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Abstract 

Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein has been the direct source for many adaptations 

on stage, television and film, and an indirect source for innumerable hybrid versions. 

One of the central premises of Julie Sanders’s Adaptation and Appropriation (2006) is 

that adaptations go through a movement of proximation that brings them closer to the 

audience’s cultural and social spheres. This essay looks at how this movement of 

proximation has impacted the monster’s form and behaviour and concludes that this is 

the main reason Shelley’s vision of her monster has rarely been accurately reproduced 

on screen.  

It is clearly impossible for an essay of this length to adequately cover the vast 

number of adaptations spawned by Frankenstein. It is clear that James Whale’s 

Frankenstein (1931), where the monster has a bolt through its neck and a stitched 

forehead, created the stereotype that has been the source for many other Frankenstein 

film adaptations. However, contemporary film adaptations cater to target audiences 

and specific genres, while also reflecting the current political climate and 

technological innovations. The conclusion reached here is that while the form and 

behaviour of Frankenstein’s monster in film has inevitably been revised over the 

years, precisely as a result of social and cultural factors, it is the stereotype created by 

Whale that has prevailed over the figure produced by Shelley. This, in turn, supports 

and confirms Sanders’s theory of movement of proximation. 
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His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries 
beneath; his hair was of a lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a 
pearly whiteness; but these luxuriances only formed a more horrid 
contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same colour as 
the dun white sockets in which they were set, his shrivelled 
complexion, and straight black lips. (Shelley 35)  

In 2007, Thomas Leitch stated that Frankenstein’s monster had been played by one 

hundred and two actors in film adaptations (207). Since then, this number has 

increased due to the release of films such as I, Frankenstein (2014) and The 

Frankenstein Theory (2013). Stage adaptations of Shelley’s Frankenstein, first 

published in 1818 and a revised edition in 1831, date back as far as the first theatre 

production by Richard Brinsley Peake in 1823 called Presumption (Florescu 151) 

while the first film version was directed by J. Searle Dawley in 1910. During the first 

hundred years or so after the book’s release, there were numerous alterations made to 

the monster on stage, and eventually on film, and it could be said that it evolved 

significantly. However, in 1931, James Whale’s Universal Pictures’ Frankenstein 

film, which featured actor Boris Karloff under Jack Pierce’s iconic make-up, set up a 

new paradigm. Since that time, and all through the 1930s and 1940s, and to some 

extent through to the 1970s, Frankenstein’s monster has been portrayed as a 

stumbling ugly giant devoid of intelligence, a bolt in its neck, a scar on its forehead 

and a psychopathic tendency to murder indiscriminately. In Shelley’s novel 

Frankenstein, the description of the monster is radically different. In addition to the 

physical description of the monster, Shelley provides further descriptions of the 

monster as moving with “superhuman speed” (67) and as having “long locks of 

ragged hair” (158). When Victor Frankenstein meets the monster for the first time 
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after its escape from his laboratory, it has learned to speak by overhearing the De 

Lacey family speaking to one another and is able to converse intelligently. In Volume 

II, Chapter V, the monster tells us “[w]hile I improved in speech, I also learned the 

science of letters, as it was taught to the stranger; and this opened before me a field 

for wonder and delight” (82). Whale’s monster utterly changed this articulate and 

sympathetic character into a different kind of monster and one that has effectively 

replaced the original.  

When an audience views a film adaptation of a novel, it has certain 

expectations based either on the novel itself and/or its knowledge of a number of 

adaptations, especially those made for television or the cinema. Generally, those who 

have read a novel before it has been adapted, prefer the book to any remediated 

version while those who have not are more likely to compare it to other film 

adaptations. Julie Sanders claims that alterations or updates in adaptations go through 

a process of movement of proximation (21), a process in which an adaptation can be 

brought “closer to the audience’s frame of reference in temporal, geographic, or social 

terms” (21) and this, in turn, can be linked to the changing form of Frankenstein’s 

monster. Sanders also states:  

No appropriation can be achieved without impacting upon and altering 
in some way the text which inspired the adaptation. So influential, 
indeed, have some appropriations become that in many instances they 
now define our first experiences or encounters with their precursor 
work of art. (158) 

In other words, it is impossible for film adaptations of Frankenstein to be entirely 

faithful to Shelley’s novel and, therefore, the monster is subject to change. To add to 

this, Sanders states appropriation “affects a more decisive journey away from the 

informing source unto a wholly new cultural product and domain” (26).  

