you think you 
know one thing but actually . . . there’s the reason why he gets upright and 
reinvents himself because Victor gives him back his life and says . . . 
there’s nothing wrong with you, this is why you are who you are. And stop 
looking at the mud, stop looking at the ground and start looking up again.  
. . . (ColliderVideos) 

 
McGuigan establishes a connection between Victor and Igor that is much more than 

rescuer and rescued, mad scientist and assistant, or master and apprentice; in McGuigan’s 

telling, Igor is Victor’s mental equal, a quick-thinking, self-taught “surgeon” whose 

physical deformity and ragged filthiness Victor ignores when he witnesses (and assists) 

the young man in the performance of a “dry surgery” on Lorelei (Jessica Brown Findlay), 

the injured trapeze artist whom the hunchback, trapped in his loneliness, adores from afar 

(00:04:50 – 00:05:50). 

 The provenance of the hunchback/Igor character is Lord Barnaby’s Circus & 

Menagerie; in McGuigan’s telling it is a place of brutality, violence, and the Hunchback’s 
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enslavement. The unnamed hunchback character knows only the present-tense of his 

torment; as he says in the voiceover narration that begins the film: “I’ve been with the 

circus for as long as I can remember” (00:01:24 – 00:01:26). Doing double duty as the 

circus doctor in addition to performing as its beleaguered clown, the hunchback pores 

over medical texts: “I became fascinated by the science of medicine. Particularly of 

human anatomy. I wanted to understand everything about this internal universe that 

makes us who we are. The brains, lungs, bones, muscles. The heart. I don’t know why the 

science of life captured my imagination. I think it just helped me escape” (00:02:46 – 

00:03:07). McGuigan thus establishes the hunchback as quite an unusual presence in the 

film. Before the spectator knows with any certainty that the hunchback will eventually 

metamorphose into Igor, the director has positioned him in the film’s narrative space as a 

character of some eccentricity and importance, one who inhabits a dark, dangerous and 

near-primordial cinematic world; it is a world similar to the ones that the Igors and Igor-

surrogates of the Universal and Hammer Frankensteins also inhabit. As McGuigan 

explains in the ColliderVideos interview: “Igor was never in the Mary Shelley books 

(sic). It’s a contrivance of the movies . . . of James Whale as well. And so we actually 

used James Whale’s version . . . but that was my favorite one to look at and Mel Brooks’s 

one, you know” (ColliderVideos). Although the Igor character never appeared in the 

Shelley novel, its origins reach back to the first dramatization of Frankenstein in the 

decade after the publication of the 1818 edition.  

 In 1823, Mary Shelley, one day shy of turning twenty-six, saw a performance of 

the first stage version of her novel, Richard Brinsley Peake’s Presumption; or, The Fate 

of Frankenstein (Forry 3-4). Peake is credited with the introduction of the laboratory 
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assistant to the Frankenstein universe; this new persona, called “Fritz,” is the first 

character that the audience sees on stage (Peake 136). While  “Fritz,” “Igor,” and the 

various other incarnations of the laboratory assistant are true contradictions of the Shelley 

text – Victor Frankenstein worked alone, and Shelley left her protagonist’s surgical 

technique to the reader’s imagination – the character itself has a strong literary pedigree. 

Writing in 1990, Steven Earl Forry traced Fritz’s comic roots as far back as Sancho Panza 

and, in gothic literature, to characters such as Bianca in The Castle of Otranto, Annette 

and Ludovico in The Mysteries of Udolpho, and Peter in The Romance of the Forest 

(Forry 23). In Presumption, Fritz also “substitutes for the first person narratives of the 

novel” (24), delivering substantial exposition for the spectator and “furnishing much of 

the necessary background information” that would otherwise need to be detailed in a 

more time-consuming fashion (24).117 Peake’s Fritz thus fulfills two roles: The character 

initiates a tradition of comic relief in Frankenstein stage- and filmcraft, a tradition that 

reaches a kind of comedic apotheosis in Ygor (Marty Feldman) – mispronounced, 

intentionally, as “Eye-gore” – in Mel Brooks’s Young Frankenstein (1974);118 Peake also 

establishes Fritz as an important cog in the mechanism of the Frankensteinian plot – 

though the “Fritz” character was fated to disappear after the 1820s, not to be seen again 

until James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) (Forry 92). 

The character called “Fritz” in James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) is the first of 

the Fritz/Igor variants that have served their cinematic masters as lab assistant, secondary 

                                                
117 Daniel Radcliffe’s hunchback/Igor performs a similar function in McGuigan’s film. 
118 Very early in McGuigan’s film, after Victor has rehabilitated Igor both physically and sartorially, they 
go to a formal gathering at Victor’s club where the now presentable, and upright, Igor encounters his 
beloved Lorelei. After Lorelei recovers from her shock of recognition, Igor introduces her to Victor; she 
mispronounces Victor’s last name as “Frankensteen” and Victor corrects her immediately – “Frankenstein” 
– in a send-up of another running gag in the Mel Brooks film, a gag reprised in the 2007 Broadway musical 
based on the film (Young Frankenstein). 
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villain, and comic foil.119 As played by character actor Dwight Frye, Fritz is both darkly 

funny and a catalyst for disaster. Among the other gruesome tasks that Frye’s Fritz must 

carry out – assisting Dr. Henry Frankenstein (Colin Clive) in robbing a grave; cutting 

down a hanged man at a crossroads gallows – it is Fritz’s duty to purloin a brain from a 

medical school classroom. While carrying off a “normal” brain, Fritz reacts to the tolling 

of an off-screen bell, drops the normal brain, and substitutes a diseased one for it – 

actions parodied in both Brooks’s 1974 film and his 2007 musical stage adaptation of it. 

