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Critical Junctures in Frankenstein Screen Adaptations

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein has often been adapted for the silver screen. Most of these representations have focused on the monstrous nature of Victor’s creation instead of its humane qualities. This essay will concentrate on two particular junctures of the text that exemplify the divergences between Shelley’s novel and contemporary film

adaptations. These particular episodes of the novel are essential in the interpretation of the creature as a reckless, bloodthirsty monster—the traditional film representation—or a being shunned by its creator and society, thus driven into brutality.

Shelley’s monster and Hollywood’s representations are, in fact, quite different. Whereas her novel paints a picture of a desolate creation shunned by its creator and humankind, modern society’s view solely intends to present a mad scientist and a monster--little else. An obsession to focus on the supernatural qualities of the text,

instead of its true didactic nature, is responsible for the shocking alterations of both Victor and his creation.

Although somewhat unorthodox interpretations of literary works for screen adaptation often produce admirable results, Frankenstein’s modern versions have generated an overly horrific and lesser didactic connotation. Should a director want to faithfully adhere to the text, he/she would choose to focus on the turning points of the

novel: Victor’s first glance at the monster and his subsequent reaction, and the mountain folk’s reaction to the creature. Indeed, these passages best exemplify the monster’s innate humane qualities, while explaining its evolution. Victor’s rejection begins the process of transforming his creation into a vengeful and violent madman, which is finalized when

the mountain folk wholly repudiate it upon their first sighting.

As the newly created and freshly-awakened monster reaches out for Victor’s hand, it is violently shunned. This particular instance of the novel best describes the change of nature of the creature, who, scorned by humankind, resorts to a path of destruction. “I beheld the wretch-the miserable monster whom I had created” (70) is Victor’s first description of the initial vision. The excitement and care present in the earlier stages of his endeavor is lost, as abhorrence takes over.

The creature, however, has yet to notice its master’s sentiment. In an admiring and affectionate manner, it “held up the curtain of the bed…and his eyes were fixed on” Victor (70). Furthermore, it “muttered some inarticulate sounds, while a grin wrinkled his cheeks” (70). Much like a newborn infant strives to attract his/her parents’ attention,

Victor’s offspring reaches out for its father figure. Victor is the first person it has ever witnessed and with whom it has sought contact; the results of such meeting will become deeply ingrained in its evolution.

The Swiss student’s reaction, therefore, unchains a Pandora’s box the rest of the novel is unable to deter. As the creature seeks approval and affection by stretching out its hand, its father only “escape(s) and rushe(s) downstairs” (70). This absolute rejection plays a fundamental role in developing the creature’s attitudes toward humankind. It is

little wonder his loathing towards humans will develop to such an extent, if its own creator so violently shuns it.

The earlier stages of the novel, therefore, present quite a far cry from the green monster, with bolts coming out of its head, who is mindless and subdued by its master. In fact, the beginning pages of Shelley’s account are wholly void of violent encounters. The

first such episode occurs during the monster’s account of his survival in the woods, and subsequent rejection by humankind. This particular chapter concludes the shaping and definition of this nature.

The time spent with the poor German folk showcases the humane characteristics of the creature, but also demonstrates how the harsh treatment turns it into an uncontrollable vengeful fiend. The creature derives pleasure from helping the family, providing it with food and wood. At the same time, it begins to learn language, observing the loving bond the family shares. This element proves a torment the creature, who

laments “of my creation and creator I was absolutely ignorant” (150) upon realizing it is terribly alone.

Finding its master’s diary proves to further intensify the creature’s miserable state of being. The family’s affection toward each other is contrasted by the brutal writings of Victor, which described the “odious and loathsome person” (164). Its master’s repulsion prompts the creature to denounce its existence, exclaiming “hateful day when I received

life!” (164). Its solitude is numbing and painful, which he seeks to remedy by meeting the cabin dwellers. After all, the monster exclaims, “Satan had his companions…but I am solitary and abhorred” (164).

Carefully informing de Lacey of its predicament, the creature is comforted by the old man’s words. “I am blind and cannot judge by your countenance, but there is something in your words which persuades me you are sincere” (169) it is told. The monster could only wish humankind truly were as the old man says, slow to judge and eager to examine and comprehend. However, it is not, as the old man’s family attacks its
unknown benefactor without hesitation. Once again, thus, is the monster rejected by those who should love it.

If the episode with Victor had planted the seed of the monster’s loathing of humankind, the family’s rejection amplifies it. Soon after leaving the cottage, its heart was filled “for the first time” by “the feelings of revenge and hatred” (174). This change culminates in its vow of “eternal hatred and vengeance to all mankind” (178).

Shelley’s novel, therefore, presents not the image of a mindless monster bent on wreaking havoc, but an erudite, thoughtful creature driven to such fits of destruction by the rejection of those who should love and care for it. Just like Satan could be perceived as the hero in Milton’s Paradise Lost, so can the creature be thought of as the tragic hero of Shelley’s novel. In fact, Milton’s classic is one of the literary works that influence the wretch’s personality. As it tells Victor by the lakeside, “I ought to be thy Adam, but I am rather the fallen angel” (124). Indeed, Victor might have been its creator, but the creature is the superior being.

The novel, therefore, varies greatly from its traditional Hollywood

representations. It is little wonder, then, that most first-time readers of Shelley’s masterpiece are surprised by the absence of “traditional” elements such as a mountain castle, Igor the sidekick, and a green-skinned bolted robot-like creature. Curiously, recent productions have adhered much more faithfully to the text than their predecessors.

Perhaps this signals a return to the traditional reading of the novel, instead of a focus on its supernatural aspects for the sake of cheap thrills and frills. In any case, these interpretations result in more thorough readings, ones in which Shelley’s didactic goals

are not lost in the horrific portions of the novel, but rather complement them for a chilling effect.
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� Two recent adaptations of Shelley’s novel have been quite faithful to the text. These are:


- Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. 1994, directed by Kenneth Brannagh. Robert Deniro stars as the


creature while Brannagh plays the role of Victor.


- Frankenstein. 1993, directed by David Wicks. Randy Quaid as the creature, Patrick Bergin plays


Victor.