Using film and television adaptations of Frankenstein as evidence and current 

film adaptation theory, this essay will discover whether Sanders’s movement of 

proximation has any validity ultimately and suggests that the form and behaviour of 

Frankenstein’s monster described in Shelley’s book is unlikely to be portrayed 

accurately in film, precisely because of film’s dependency on a number of external 

factors that constantly force it towards incorporating contemporaneous factors, 

making it virtually impossible for it to be anything other than a product of its own day 

and age. At the same time, Sanders makes clear, “[a]daptation and appropriation are 

dependent on the literary canon for the provision of a shared body of storylines, 
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themes, characters, and ideas upon which their creative variations can be made” (45). 

In other words adaptations might attempt to remain faithful to their individual sources 

but they are also inseparable from the tradition as a whole. This notion supports the 

postmodernist view that modern works of fiction, whether novels or films, are all 

variations on well-established themes. The postmodernist and “biological” views 

often compare the adaptation process to evolution claiming that “it is simply that both 

organisms and stories “evolve” – that is, replicate and change” (Bortolotti and 

Hutcheon 446). If Darwin’s theory of evolution can be placed on one end of the 

spectrum, Frankenstein sits on the opposite end, promising evolution but actually 

ending in the reverse process of devolution as the monster becomes an inferior 

adaptation of its human prototype. The effect on Frankenstein’s monster in 

adaptations, taking into consideration the postmodern and biological viewpoints, has 

therefore made it vulnerable to the interpretation of play and film producers, 

subjecting it to radical physiological changes from the novel. Whale’s film 

incorporated many attributes that cannot be found in the novel such as the monster’s 

lethargic walk, its inability to communicate and its murderous nature and fixed them 

visually into the stereotype that is familiar to us today. Malchow states that “On the 

Victorian stage the Frankenstein story was inevitably altered to fit the melodramatic 

expectations of audiences of the time” (120). To add to this, the character of Fritz was 

added to the stage production and the immortal lines “It lives”! It lives!” were spoken 

(Hitchcock 83). The appearance of these factors of the stage production of 

Frankenstein went on to inspire the cinematic versions including, in particular, 

Whale’s 1931 film version, ignoring or bypassing Shelley’s description of the monster 

in her novel. It is clear, from this that the postmodernist and biological views of 

adaptation, both of which are linked to evolution, are more than justified. If the 

theatre productions of the nineteenth century had not strayed so far from the novel, we 

might have a very different monster today. 

The Creation of the Stereotypical Frankenstein’s Monster 

A series of new cultural products have resulted from the changing form and behaviour 

of the monster. Whale’s version of the monster was created during the Great 

Depression and when audiences “wanted entertainment to take them into the realm of 

fantasy, to raise their heart rates without reminding them of real-world dangers” 
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(Hitchcock 142). Adaptation and appropriation allowed Whale to create his own 

Frankenstein’s monster and it is this figure that became the stereotype strongly linked 

not only with subsequent screen representations, but also with the name Frankenstein, 

transferring the name of the creator to the monster. Whale’s stereotype was reinforced 

by a further eight Frankenstein movies, culminating with Abbott and Costello Meet 

Frankenstein (1948). It is interesting to note that although this last-mentioned film is a 

comedy, the change of genre had no appreciable effect on the monster’s appearance. 

Caroline Joan S. Picart claims that “[p]roduction history trivia has it that director 

Charles Barton was determined to keep the depiction of the [monster] as authentic as 

possible and not to have [it] simply lampooned” (21) while David Pirie, however, 

claims that “the original monster make-up was copyright and Hammer were 

fortunately obliged to mount an entirely new conception of the whole myth” (279). If 

Picart’s claim is considered, the monster’s appearance remained static precisely 

because the director wanted to maintain the form of Whale’s stereotypical monster. 

However, Pirie’s claim states that all Frankenstein’s monsters must conform to the 

Whale’s stereotype due to legal reasons. This confirms that all depictions of 

Frankenstein’s monster in Universal Pictures’ film versions of Frankenstein must be 

identical. This fact, combined with the studio system of the early to mid-twentieth 

century, cemented the stereotype of Frankenstein’s monster. 