The highly-strung Fritz is also the Monster’s (Boris Karloff) nemesis,120 tormenting 

Frankenstein’s creation until the giant being is driven to kill him.  

Frye returns in Bride of Frankenstein (1935), Whale’s sequel to his 1931 feature. 

Frye’s new character, “Karl,” is both an extension of, and a move away from the 

character he portrayed in the earlier film. Significantly, what most differentiates the mad 

Karl from the equally disturbed Fritz is not seen in the film versions available today. 

Caroline Joan (“Kaye”) S. Picart writes in 2002 that, according to a contemporaneous 

review of the film in Variety, seventeen minutes of footage was cut from the final release 

version of Bride of Frankenstein (52); in this footage, Frye portrays Karl as “a homicidal 

maniac who scavenges dead bodies for dissection by doctors and medical students” (52). 

Although Karl in the film’s final release version is still a maniac and a murderer– sent to 

procure a heart for the bride that Henry Frankenstein is manufacturing, he chooses to kill 

for it rather than purchase one in a black-market transaction – his most significant 

                                                
119 The Fritz/Igor character does not appear in two of the films in the Universal Frankenstein series: Roy 
William Neill’s Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943) and the final entry in the series, the comedy 
Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948), directed by Charles T. Barton. 
120 When referring to the Monster or the Monster’s Mate in the Universal series, the terms are capitalized so 
as to remain consistent with their usage in the cast of characters listed in the film or films in which they 
appear. 
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surviving screen time comprises his scenes as part of a grave robbing team and as 

Henry’s manic laboratory assistant during the creation of the Monster’s Mate (Elsa 

Lanchester). Like Fritz, Karl also meets his end at the hands of the Monster, although 

instead of suffering murder by hanging, Karl dies when the Monster throws him from the 

tower of Frankenstein’s castle. 

In Rowland V. Lee’s Son of Frankenstein (1939), Bela Lugosi’s “Ygor” takes the 

role of laboratory assistant to Machiavellian heights. No longer the enemy and tormentor 

of Frankenstein, Ygor describes the Monster (Karloff) to Baron Wolf von Frankenstein 

(Basil Rathbone), the “son of Frankenstein,” as his “friend.” It is Ygor who convinces the 

professorial Baron to revive the dormant creature; it is Ygor who is the Baron’s principal 

assistant at the revival; it is Ygor who displays an initial, violent reluctance at allowing 

the Baron’s trusted butler, Benson (Edgar Norton) to assist them; it is Ygor, with the 

Monster under his control, who orders the creature to kill Benson, whom Ygor does not 

trust; and it is Ygor who has the Monster kill the jurors who had condemned him to hang. 

In an act of apparent poetic justice, however, it is the Baron himself who eventually 

shoots Ygor, leaving him for dead. “Ygor” the cinematic character, however, is not so 

easy to kill. 

 In Erle C. Kenton’s The Ghost of Frankenstein (1942), Lugosi reprises his role as 

Ygor. As in Son of Frankenstein, Lugosi builds upon the physical oddities of Frye’s two 

laboratory assistants, once again replacing Frye’s pop-eyed jitteriness with a disarmingly 

vacant stare, a stiffened gait, and a bent neck disfigured by a protruding bone. Both 

Lugosi’s Ygor and Frye’s Fritz appear to share a misshapen back, a deformity shared by 

numerous cinematic “Fritzes,” including McGuigan’s Igor. In The Ghost of Frankenstein, 
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Lugosi’s Ygor also carries a magical hunter’s horn he uses to control the Monster (Lon 

Chaney in The Ghost of Frankenstein; Boris Karloff in Son of Frankenstein), acting as 

the creature’s Pied Piper. The Monster, mute in Chaney’s rendition of him, is “now [in 

The Ghost of Frankenstein] a homicidal maniac who kills wantonly” (Picart 61), and 

appears through most of the film to be more out of control than controlled.  

 The “Fritz” character next appears in Kenton’s House of Frankenstein (1944), the 

sixth entry in the Universal Frankenstein franchise. Called “Daniel” in the film and 

played by J. Carrol Naish, this iteration of “Fritz,” like Frye’s and Lugosi’s, is a 

hunchback and a murderer as well as an assistant to the film’s stand-in for Dr. 

Frankenstein, Dr. Neimann (Boris Karloff). Karloff plays Dr. Neimann as a soft-spoken 

fiend determined to replicate and extend the experiments of Henry Frankenstein; to him, 

Daniel is as much a servant and a killer as he is a laboratory assistant. As befitting a put-

upon, beleaguered servant, Daniel’s repeated plea to Dr. Neimann to give him the Wolf 

Man’s (Lon Chaney Jr.) body is as hopeless as his unrequited desire for the ill-fated 

gypsy girl Ilonka (Elena Verdugo), since Dr. Neimann intends to plant the Monster’s 

(Glenn Strange) brain, not Daniel’s, in the skull of the Wolf Man. Daniel takes out his 

disappointment on a seemingly comatose and restrained Monster by repeatedly whipping 

him with a strap, thus shadowing Fritz’s similar brutal treatment of a subdued Monster in 

Whale’s Frankenstein, but in Daniel’s case with a dose of pathos: the hunchback’s 

pathetic pining for the gypsy girl who ultimately rejects him plays as melodramatic 

counterpoint to the murders he carries out at Dr. Neimann’s behest. Without the comic 

undertones of Peake’s original Fritz, nor the ability to plot and scheme his way through 
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situations like Lugosi’s Ygor, Daniel ultimately becomes merely a victim to be sacrificed 

on the altar of Dr. Neimann’s insane ambition. 

In Kenton’s House of Dracula (1945), “Fritz” becomes “Nina” (Jane Adams), a 

change of gender that deepens the connection between that character and this picture’s 

Dr. Frankenstein figure, Dr. Edelman (Onslow Stevens), a basically decent man whose 

dark side is plumbed to devastating effect by the title monster, played by John Carradine. 

