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that's scary.

Even people who predate the academic resurrection of "Frankenstein™ will know something about the
novel's plot. Mary Shelley created a cosseted scholar, Victor Frankenstein, who constructs a giant
cresture out of body parts raided from graveyards. At the very moment that he brings the creature to life
(exactly how he does s0 is vague), however, the purdly intellectud ardor that impelled him to such an act
is snuffed out. "Unable to endure the aspect of the being [he] had created,” he abandonsiit. Parentless,
the creature sets out in the world, receives an education (reading Plutarch and Milton and becoming fluent
in French) and turns vengeful only when spurned by those he hoped to love.

At thispoint it is probably not giving too much away to say
that, ultimately, the cresture kills his creator and plansto kill

himsdlf, too. Or, asthe journdist Samuel Rosenberg once
@““‘“ e ‘ ‘i. ' described the tory's ending: " The poor nameless
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son-of-a-botch legps out of a cabin window onto an ice floe
and drifts off." Shdlley's nove is an eaborate matryoshka
doll: Nesting desp ingde is an antihero who is d oguent and
nimble and seemingly human, down to his loves, hatreds and
twinges of conscience.

A classic vintage poster of the 1931 Frankenstein Wher_] Mw_$qlw revised her nove_l more then 19 sz
movie starring Boris Karloff. after its publication, she talked abouit it in terms reminiscent
of her monger, but her fedings were warmer than Victor's
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toward his creation: "1 bid my hideous progeny go forth and prosper. | have an affection for it, for it was
the offspring of happy days." But "Frankenstein” didn't redlly need her wishesto prosper. Already by
1823, Ms. Hitchcock tells us, it had inspired a knock-off play, titled "Presumption,” that hel ped to shape
S0 many popular reimaginings. It featured a speechless monster and gave Victor asidekick (once Fritz,
then Franz, now Igor).

The mongter of "Presumption” was painted gray-blue and wore atoga. The many illudrations that Ms.
Hitchcock includes show awide variety of imagined creatures, including a dender Bearddey-esque one
from the late 19th century and Edison’'s hairy 1910 film ghoul. It wasn't until James Wha€'s 1931 movie
sarring Boris Karloff that Frankenstein's monster -- boltsin the neck, squared-off head with transplant
scar, lumbering gait -- took iconic form. Later movies, such as Britain's Hammer Horror films, "The
Rocky Horror Picture Show" and "Frankenweenie," have performed burlesques on the Karloff image but
never displaced it.

Some of the most fascinating sections of Ms. Hitchcock's book describe the
causes to which the Frankenstein myth has been attached. At the outbreak of
the Civil War, Charles Sumner said that "the Southern Confederacy will be
the soulless mongter of Frankenstein.” In the 1880s, politica cartoonists
showed Britain faced by the Frankenstein of Irish nationdism. World War 11
brought Hitler as the mongter; cartoonists now give it the labd a Qaeda, Iran
or Irag. The image both conveys the threat facing innocent good guys and
hints at alethal force that will one day turn back on its creator and destroy it.

It isnot surprising that Victor Frankengtein, in his quest for the secrets of life,
should also come to mind as scientific advances move ever closer to those "sweet mysteries of life' thet
Madeline Kahn sang about in ™Y oung Frankengtein.” (By the way, the theetrical verdon of Me Brookss
1974 movieis opening on Broadway in about 10 days.) Thefirgt heart transplants and test-tube babies,
and the cloning of Dally the sheep, brought Frankengtein into the headlines as a shorthand for our fears of
medica technology run amok. The Washington Pogt identified Frankenstein Syndrome only
haf-facetioudy: "In this recurring epidemic, many people from al waks of life are seized with grandiose
fantases that a supernaturd force of evil is about to be unleashed on an unsuspecting world.” And let's
not forget Frankenfoods.

From adaptation to parody to symbol, the monster has taken on alife of his own. Ms. Hitchcock surveys
televison shows like "The Mungters' and " Shock Thesater" and Frankenstein-themed moviesin France,
Italy, Mexico, West Germany and even Egypt. When academics get into the act, they pay homage to
Shelley's novel and its progeny in everything from the Norton Anthology of English Literature to
"Frankenstein Mests the Space Mongter” (a cheesy 1965 movie whose scriptwriters, including a
professor and some graduate students, created an extended in-joke about the Univeraty of Virginia
English Department).

"Frankengtein" seems unique in being aliterary work that has turned into a kind of folk myth, or at least a
myth that al kinds of folk respond to. The biggest shift in the dmost 200 years since the novel's
publication liesin our attitudes toward Victor and his cregtion. Most of us are far more sympathetic to the
monster than 19th-century readers were, and we have much less patience for Victor, who seemswhiny
and spoiled. In the Besetles animated movie"Y dlow Submaring' (1968), the monster morphs into John
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Lennon. "All he needs,”" notes Ms. Hitchcock wryly, "islove."

Ms. Mullen writesfor The New Criterion, The Hudson Review and other publications.
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