The Cold War 

It has been claimed that Whale’s monster was based on his own obsession with Boris 

Karloff’s face (Gehring 70) and that he wanted to produce a film to shock audiences 

of the early talkie period. After World War II, Frankenstein’s monster was regarded 

as being less than horrific. Thomas Doherty describes the post-war period thus: 

Perhaps recent history in itself was sufficiently monstrous: memories 
of the real-life terrors of wartime and the indelible newsreels of the 
Holocaust made Hollywood attempts at serious fright look amateurish 
by comparison. Next to Buchenwald, Dachau, and Auschwitz, the 
once-terrifying trio of movie horror – Frankenstein, Dracula, and the 
Wolfman – seemed like hale fellows well met, almost laughably 
harmless. (116) 

The post-war era clearly dictated that Frankenstein’s monster had to change and 

evolve if Shelley’s story was to survive into the future and, during the 1950s and 

1960s, certain changes began to emerge. With Universal Pictures’ copyright in place, 
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other film companies had to create a new image of Frankenstein’s monster. Hammer 

film productions thus premiered their monster in The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) 

featuring an actor with a green face who acted and spoke like a human rather than the 

stereotype created by Universal Pictures or Shelley’s original description. Although 

filmmakers changed the appearance of Frankenstein’s monster and its level of 

intelligence in order to avoid infringing upon Universal Pictures’ copyright, there are 

other reasons why the monster was altered. One of the reasons for its new look was to 

accommodate the audience that “[reflected] concerns about three threats: the Cold 

War and communism, suburbanization and social conformity, and the atomic bomb 

and nuclear catastrophe” (Kirby 91). In the same year, another film called I Was a 

Teenage Frankenstein also featured a monster whose face appeared to be melted and 

who could also converse. A parallel between the 1950s’ cinematic Frankenstein’s 

monster and the atomic age can be drawn. Kirby states “[r]adiation and the threat of 

nuclear war added a new level of anxiety to eugenic-themed films” (91). Although 

neither Hammer film productions’ nor American International Pictures’ monsters 

were the result of radiation, they are created in laboratories and are genetically faulty. 

The form and behaviour of Frankenstein’s monster changed in the 1950s due to social 

attitudes after the World War II and the audience’s desire for monsters they could 

identify with. Doherty states that Hammer Films concluded that “[a]udiences 

preferred monsters closer to a sympathetic human form than completely ‘out of this 

world’” (122). In other words, although the monsters from the Hammer film 

productions and American International Pictures were grotesque, they were still 

obviously human and thereby some distance from Whale’s monster and Shelley’s 

novel. The 1950’s Frankenstein films represented a shift in the form and behaviour of 

the monster and this, in turn, suggested to other film studios that they could exercise 

greater freedom in their own representations. 

Another reason for the changes to the appearance of the monster in both 

Hammer film productions and American International Pictures films could lie in the 

medium itself. In order for films to be commercially successful, most directors are 

forced to forsake fidelity. As Imelda Whelehan states: 

The potential cinema audience of even the most widely read classic 
will be largely made up of individuals who haven’t read the text, and 
any critical consideration of the adaptation’s reception might benefit 
from recognizing some of the practical realities involved in producing 
a commercially successful film – such as pruning culturally 
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anachronistic features, trimming sophisticated narrative strategies into 
a recognizable popular film genre which is, in turn, an adaptation of 
other films, with intertextual links with its contemporary filmic 
counterparts. (4) 

In other words, the limitations of the film medium force filmmakers into making 

executive decisions regarding which elements of a tale are to be included and which 

are omitted and this applies particularly to Shelley’s Frankenstein. It might also have 

an effect on the appearance of the monster in terms of budget limitations. For 

example, American International Pictures, known for their low budget science fiction 

films, will not have had the make-up budget of Universal Pictures when they 

produced I Was a Teenage Frankenstein and, therefore adapted the monster to match 

what they could spend which in turn led American International Pictures and Hammer 

altering their own monster by following suit.  

Assimilation into foreign cultures 

The plethora of different versions of Frankenstein’s monsters within the multitude of 

film adaptations in general poses the question of whether it is acceptable to alter 

Shelley’s vision to either satisfy a film audience’s expectations, stay within the 

confines of a film studio’s budget or to customise it to make it suit either a film genre 

or specific niche audience. There are many circumstances where novels have been 

adapted with alterations made to assimilate into a culture. If Frankenstein can be put 

to the side for the time being, a good example of a novel’s film adaptation that 

assimilates into a culture is Anne Fine’s Goggle-Eyes. Released in 1989, Goggle-Eyes 

features a story about a family who protests against the threat of a nuclear war posed 

by the cold war told through the character Kitty. When Goggle-Eyes was adapted for 

television in 1993, after the cold war had ended, the nuclear threat was replaced with 

environmental issues because “that’s the sort of cause someone like Kitty would be 

working for right now” (Fine vii). The change in political climate between the time in 

which the novel was written and the film was produced is an example of Sanders’s 

movement of proximation (21). In a similar manner, Japan’s Toho studios created a 