As Picart writes in 2002: “Edelman’s relationship to Nina is complex. It seems to be a 

lighter version of Henry Frankenstein’s relationship with Fritz. Edelman speaks the 

language of father, superior, and potential lover; Nina’s devotion to Edelman also runs 

the gamut of daughterly affection, worshipful awe, and the stirrings of erotic love” (87). 

Kenton initially frames Nina hard at work among the accoutrements of Edelman’s 

laboratory before revealing that she is a hunchback like the other laboratory assistant 

characters, thus displaying Nina’s intelligence and beauty before unveiling her deformity. 

In doing so, Kenton humanizes her, in contrast with the deformed, and thoroughly 

dehumanized, figures of Fritz, Ygor, and Daniel. Though Nina does not escape the fate of 

Universal’s other lab assistant characters, hers is the only one who does not trade eagerly 

in deception and murder. Nina’s character retains the hope that Dr. Edelman will cure her 

of her deformity, as he has succeeded in curing Wolf Man Lawrence Talbot’s (Lon 

Chaney Jr.) lycanthropism. Nina, however, is destined to become Edelman’s victim when 

she surprises him in his laboratory after he has successfully revived the film’s 

Frankenstein creature (Bela Lugosi). In the end, Nina’s innocence and trust serve only to 

seal her fate. 
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Though McGuigan points to the Whale films and Brooks’s Young Frankenstein as 

benchmarks for his conception of Igor’s character in Victor Frankenstein, McGuigan’s 

Igor, as Daniel Radcliffe embodies him in the film, contains elements of the classic 

cinematic Frankensteins, Whale and post-Whale, including entries in the Hammer  

Frankenstein series; Hammer’s employment of the various iterations of both male and 

female “Fritz” characters in four of the six of the studio’s Frankensteins takes Peake’s 

original stage personage into strange new territiory, foreshadowing similar grotesque 

visual extremities present in the McGuigan film. In The Making of Victor Frankenstein 

(2016), Radcliffe goes into some depth on the resonances and hybrid provenance(s) of the 

director’s realization of the Frankenstein story:  

It began when my agent sent me the script. I’d been looking around at a lot 
of scripts that were coming out of studios at the time and this one was far 
and away the most interesting, original . . . Which might sound . . . 
counter-intuitive to people who realize that Frankenstein is, of course . . . a 
story that has been told many times before. But this version of it is so its 
own thing and bears very little relation, certainly, to the original book and 
sort of manages to incorporate pieces of all the incarnations of 
Frankenstein that have come since while simultaneously being its own 
entity. (The Making of Victor Frankenstein) 

 
The McGuigan film, like so many other adaptations of Frankenstein, “‘bears very little 

relation . . . to the original book’” but does make generous use of the “Fritz” character, 

and his male and female counterparts, as previous filmmakers have envisioned them. 

 Writing in 2012, Julie Sloan Brannon characterizes the Kenneth Branagh 

Frankenstein adaptation as a “cobbling together . . . from the various parts of Shelley’s 

novel, earlier film adaptations of Frankenstein, and late twentieth-century cultural 

sensibilities” (1).121 McGuigan and his collaborators have managed to achieve a similar 

                                                
121 See Chapter 1, page 54 of this study. 
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result, though McGuigan shifts the focus from Victor to Igor; the nexus of romantic 

relationship from Victor and Elizabeth to Igor and Lorelei; and the dance of creator and 

created from Victor and the creature and Victor and the bride to Victor and Igor and 

Victor and the creature/Prometheus.122 In The Making of Victor Frankenstein, McGuigan 

discourses on the maker-and-made relationship between Victor and Igor:  

Victor, basically, changes him [the hunchback] from a monster into a man. 
And gives him clothes, he gives him a name. He calls him Igor 
Straussman. . . . And as Igor Straussman, he gets to stand up straight, he 
gets to wear fine clothes, and he gets to discover London as much as he 
gets to discover what he’s good at, as a scientist. Igor feels that he owes 
Victor everything, [be]cause Victor has helped him escape, but also helped 
him realize his dream and his skills. (The Making of Victor Frankenstein) 

 
The pathos that Radcliffe’s physically and mentally abused hunchback exhibits during his 

time in Lord Barnaby’s Circus visibly echoes that of the tormented Daniel in House of 

Frankenstein; his worshipful pining for Lorelei the trapeze artist also parallels Daniel’s 

unrequited love for Ilonka the gypsy dancer. However strong these convergences with the 

sixth Universal Frankenstein film may be, they diverge from them by serving as 

melodramatic prelude to the hunchback/Igor’s intellectual liberation by Victor 

Frankenstein – mercenary and self-serving though that may be, since Victor requires 

Igor’s considerable skills to help him realize his dream of building his first, primitive, 

hybrid creature – and to the eventual romantic pairing of Igor with the equally 

emancipated Lorelei. Via Victor’s frantic tutelage, Igor the gentlemanly “made man” 

emerges into the world from inside the “monster” that was the hunchback; in having 

                                                
122 Prometheus (Guillaume Delaunay and Spencer Wilding) is the name given to the monstrous being born 
of Victor’s creative energies, put to work in the service of Victor Frankenstein’s principal villain, the rich, 
unscrupulous, and doomed young medical student Finnegan (Freddie Fox). 
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Victor make this so, McGuigan turns the traditional Fritz/Igor character inside-out: 

Radcliffe’s Igor is neither victim nor victimizer but Victor Frankenstein’s better half. 