Frankenstein’s monster to assimilate into Japanese culture when they released 

Frankenstein Conquers the World (1965). Here, the monster is described as 

Caucasian (despite being played by a Japanese actor) and grossly exceeds the 

“gigantic stature” (Shelley 50) of the original. Toho, renowned for their Godzilla 
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monster films, extrapolated Frankenstein’s monster from the films and the novel and 

placed him into the Godzilla environment. In keeping with true Godzilla tradition, the 

monster in Frankenstein Conquers the World, after escaping from the laboratory, 

lives under the sea and is only known to be friendly to the scientists that discovered 

him. Apart from the monster’s gigantic Godzilla-like size, he sports a toothless grin 

but also features a flat top, square shaped head with low set eyebrows that can be 

associated with the Universal Pictures’ monster but not with Shelley’s novel. With the 

invention of this version of Frankenstein’s monster, Japanese audiences were 

presented with a monster that slotted into their own culture based and thus resonant 

atrocities of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. In relation to Frankenstein and 

Shelley, Susan Tyler Hitchcock claims, “[by] the 1950s the story was so familiar it 

could be retold with little or no reference back to Mary Shelley” (211). This implies 

that the physical appearance and intelligence of the monster did not depend on 

Shelley’s description any longer and could change to suit the current era or the target 

audience. Another example of the monster’s assimilation into a culture is Blackenstein 

or The Black Frankenstein (1973), as it is referred to in a subtitle. This version of the 

monster was produced for African-American audiences and it sported an Afro 

hairstyle but was also based on Universal Pictures’ stereotype of the lethargic 

stumbling giant. The African-American audiences were presented with their own 

monster devised in a similar way to the Frankenstein/Godzilla hybrid, which proved 

that Frankenstein’s monster was no longer the property of a particular studio and 

therefore its form and behaviour could be altered in any fashion. 

Monsters as Sex Objects 

The rise of sexually explicit films and the need to represent the story of Frankenstein 

to specific audiences became prevalent in the latter half of the twentieth century. Andy 

Warhol’s Flesh For Frankenstein (1973), The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) and 

Frankenhooker (1990) are all examples of film versions of the monster, in an erotic 

context. In Andy Warhol’s Flesh For Frankenstein, two monsters are created in an 

attempt to start the Serbian master race and both are perfect human specimens apart 

from scars and neck braces. The female monster, a minor character, is seduced by 

Baron von Frankenstein (Victor Frankenstein’s role in the novel) whilst her male 

counterpart, one of the main characters, becomes sexually involved with Baroness 
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Katrin Frankenstein, killing her in the process. The monsters are represented as 

physically perfect and highly attractive. The shift from the stereotype of the 1930s and 

1940s and deformed face of the 1950s and 1960s is evidence that audiences of the 

1970s had changed and expected more specifically designed monsters. According to 

Wes Gehring “[by] the 1970s, the “gross-out” movie was in ascendancy” (73), an apt 

term for Andy Warhol’s Flesh For Frankenstein, since the monsters are brutally 

savaged by Baron von Frankenstein for his own erotic pleasures. Andy Warhol’s 

Flesh For Frankenstein displays a shift in the physical appearance of the monster for 

this reason. 

If Andy Warhol’s Flesh For Frankenstein presented a monster for discerning 

art/cult audiences, The Rocky Horror Picture Show added a transsexual/homosexual 

dimension, although possibly for the same audience. In this version, the monster, 

Rocky, is a perfect male, a blond version of Charles Atlas and Steve Reeves with an 

overactive libido, and is as perfect like the monsters in Andy Warhol’s Flesh For 

Frankenstein. But where Andy Warhol’s Flesh For Frankenstein graphically depicts 

the monsters’ scars, The Rocky Horror Picture Show aims at a more stylised version. 

Neither, it must be added, conform to Shelley’s description. Nor does either conform 

to the stereotype created by Universal Pictures, which reinforces Sanders’s view that 

Frankenstein’s monster need not follow the conventions defined by previous 

incarnations. 

Although there had been female Frankenstein’s monsters as brides in a 

majority of the Frankenstein films, it was some time before a female replaced the 

original male monster as a main protagonist in the form of Frankenhooker (1990), a 

comic horror film, that readdressed the balance and featured a female monster built 

out of parts taken from the corpses of prostitutes. The shift away from the stereotype 

of the 1930s, Shelley’s description and a male monster only serves to reinforce the 

flexibility of the adaptation process. As Jeremy Kessler says:  

Just as there as many versions of Frankenstein as there have been 
alterations to its text, any one version is a collection of fragments – not 
only of Mary and Percy’s various contributions, but of what Claude 
Lévi-Strauss called bricolage: the cobbling together of a new story of 
symbol out of cultural hand-me-downs. This process of piecemeal 
creation also characterizes the manufacture of Frankenstein’s creature. 
(83) 

The complexity of the monster’s creation from body parts can be interpreted as the 

way in which adaptation allows the story of Frankenstein to be broken down and 
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reassembled to create a new modern narrative, including or omitting elements 

according to whatever it sees fit. Like some of the films mentioned above, 

Frankenhooker also reinforces Sanders’s movement of proximation. By representing a 

monster that has no morphological fidelity with Shelley’s description, Frankenhooker 

creates a new monster that marginally follows the novel’s plot, which, in turn, creates 

a new cultural product for a particular audience. 