McGuigan recasts Igor as Victor’s intellectual double, limits Prometheus to very 

brief screen time – a little over seven minutes – contained in the last ten minutes of the 

film, and brings Igor and Lorelei together in romantic union. These and other creative 

embellishments aren’t so much contradictions of Shelley’s novel as a restructuring of it, 

what Kamilla Elliott would characterize as an adaptation achieved under the 

de(re)composing model, “a composite of textual and filmic signs merging in audience 

consciousness together with other cultural narratives [that] often leads to confusion as to 

which is novel and which is film” (Rethinking 157). Though it may be argued that any 

number of Frankenstein adaptations merit such labeling, McGuigan’s film is in itself a 

near-perfect treasury of influences derived from Shelley’s novel and screen versions of it, 

influences that are not merely thrust into the Frankenstein plot but into a Frankensteinian 

plot; i.e. a scenario-as-bricolage born of elements from the book and the book’s cinematic 

history, melted down and reconstituted as something that is like Frankenstein but not 

exactly Frankenstein – more akin, as it were, to Frankenstein reimagined as action-

adventure story.  

In her review of Victor Frankenstein, New York Times film critic Manohla Dargis 

characterizes McGuigan’s film as a “buddy movie” that owes its provenance “less to 

Shelley (or most Frankenstein flicks) than to Guy Ritchie’s Sherlock Holmes diversions, 

which turned Holmes (Robert Downey Jr.) and Dr. Watson (Jude Law) into 19th-century 

action heroes complete with cheerfully deployed violence and self-regarding smiles” 
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(Dargis C7).123 The “other cultural narratives” that Elliott speaks of are mirrored in Victor 

Frankenstein in its wedding of domineering mad genius Victor – the Holmes surrogate – 

with the competent, conscientious Igor – a more intelligent and observant Dr. 

Moriarty.124 The action in Victor Frankenstein ranges from the Igor rescue sequence to 

the “birth” and escape of Victor’s chimpanzee-hybrid creature to the creation of the 

Prometheus, leading to the film’s culminating battle royal; interspersed with the smart, 

sarcastic repartee of Victor and Igor, the action sequences often parallel in their energy 

their counterparts in the Ritchie Sherlock films, minus the slow-motion and repetition 

that Ritchie weaves into his numerous fight sequences. Reaffirming Elliott’s notion of the 

intersection of word and image, McGuigan’s film ends with a brief coda in which Victor, 

writing Igor a farewell letter, wishes Igor and Lorelei luck and – hinting at the possibility 

of a sequel – writes: “Our achievements are in the past and our discoveries will probably 

never be known. . . . As for myself I have some ideas about where we went wrong this 

time and one day I may call on you once more. Be ready. For now your life is your own 

and I wish you luck with it. You are and will remain my greatest creation” (01:42:57 – 

01:43:26). The expansion of Victor and Igor’s world – and further metamorphoses of 

Shelley’s Frankenstein – await their cinematic adapters, thus tantalizing adaptation’s 

fans, and frustrating its foes, with visions of new and even more adventurous 

Frankensteins making their way to the silver screen. 

 

                                                
123 As of this writing, Guy Ritchie’s Sherlock Holmes films include Sherlock Holmes (2009) and Sherlock 
Holmes: A Game of Shadows (2011).  
124 The Moriarty character in Ritchie’s films is clearly under the tutelage of Sherlock Holmes, even if, 
consistent with his character, he is unaware of his student status. 
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Epilogue 

Jamie Tyrone: “No one is prouder you started to make good. Well, why shouldn’t I be 
proud, hah? You reflect credit on me! I had more to do with bringing you up than 
anybody. I wised you up about women so you’d never be the fall guy and make any 
mistakes you didn’t want to make. And who steered you onto reading that poetry first, 
hah? Swinburne, for example – I did! And because I once wanted to write, I put it into 
your head that someday you’d write! Hell, you’re more than my brother – I made you! 
You are my Frankenstein!” 
 
Edmund Tyrone: “All right, I’m your Frankenstein. So, uh, let’s have another drink. 
Crazy nut.” 

Jason Robards, Jr. as Jamie in 
dialogue with Dean 
Stockwell as Edmund, in 
Sidney Lumet’s film of  
Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s 
Journey into Night (1962) 

 
 Frankenstein as metaphor, as cultural touchstone, as personal reference, as 

analogy; Frankenstein as adapted for the stage, for film, and for television – and as 

adapted in a 1940s Classics Illustrated comic book, a version of which was marketed 

well into the 1950s (Murray 227). Frankenstein as action figure; Frankenstein as 

animated cartoon; Frankenstein as Franken Berry monster cereal; Frankenstein as 

“Frankenmissile”;125 Frankenstein as the tangled web, directed against its maker, that 

Facebook’s functionality became in 2017 (Roose B1): the possibilities seem limitless. 

Eugene O’Neill positioned his Frankenstein reference at the climax of a drunken brother-

against-brother sparring match in Long Day’s Journey Into Night, with older sibling 

Edmund making the common mistake of confounding the monster with his creator. In the 

context of the play, however, Jamie correctly characterizes his younger brother as the 

                                                
125 The Frankenmissile is a massive weapon South Korea intends to develop in order to penetrate and 
destroy the North’s underground military installations. As explained by Yaron Steinbuch in the New York 
Post on September 7, 2017: “It was nicknamed the ‘Frankenmissile’ because it was cobbled together from 
two existing types of missiles – a hybrid that evokes the iconic monster in Frankenstein, the UK’s Express 
reported” (26). 
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created, the double that must not supersede the original, the one who must die – or at the 

very least die first. With the bicentenary of the Frankenstein summer in 2016, and the 

bicentenary of the publication of the novel’s first edition occurring in 2018, what might 

the future of the film medium hold in store for Shelley’s creation? 

 The ways of looking at Frankenstein and the monster are manifold. The ten films 

chosen for this study included four involving modern-day, or near-future, Frankensteins 

dedicated to remaking humanity either by design (Nispel, Senese, Rose) or by chance 

(Mercurio); four Frankensteins that attempt to capture the essence of the Shelley novel in 

late-eighteenth or early-nineteenth century period dress (Branagh, Wickes, Connor, and 

Boyle); one that projects a twenty-first century scientist back to the beginning of the 

nineteenth (Corman); and, much like films in the Hammer Studios cycle, one that places 

Victor and Igor in an imaginary Victorian Age (McGuigan). If one sets aside Umberto 

Eco’s assertion, as paraphrased by Kamilla Elliott, that there is no such thing as 

adaptation –  “that it is merely a collective cultural hallucination” (Rethinking 134) – and 

follow the assumption in the minds of filmmaker and audience alike that what is 

produced on film is in fact an adaptation of the work (Rethinking 134), then one might be 

capable of gauging how much of the original exists in a film version of it. The film 

adaptation becomes a unique vision of the novel from which it is derived, a consequential 

product of the filmmaker and his or her creative team; Shelley’s Frankenstein yields so 

many possibilities and so many variants dependent upon the politics, culture, and science 

of a particular time and place that to predict how her book will be filmed in the future is a 

dangerously slippery game.  
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 The period adaptations by Branagh, Connor, Wickes, and Boyle set in Shelley’s 

era provide proper settings for a “faithful” rendering of the Frankenstein tale. The 

contemporizations filmed by Mercurio, Senese, and Rose allow those directors to explore 

the boundaries of what modern science might do, if not in an alternative present or near 

future then in a future that is not very distant from our own time. The clones presented in 

the Mercurio and Senese films and the intellectually and physically enhanced human 

being manufactured by 3D laser-assisted bioprinter in Rose’s Frankenstein are obviously 

fictional constructs whose real-life counterparts are years if not decades away from 

reality, if ever; however, the science we have in 2018 is just as capable of eliciting 

wonder in the minds of scientist and layman alike. As science progresses, it should 

continue to provide inspiration for Frankenstein filmmakers for years to come. 

 In the summer of 2017, the New York Times reported breakthroughs in cell 

alteration and gene editing that a decade before might have seemed the stuff of dreams, or 

of the science fiction in the films of Mercurio, Senese, and Rose. In a front-page article 

published on July 24, 2017, Times journalist Denise Grady wrote: “The approval of gene 

therapy for leukemia, expected in the next few months, will open the door to a radically 

new class of cancer treatments” (A1) – a development that Mercurio’s Victoria 

Frankenstein, desperate to save the life of her terminally ill son, would have welcomed. 

Grady continues: “[c]ompanies and universities are racing to develop these new 

therapies, which re-engineer and turbocharge millions of a patient’s own immune cells, 

turning them into cancer killers that researchers call a ‘living drug’” (A1). Such a miracle 

drug would have elated Bernard Rose’s Victor and Elizabeth Frankenstein, whose near-

perfect creation began to show the disfigurement caused by erratic cell growth soon after 
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his birth. On July 28, 2017, an unsigned Associated Press piece in the Times reported 

that, “us[ing] a technique called Crispr, which allows specific sections of DNA to be 

altered or replaced,” scientists at Oregon Health & Science University had “edited the 

genes of human embryos, a controversial step toward someday helping babies avoid 

inherited diseases” (“U.S. Scientists Edit” A13). Such an advance would have been of 

enormous help to the Frankensteins of Mercurio and Rose  –  and to Senese’s Dr. Victor 

Reed, whose deformed and dying clone Ethan kills the “perfect” infant Elizabeth Dr. 

Reed so desperately wanted to present to the world.  

On August 3, 2017, New York Times reporter Pam Belluck wrote that “[s]cientists 

for the first time have successfully edited genes in human embryos to repair a common 

and serious disease-causing mutation, producing apparently healthy embryos” 

(“Scientists Repair” A1), a breakthrough that would have been greeted with excitement 

by Mercurio’s Victoria Frankenstein, Senese’s Victor Reed, and Rose’s Victor and 

Elizabeth Frankenstein. Writing in the Times on August 5, Belluck in a news analysis 

piece cautioned that trepidation concerning “designer babies” would be premature 

(“‘Designer Babies’” A14). She quotes Hank Greely, director of Stanford’s Center for 

Law and Biosciences, who stated flatly that: “‘Right now, we know nothing about genetic 

enhancement. . . . We’re never going to be able to say, honestly, “This embryo looks like 

a 1550 on the two-part SAT”’” (qtd. in “‘Designer Babies’” A14). As Belluck reported, 

“[e]ven with an apparently straightforward physical characteristic like height, genetic 

manipulation would be a tall order” (“‘Designer Babies’” A14); at least at present, 

therefore, the production of personalized children that Boston’s Cardinal Sean O’Malley 
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so vehemently warned against in 2013 is far from becoming a reality.126 Bioethicist R. 

Alta Charo of the University of Wisconsin-Madison also spoke eloquently against fear of 

the scientific unknown:  

You hear people talking about how this [reproductive technology] will make us 
treat children as commodities and make people more intolerant of people with 
disabilities and lead to eugenics and all that. . . . While I appreciate this fear, I 
think we need to realize that with every technology we have had these fears, and 
they haven’t been realized (qtd. in “‘Designer Babies’” A14).  

 
As does Mercurio’s Victoria Frankenstein, Professor Charo acknowledges that scientific 

advances engender trepidation; Charo in turn emphasizes, as does Senese’s Dr. Victor 

Reed, the enormous potential of technological change and what it can do to alter society 

for the better. The cinematic Frankenstein saga carries within it the burden of similar 

thematic tensions: though they have harnessed the secret of life and witnessed the birth of 

a new man – and, from time to time, a new woman – Victor and his cinematic surrogates 

often struggle mightily with both the monstrous reality and the philosophical implications 

of the being(s) they have caused to walk the earth. 