Advances in Science and Fidelity to Shelley’s Novel 

Advances in technology, as well as special effects and make-up, were making it 

possible for film companies to create the monster’s form based on advances in 

science. This raised the audience’s expectations of viewing realistic depictions of 

mutated humans as a result of failed scientific experiments. As Baldick notes: “The 

true significance of Frankenstein was seen to be its foreshadowing of robots, ‘test-

tube’ babies, and the heart-transplant surgery of Dr Christiaan Barnard” (7). Later, 

even more radical advances, such as genetic engineering led to even more convincing 

portrayals of Frankenstein’s monster. Dolly the sheep, the first animal cloned from a 

somatic cell, heralded the way to the possible cloning of humans. The expectations of 

science fiction audiences rose accordingly and forced further changes to 

Frankenstein’s monster. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1994), directed by Kenneth 

Branagh, constituted a breakthrough in this respect, featuring a realistic mutated 

monster, born from a vat of glutinous liquid, in a black parody of natural birthing. 

Although the film is billed as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, the monster is not a giant, 

nor does it have hair that is “lustrous” and “flowing”. Indeed, it bears very little 

resemblance to Shelley’s portrait. In Branagh’s own words “It was critical to conceive 

of a look for this Creature…that would be very different from Boris Karloff’s” (qtd. 

in Hitchcock 320). Branagh’s comment implies that his version of the monster needed 

to be different than Universal Pictures’ stereotype but also implies that no likeness to 

Shelley’s monster would be attempted either. The reference to Shelley in Branagh’s 

film title Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein raises the audience’s expectation of fidelity to 

the novel but, instead, the monster is a realistic mutated figure that is more 

fundamentally based in modern developments within science than Shelley’s 

description in the novel. Michael Klein writes “[i]n watching these stories, the 

audience, often subtly, gains a better understanding of contentious topics debated 
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within their current culture” (263). Klein’s statement, in reference to Frankenstein’s 

monster on film, can be directly connected with the altered appearance of the monster 

in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Although Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein does not 

portray the monster as described by Shelley, it is, however, a more realistic result of 

an experiment gone awry when compared to earlier films. The monster, in this 

example, was satisfying the audience’s realistic expectations of a failed science 

experiment based on their own knowledge of scientific possibilities. If the monsters in 

later Frankenstein films can be regarded as trying to hold station with scientific 

discoveries and advances rather than trying to stay ahead of it, this alters the 

appearance of Frankenstein’s monster in films and portrays it with a realistic 

representation. Similarly, a version of Frankenstein produced in 2007 for ITV 

featured a monster that was the result of a failed stem cell experiment. This, in turn, 

altered the monster’s form and presented it as a realistic outcome of modern science. 

Although the monster’s inability to speak and the later addition of a bolt through its 

neck link it to Whale’s film, the deformed and mutated head with stretched facial 

features can be compared to Branagh’s monster. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and 

ITV’s Frankenstein both update the monster’s form and behaviour for a modern 

audience. Although the monster in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein can converse with 

intelligence, neither it nor the ITV monster make any attempt to follow the novel in 

any detail. 

Up until 2004, no Frankenstein film that had attempted to reproduce the novel 

seriously. Branagh’s Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, despite the authority suggested by 

its title, takes the tale in a very different direction and it is not until the appearance of 

the television mini-series Frankenstein (2004), directed by Kevin Connor for 

Hallmark, that the balance is partly readdressed. However, while Connor’s monster 

closely follows Shelley’s description, it omits other features. One of the reasons for a 

more accurate portrayal of the monster could be attributed to Hallmark’s family 

entertainment protocol, which dictates the target audience should help shape their 

material. However, it could pursue this line to its logical conclusion because a 

convincing and grotesque countenance and bouts of extreme violence would not have 

been permitted. Other reasons for producing a more accurate Frankenstein film was 

that there was no copyright on Shelley’s book and was therefore cheaper to adapt. 
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The Abstract Monster 