While in the summer of 2017 the American news media reported on remarkable 

breakthroughs in the manipulation of the genome, Hollywood once again explored a 

possible Frankensteinian future with the release of Denis Villeneuve’s Blade Runner 

2049 in October of that year (Scott, A.O. “Seeking” C1). Coming to theaters thirty-five 

years after Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), an adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s novel, 

Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968), Villeneuve’s film continues the earlier 

film’s story of bioengineered humanoid replicants in conflict with their human makers.127 

                                                
126 See Chapter 3, page 150, of this study. 
127 It should be noted that the term “blade runner” is not Dick’s; the Blade Runner filmmakers borrowed it 
from The Bladerunner (1974), a dystopian novel by Alan E. Nourse (Wolfe) and a subsequent treatment by 
William S. Burroughs, Blade Runner: A Movie (1979). The filmmakers received permission from 
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Blade Runner 2049 immerses audiences within a dystopia even more forbidding and 

controlled than Scott’s rain-drenched, neon-lit, densely crowded yet paradoxically 

depopulated wasteland, which was, as Matthew Flisfeder writes in 2017, “a space that is 

an everywhere and a nowhere – a kind of ‘heterotopia’”128 (103).129 If Scott’s film 

presents a continuing opportunity for scholarly investigation of narrative undercurrents 

rooted in Romanticism, Shelley, Milton, and Blake (Bruno 61-74; Lussier and Gowan 

165-72) and postmodernism (Begley 186-92; Flisfeder 89-147; McNamara 422-46), 

Villeneuve’s sequel presents an opportunity for discussion of issues pertinent to 

contemporary social, cultural, and scientific landscapes also explored in the ten films 

considered in this study. 

In both its mise-en-scène and its script, Villeneuve’s film is thematically rich, 

presenting a scientifically advanced, hedonistic, consumerist post-apocalyptic world that 

is the result of technology and capitalism run amok. Of potential interest to fans and 

scholars of both the Blade Runner and cinematic Frankenstein universes are images of 

the aftereffects of the use of a dirty bomb in the American Southwest (a “soft” nuclear 

holocaust which has rendered large stretches of land uninhabitable); massive, unregulated 

air and ground pollution (an environmental apocalypse); and the uses and abuses of 

bioengineering (replicants as physical/intellectual superiors but social inferiors to their 

creators). One narrative concern in Blade Runner 2049 specific to Shelley’s Frankenstein 

is that of the search for identity, a theme also explored in adaptations of the novel that 

                                                
Burroughs for use of the term (Flisfeder 97; Robertson). The term “replicant” is particular to the Blade 
Runner films: In Dick’s novel, the humanoid simulacra, or androids, are referred to as “andys.” 
128 “Heterotopia,” a term coined by Michel Foucault, encompasses “spaces that are absolutely other” 
(Vidler, et al. 20). 
129 Blade Runner 2049 was nominated for five Academy Awards for 2018, winning for Cinematography 
(Roger A. Deakins) and Visual Effects (John Nelson, Gerd Nefzer, Paul Lambert, and Richard Hoover) 
(“The 90th Academy Awards”).  
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either purport to be faithful to the original, such as Branagh’s, or retain strong thematic 

connections to it, such as the Boyle/Dear and Rose adaptations. While the monster’s self-

interrogation of who and what he is recurs throughout the novel, the horror of his 

truncated self-hood may be crystallized in his recollection of his thoughtful, and 

emotional, reading of the classic texts he discovered in the abandoned portmanteau near 

the DeLacey cottage: “My person was hideous,130 and my stature gigantic. What did this 

mean? Who was I? What was I? Whence did I come? What was my destination? These 

questions continually recurred, but I was unable to solve them” (Shelley [1818] 153; 

[1831] 131). The monster’s anguish, his questioning of the very nature of his being, finds 

one of its cinematic reflections in the journey of self-discovery of Villeneuve’s hero, the 

blade runner “Constant K,” “Officer K,” or, simply, “K” (Ryan Gosling). K is an 

advanced replicant, trained to hunt down and kill – or “retire,” in the euphemistic 

language of the Blade Runner films and the Dick novel – renegade, prior-generation 

replicants. In other words, the blade runner of 2049 must murder his own kind. 

K, like all replicants in the Villeneuve film, is socially inferior and engineered to 

remain submissive to his human overseers. Though he is a fully-fledged consumer – K 

“owns” a state-of-the-art holographic “girlfriend,” Joi (Ana de Armas), for whom he 

purchases an upgrade system that allows her even more realistic faux three-

dimensionality – much like Shelley’s monster he is a permanent outsider, physically and 

verbally abused by fellow human police officers (“F--- off, skin job!) and resident of a 

run-down residential complex with a defamatory “F--- off skinners” scrawled on his 

apartment door. Triggered by a discovery that might be the key that unlocks his identity – 

                                                
130 There is no comma after “hideous” in the 1831 edition. 
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the possibility that he is actually half human, a “miracle” born of the seemingly 

impossible union of a human father (Rick Deckard, played by Harrison Ford in both 

Blade Runner films) and a replicant mother (Rachael, played by Sean Young in the 

original and, digitally altered to appear youthful, in the sequel) – K initiates an odyssey 

that leads him to the revelation that, though there is a half-human, half-replicant being, it 

is not he: Deckard and Rachael’s miracle child is a genetically handicapped scientist, Dr. 

Ana Stelline (Carla Juri), who manufactures memory “implants” for replicants. 

Grievously wounded in a climactic battle with another advanced replicant (Sylvia 

Hoeks), K meets his end with an expression of serene self-understanding, enduring a 

death that parallels the poetic demise of Roy Batty (Rutger Hauer), the tormented, 

Miltonic replicant antagonist of Scott’s film.  

Rejected by his maker, motherless, denied a mate, and exiled from the human 

race, Mary Shelley’s unnamed monster disappears into a wilderness of ice and snow. 

Ridley Scott’s Roy Batty dies after rescuing his pursuer, Rick Deckard, from certain 

death; though Batty is defeated in his search for greater longevity, he passes from this 

world secure in the knowledge of his existential superiority to the race that created him. 

Although Villeneuve’s K dies alone under a gentle snowfall, he dies knowing that he is 

part of a race possessing both a unique, species-specific identity and the promise of a 

possible future in what is left of the human world. The race of devils that Shelley’s Victor 

feared would come to pass if his monster were given a mate becomes, in the world of 

Scott’s Blade Runner, a species of humanoid replicants manufactured for brief lives as 

slave laborers, soldiers, and sex workers – artificial people, outcast “others,” 

bioengineered monsters with brief, pre-programmed lifespans. In the world of 
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Villeneuve’s Blade Runner 2049, replicants, now much more advanced, may ultimately 

become the successors to their rapacious, nature-despoiling human “fathers.” Though 

produced by the technology of man and reviled by their own creators, the replicants in 

both Scott’s and Villeneuve’s films are strong, intelligent, even beautiful beings – 

unbidden inheritors of the legacy of that gruesome fantasy conjured in a young 

Englishwoman’s reverie during the storm-wracked summer of 1816. 
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Appendix: Selected Cast and Crew of the Ten Frankenstein Adaptations  
          and the Blade Runner Films 
 

The Frankenstein Adaptations 

Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound (1990) 

Directed by Roger Corman; written by Mr. Corman and F.X. Feeney, based on the novel 
Frankenstein Unbound by Brian W. Aldiss; director of photography, Armando Nannuzzi 
and Michael Scott; edited by Jay Cassidy and Mary Bauer; music by Carl Davis; 
production designer, Enrico Tovaglieri; produced by Mr. Corman, Thom Mount and Kobi 
Jaeger; released by 20th Century Fox (theatrical, U.S.). Running time: 96 minutes. Rated 
R. 
 
Dr. Joseph Buchanan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  John Hurt 
Dr. Victor Frankenstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Raul Julia 
Mary Godwin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Bridget Fonda 
The Monster . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Nick Brimble 
Byron . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jason Patric 
Shelley. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Michael Hutchence 
Justine Moritz . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Catherine Corman 
General Reade . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Mickey Knox 
Computer Voice. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Terri Treas 
 
 
 
 
Frankenstein (1992) 
 
Directed by David Wickes; written by Mr. Wickes, based on the novel by Mary Shelley; 
director of photography, Jack Conroy; edited by John Grover; music by John Cameron; 
production designer, William Alexander; produced by Mr. Wickes; distributed by TNT 
(original television airing). Running time: 117 minutes.  
 
Dr. Victor Frankenstein. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Patrick Bergin 
The Monster . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Randy Quaid 
De Lacey. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . John Mills 
Clerval. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Lambert Wilson 
Elizabeth. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Fiona Gillies 
Alphonse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Ronald Leigh-Hunt 
William . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Timothy Stark 
Captain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Roger Bizley 
Boatswain. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Michael Gothard 
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Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1994) 
 
Directed by Kenneth Branagh; written by Steph Lady and Frank Darabont, based on the 
novel by Mary Shelley; director of photography, Roger Pratt; edited by Andrew Marcus; 
music by Patrick Doyle; production designer, Tim Harvey; produced by Francis Ford 
Coppola, James V. Hart and John Veitch; released by TriStar Pictures (theatrical, U.S.). 
Running time: 128 minutes. Rated R. 
 
Creature/Sharp Featured Man . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Robert De Niro 
Victor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Kenneth Branagh 
Henry . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Tom Hulce 
Elizabeth  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Helena Bonham Carter 
Walton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Aidan Quinn 
Victor’s Father . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Ian Holm 
Grandfather. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Richard Briers 
Professor Waldman. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  John Cleese 
Professor Krempe. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Robert Hardy 
 
 
 
 
Frankenstein (2004) 
 
Directed by Kevin Connor; written by Mark Kruger, based on the novel by Mary Shelley; 
director of photography, Alan Caso; edited by Jennifer Jean Cacavas; music by Roger 
Bellon; production designer, Jonathan A. Carlson; produced by James Wilberger and 
Roger La Page; presented by Hallmark Entertainment (original television airing). 
Running time: 204 minutes.  
 
Victor Frankenstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Alec Newman 
The Creature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Luke Goss 
Caroline Frankenstein  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Julie Delpy 
Elizabeth Frankenstein   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Nicole Lewis 
Justine Moritz . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Monika Hilmerová 
Captain Walton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Donald Sutherland  
Professor Waldman . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . William Hurt 
Professor Krempe. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Ian McNeice 
Clerval. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Richard Rowlands 
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Frankenstein (2004) 
 
Directed by Marcus Nispel; written by John Shiban, from a concept by Dean R. Koontz; 
director of photography, Daniel Pearl; edited by Jay Friedkin; music by Normand 
Corbeil; production designer, Greg Blair; produced by Marcus Nispel, John J. Anderson, 
Kimberly C. Anderson and Ra’uf Glasgow. Distributed by USA Cable Network (original 
television airing). Running time: 88 minutes.  
 
Detective Carson O’Connor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Parker Posey 
Deucalion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Vincent Perez 
Victor Helios . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Thomas Kretschmann 
Detective Michael Sloane . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Adam Goldberg 
Erika Helios. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Ivana Milicevic 
Detective Harker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Michael Madsen 
Kathleen Burke. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Deneen Tyler  
Detective Frye. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Brett Rice 
Patrick. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Stocker Fontelieu 
 
 
 
 
Frankenstein (2007) 

Directed by Jed Mercurio; written by Mr. Mercurio; director of photography, Wojciech 
Szepel; edited by Andrew John McClelland; music by John Lunn; production designer, 
Will Hughes-Jones; produced by Hugh Warren. An Impossible Pictures/ProSieben Co-
Production for ITV Program (original television airing). Running time: 90 minutes. 