The connection to Frankenstein’s monster in modern film adaptations relies upon the 

audience’s prior knowledge of previous adaptations and to some extent Shelley’s 

book although, as discussed, Whale’s monster is the stereotype that most audiences 

identify with. However, there are Frankenstein films that present an abstract version 

of the monster. In The Frankenstein Theory (2013), Frankenstein’s monster is omitted 

from the film until the last minutes before the credits roll. This omission creates 

suspense that relies on the audience’s prior knowledge of the form of Frankenstein’s 

monster to build an expectation of seeing a horrific monster murder the investigative 

film crew. This supports the notion that the Universal Pictures’ stereotype has become 

the version of the monster that the audience identifies with and that this is the monster 

that will appear at the end of the film. When the monster confronts and murders the 

investigative film crew, who believe Shelley’s novel to be fact, it is represented as a 

tall strong individual wearing animal skins with its face obscured from the audience’s 

recognition. It is difficult to ascertain whether the monster in The Frankenstein 

Theory conforms to Shelley’s description because it remains cloaked and censored to 

promote the filmmaker’s intention of suspense. 

So far, the examples of adaptations in this essay have focused on television 

and cinematic films, but the animated film adaptation Frankenweenie (2012) 

reinvents Frankenstein’s monster by changing it into a dog. “Adaptation”, according 

to Sanders, “is, however, frequently a specific process involving the transition from 

one genre to another; novels into film; drama into musical; the dramatisation of prose 

narrative and prose fiction; or the inverse movement of making drama into prose 

narrative” (19). In other words, an adaptation is a possible transition between genres. 

Frankenweenie, for example, transposes Frankenstein to a film genre in which the 

monster can be depicted in any form, which impacts its form and behaviour. Similar 

examples such as the animated series The Groovy Goolies (1970), other animated 

films such as Hotel Transylvania (2012) and graphic novels such as Frankenstein 

(adapted by Elizabeth Genco (2008)) are not restricted by technology within the areas 

of special effects, make-up artistry or expensive set designs. Frankenweenie features a 

dog that is brought back to life through electricity and shares the same scars and bolt 

in its neck as Whale’s monster from 1931. It is undeniable that the dog from 

Frankenweenie cannot be compared to Shelley’s description in full but a parallel can 
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be drawn to certain characteristics. The genre of animated film prepares the 

audience’s perception that they will view a tale or character, which they are familiar 

with, combined with abstract humour. A cartoon featuring characters such as Tom and 

Jerry, for example, notifies the audience that they will see a cat and mouse playing 

tricks on each other. The medium of the animated film, with regards to 

Frankenweenie, allowed the filmmaker to shape Frankenstein’s monster in any form 

and because the filmmaker chose a dog, this, in turn, dictates the monster’s 

unpredictable behaviour within a medium that can allow infinite unpredictable 

scenarios. 

The Monster as a Source of Comedy 

If the medium of a film can allow unpredictable scenarios, then genre can also have 

the same effect. As mentioned previously, the monster’s form and behaviour in Abbott 

and Costello Meet Frankenstein did not change. Although this can be linked to 

Universal Pictures’ need to keep the monster as authentic as possible to their own 

creation in Whale’s film, the fact that the monster does not have to be altered for 

comedic value is of interest. By not altering the monster, Universal Pictures bounced 

a horrific monster off two comedians, creating a definite juxtaposition between horror 

and comedy, a phenomenon I will call character displacement. An example of 

character displacement can be seen in a sketch in the satirical television show The 

Mary Whitehouse Experience (1992), which featured the displaced character of 

Hannibal Lecter in a parody of Masterchef who murders and cooks one of the other 

contestants. To create the comedy, Hannibal Lecter underwent character displacement 

by remaining unaltered and, instead, was used in an alternative situation thus creating 

comedy in itself. In a similar vein, Mel Brook’s Young Frankenstein (1974), features 

a monster that is, once again, based on Whale’s film and has the same traits and 

features except a full head of hair. In one scene, the monster can be seen tap dancing 

to the tune of Puttin’ On the Ritz whilst trying its best to sing the words. Through 

character displacement, the monster is placed in a situation that it would never have 

encountered otherwise. To some extent, this situation attempts to adapt the monster to 

society, a desire Shelley’s monster has and therefore moves the monster in Young 

Frankenstein closer to her vision. Young Frankenstein succeeds in creating a new 
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adaptation of Whale’s Frankenstein but without altering the monster’s appearance 

drastically. 

The 1960s heralded a boom in television shows and, in America, wholesome 

family values were represented through sitcoms such as The Dick Van Dyke Show 

(1961) and Mr. Ed (1961). The statistics on the number of people owning a television 

in America in the 1950s through to the 1970s rose significantly. Universal Pictures, 

who had ceased to produce Frankenstein films in 1948, started producing a television 

show called The Munsters (1964), which featured Herman Munster, a version of 

Frankenstein’s monster reminiscent of the films they had made in the 1930s. 

Although the make-up was the same, Herman Munster’s attitude and demeanour had 

changed from being a monster to a family man to represent family values. The 

monster in The Munsters could smile, play practical jokes and interact with other 

family members as a father. If compared to Shelley’s novel, Herman Munster is closer 

to her description than previous film adaptation monsters because he can converse 

with intelligence. Herman Munster can be considered a new product achieved through 

appropriation and thus supports Sanders’s movement of proximation, the evolutionary 

process that allows replication and change to suit a particular audience. 

Analysis 

Due to film copyrights and regulations, it has not been possible to use screenshots. 

Therefore, Table 1 (see page 14) is a simple comparison between Shelley’s novel and 

the representation of the monsters in the films discussed in this essay. 

None of the Frankenstein films have full fidelity to Shelley’s novel with 

regards to the representation of the monster. Seven of the adaptations feature a 

monster with “pearly white teeth” and five present a monster that can intelligently 

converse. Five out of twelve films based the monster on James Whale’s monster from 

1931 and one film did not base the monster on either Shelley’s or Whale’s versions. 

Connor’s Frankenstein (2004) featured a monster with the most fidelity to Shelley’s 

book. The results are inconclusive in several areas due to films being shot in black 

and white or the monster being represented in different guises. When examining the 

different guises of Frankenstein’s monster, Sanders’s movement of proximation can  
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be applied to all of the Frankenstein adaptations. Whale’s monster was created for an 

audience that wanted to be shocked, Hammer films created a monster the audience 

wanted to identify with and there have been many monsters created to fit into a 

certain culture, foreign or otherwise. The evidence supports Sanders’s theory to some 

extent but, on the other hand, there are factors that shaped the monster that cannot be 
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Notes

1 Frankenstein (1931) is shot in black and white.

2 Frankenweenie�LV�D�EODFN�DQG�ZKLWH�¿OP�
3 Frankenweenie is a dog and cannot move at superhuman speed or converse.

4 I Was a Teenage Frankenstein is shot in black and white. However, the last few minutes are shot in 

 colour.

5 Young Frankenstein is shot in black and white.

6 The monster in Young Frankenstein cannot converse although there is a tap dancing scene where it 

 attempts to sing.

7 The monster is referred to as having gigantic stature in the dialogue but is roughly the same height as 

 Victor Frankenstein on screen. 

8 The monster is wearing clothes that hide its appearance.

4

5 6

7

8 8 8 8 8

Table 1: Frankenstein’s monster in films compared to Shelley’s description or based on Whale’s 1931 film
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attributed to adaptations being produced to bring them closer to audiences’ cultural 

and social spheres. These factors include Universal Pictures’ copyright and American 

International Films’ budget constraints. Although there are logistical problems within 

the film industry that have shaped some of the monsters, the overwhelming majority 

of contemporary adaptations have made unique Frankenstein’s monsters and this can 

be attributed, for example, to advances in science and medicine. Another factor that 

could create opposition to Sanders’s adaptation theory is the stereotype of the monster 

created by Whale. Five out the twelve films analysed featured a monster that is 

similar to Whale’s and there are many other Frankenstein monster films, not featured 

in this essay, that also base their monster on Whale’s film. This phenomenon suggests 

that Sanders’s theory is incorrect if the monster does not change and, therefore, any 

audience can still identify with it but this is not the case. In many of the film 

examples, the monster may look similar but there is always a subtle minor alteration 

whether it is behavioural or physical (e.g. the monster in Young Frankenstein is 

balding). Despite these behavioural or physical changes, audiences associate 

Frankenstein’s monster with Whale’s stereotype and not Shelley’s description. My 

research has shown that Frankenstein’s monster has evolved and altered since 

Shelley’s novel was first published and has continued to evolve, which suggests the 

monster in the novel is unlikely to be portrayed with complete fidelity in future 

adaptations.  

Conclusion 

Frankenstein is often referred to as a gothic horror novel, a genre that often becomes 

unpredictable, improbable and unbelievable when adapted to film. James H. 