Dr. Victoria Frankenstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Helen McCrory 
Dr. Henry Clerval . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  James Purefoy 
Professor Waldman . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Neil Pearson 
Dr. Ed Gore . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Benedict Wong 
William Clerval . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Matthew Rault-Smith 
Joe . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Fraser James  
Professor Jane Pretorius . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Lindsay Duncan 
The Monster . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Julian Bleach 
Little Girl . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Cally Hamilton 
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National Theatre Live: Frankenstein (2011)                                                      
 
Directed for the stage by Danny Boyle; written by Nick Dear, based on the novel by 
Mary Shelley; camera operator, Kevin French; music by Karl Hyde and Rick Smith; 
production designer, Mark Tildesley; lighting by Bruno Poet. Theatrical distribution by 
National Theatre Live (U.K.). Running time: 130 minutes. 
 
The Creature/Victor Frankenstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Benedict Cumberbatch  
The Creature/Victor Frankenstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Jonny Lee Miller 
Gretel/Clarice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Ella Smith 
Agatha de Lacey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Lizzie Winkler 
de Lacey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Karl Johnson 
Felix de Lacey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Daniel Millar 
Elizabeth Lavenza . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Naomie Harris 
M. Frankenstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   George Harris 
Female Creature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Andreea Paduraru 
 
 
 
 
Closer to God (2014) 
 
Directed by Billy Senese; written by Mr. Senese; photographed by Evan Spencer Brace; 
edited by Jonathan Rogers; music by Thomas Nola; production designer, Brian Parker; 
produced by Jeremy Childs, Jonathan Rogers, Billy Senese and Jennifer Spriggs; 
distributed by Uncork’d Entertainment. Running time: 81 minutes. Not rated.  
 
Victor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Jeremy Childs 
Claire. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Shannon Hoppe 
Mary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Shelean Newman 
Richard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Richard Alford 
Ethan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Issac Disney 
Sydney. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . John Schuck 
Protest Leader . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Dean Hall 
David . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Joshua Childs 
Man . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Josh Graham 
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Frankenstein (2015) 
 
Directed by Bernard Rose; written by Mr. Rose, based on the novel by Mary Shelley; 
photographed by Mr. Rose and Candace Higgins; edited by Mr. Rose; music by Halli 
Cauthery; production designer, Bradd Fillmann; produced by Christian Angermayer, 
Gabriela Bacher, Klemens Hallmann, Heidi Jo Markel and Jennifer Holliday Morrison; 
distributed by Alchemy (theatrical, U.S.). Running time: 89 minutes. Rated R. 
 
Adam. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Xavier Samuel 
Elizabeth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Carrie-Anne Moss 
Victor. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Danny Huston 
Dr. Marcus. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Matthew Jacobs 
Dr. Pretorius . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Dave Pressler 
Eddie . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Tony Todd 
Wanda . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Maya Erskine 
Molly . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . McKenna Grace 
Amy Johnson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . Mary Gallagher  
 
 
 
 
Victor Frankenstein (2015) 
 
Directed by Paul McGuigan; written by Max Landis; photographed by Fabian Wagner; 
edited by Charlie Phillips and Andrew Hulme; music by Craig Armstrong; production 
designer, Eve Stewart; produced by Mairi Bett and John Davis; distributed by 20th 
Century Fox (theatrical, U.S.). Running time: 110 minutes. Rated PG-13. 
 
Igor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Daniel Radcliffe 
Lorelei. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Jessica Brown Findlay 
Rafferty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Bronson Webb 
Barnaby . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Daniel Mays 
Victor Frankenstein  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  James McEvoy 
Inspector Turpin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Andrew Scott 
Frankenstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Charles Dance 
Finnegan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Freddie Fox 
Prometheus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Guillaume Delaunay/Spencer Wilding 
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The Blade Runner Films 
 
Blade Runner (1982) 
 
Directed by Ridley Scott; written by Hampton Fancher and David Webb Peoples, based 
on Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? by Philip K. Dick; photographed by Jordan 
Cronenweth; edited by Marsha Nakashima; supervising editor, Terry Rawlings; music by 
Vangelis; produced by Michael Deeley; released by Warner Bros. (theatrical, U.S.). 
Running time: 124 minutes. Rated R. 
 
Deckard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Harrison Ford 
Batty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . .  Rutger Hauer 
Rachael . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Sean Young 
Gaff . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Edward James Olmos 
Bryant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . M. Emmett Walsh 
Pris . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Darryl Hannah 
Sebastian . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   William Sanderson 
Leon . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Brion James 
Tyrell . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Joe Turkel 
 
 
 
 
Blade Runner 2049 (2017) 
 
Directed by Gillies Villeneuve; written by Hampton Fancher and Michael Green, story by 
Hampton Fancher, based on Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? by Philip K. Dick; 
photographed by Roger A. Deakins; edited by Joe Walker; music by Benjamin Wallfisch 
and Hans Zimmer; production design by Dennis Gassner; produced by Dana Belcastro, 
Andrew A. Kosove, Broderick Johnson, Bud Yorkin, and Cynthia Sikes Yorkin; released 
by Warner Bros. (theatrical, U.S.). Running time: 164 minutes. Rated R. 
 
“K” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Ryan Gosling 
Sapper Morton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Dave Bautista 
Lieutenant Joshi . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Robin Wright 
Joi . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .   Ana de Armas 
Rachael . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Sean Young 
Luv . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Sylvia Hoeks 
Gaff . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Edward James Olmos 
Niander Wallace . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . Jared Leto 
Rick Deckard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Harrison Ford 
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