Nicholson said “In our concept of each of our monsters, we strive for unbelievability” 

(qtd. in Doherty 131). If “unbelievability” is strived for when considering the form 

and behaviour of Frankenstein’s monster as Nicholson suggests, Shelley’s original 

description must be taken into consideration. Is Shelley’s monster more believable or 

less believable than Whale’s monster or Connor’s monster or Burton’s dog? Shelley’s 

monster was conceived when she gained the knowledge of Luigi Aldini’s, cousin of 

Luigi Galvani, electrical experiments with frogs, a process called “galvanism” 

(Hitchcock 33). Shelley’s knowledge at the time of writing Frankenstein led her to 

create a monster that she perceived to be feasible through “galvanism”. It is fair to 
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attribute Shelley’s vivid description of her monster to what she perceived to be a 

realistic outcome; “yellow skin”, “dun white sockets”, “shrivelled complexion” and 

“straight black lips” (35) all suggest the monster’s realistic form after Victor 

Frankenstein’s famous but flawed experiment. However, the theatre productions of 

the nineteenth century did not produce such a monster for the stage and instead 

represented him as “a tall light blue figure, with a white face and long black hair!” 

(Hitchcock 81, italics Hitchcock’s). Despite this, Shelley herself commented that 

“Cooke played [the monster]’s part extremely well … I was much amused.” (qtd. in 

Florescu 162). By Shelley’s own admission, it appears she did not have any issue with 

the monster being altered from her original novel description. This endorsement by 

the author herself and the multitude of Frankenstein stage productions in the 

nineteenth century influenced the film versions of the early twentieth century and 

consequent versions thereafter. 

If Whale’s monster is to be taken into consideration, it can be concluded, 

bearing in mind Sanders’s theory of the movement of proximation and appropriation, 

that his monster defined cinema audiences’ first experience or encounter with 

Frankenstein’s monster instead of Shelley’s, which created the stereotype that many 

people associate as the definitive image of the monster. As Semenza proclaims “So 

who authored the “real” Frankenstein, Mary Shelley or James Whale?” (148). It can 

be claimed that Whale’s monster holds precedence over Shelley’s monster when film 

adaptations are to be considered. Fredric Jameson, in relation to the question of 

fidelity, states that “if the film version is definitive (whatever that might mean), the 

novel will fall into disuse” (217) and this is true to some extent if Whale’s film and 

the stereotypical monster can be considered. The saturation of Universal Pictures’ 

Frankenstein movies throughout the early to mid twentieth century, established the 

stereotype that influenced the audience’s perception of the monster to such an extent 

that any tall actor displaying a lack of intelligence or had a speech impediment was 

immediately brandished as a Frankenstein’s monster. For example, The Addams 

Family featured the character of Lurch, a butler of gigantic stature, heavyset eyebrows 

who spoke with a monotonous voice. The similarities to Frankenstein’s monster were 

apparent to many but Lurch was never intended to be a representation of 

Frankenstein’s monster nor was The Addams Family an adaptation or hybrid of 

Frankenstein. Another more contemporary example of this phenomenon happens to 

the character of Kramer in Seinfeld in an episode entitled The Wait Out. When 
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Kramer cannot remove a pair of tight jeans he is wearing, he stumbles down a 

hallway, unable to bend his legs to walk properly. When a young boy notices 

Kramer’s shadow on the wall outside his bedroom door, he shouts “Frankenstein!” 

These two examples, and countless other examples, is an indication of how Whale’s 

monster is identified as the definitive Frankenstein’s monster instead of other film 

adaptations and, more importantly, Shelley’s original monster. Shelley’s description 

of Frankenstein’s monster, and the novel’s story itself, has never been portrayed with 

perfect fidelity in film history. Although Connor’s Frankenstein (2004) has fidelity 

with Shelley’s novel as so far as storyline is concerned, the monster still deviates 

slightly from the description of the monster in the novel, which suggests Sanders’s 

theory of movement of proximation (21) is correct that unaltered adaptations of novels 

are unavoidable and the alterations occur to move the adaptation “closer to the 

audience’s frame of reference” (21). In the film adaptations of Frankenstein discussed 

in this essay, it can be concluded Sanders’s theory is correct and that the monster’s 

form is shaped by filmmakers to bring it closer to audiences’ cultural and social 

spheres. With another film adaptation of Frankenstein slated for 2015, it is clear that 

Shelley’s story will continue to evolve and change as different versions are updated 

and adapted for different target audiences and genres of film. To add to this, hybrid 

Frankenstein films such as The Terminator (1984), Blade Runner (1982) and 

Robocop (1988), will insure that, although Shelley’s story will continue to influence, 

fidelity to the monster of the novel will undoubtedly be subject to change when film 

genre and audience are to be considered. Film adaptation theorists like Sanders and 

Whelehan imply that Shelley’s description of the monster will never be realised 

accurately, casting doubt that there will ever be a film adaptation of Frankenstein that 

will feature a monster that has full fidelity with Shelley’s novel. 
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