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Preface

In keeping with the format of the film|minutes book series, this book will impose a minute-by-minute grid onto director James Whale’s 1935 masterpiece Bride of Frankenstein and engage each minute from a variety of analytical lenses (e.g. ekphrastic, philosophical, cultural-theoretical, or descriptive of this viewer’s own sensory and affective encounter with sounds and images).

While the value of this approach lies in the break it enforces with conventional modes of film-analytical writing—jarring the viewer’s engagement out of subordination to narrative, for example, and freeing the film from the critic’s imposition of an overarching thesis or theory—there are nevertheless some higher-order themes and concerns that will in part structure Page xii →my engagement with the film. One of these is the film’s participation in a larger serial project.1 As a sequel that nevertheless stands on its own, Bride of Frankenstein is actively engaged in establishing and transforming generic conventions. These include the broader conventions of horror films (a genre that came into being only with the completion of the transition, around 1931, from silent to sound film2) as well as the narrower conventions of Frankenstein films: following isolated examples such as Thomas Edison’s 1910 Frankenstein, James Whale’s 1931 Frankenstein set a variety of expectations concerning the monster’s appearance, the centrality of the creation scene, and the tragic/melodramatic register of these films, for example; Bride of Frankenstein offers variations on these themes while refining them and setting the stage for countless other Frankenstein films, including six more from Universal Studios released between 1939 and 1948, as well as a seven-film cycle from the British Hammer Studios that ran from 1957 to 1974, among many others, including the remake Bride! planned for release in fall 2025.3

Part of my argument is that serialization is paradoxically evident in the film itself, in its minute-by-minute development. This is especially true because the film is self-reflexively aware of its place in media history, and it engages in what German media philosopher Lorenz Engell has theorized as the medium’s “self-historicization,” or a writing of cinematic history from within, by marking out trajectories of media-technical and formal change (innovation, update, regression, etc.).4 That is, the film is aware of itself as a film, and it makes sure in turn Page xiii →that the viewer is aware of this self-awareness. By means of foregrounding the medium’s visual and sonic affordances, often through self-reflexive spectacles—such as the animation of the creature as a proxy for cinematic animation more generally, or the sight of Boris Karloff’s by-then famous mute monster learning to speak rudimentary words and sentences and thus attempting to catch up to speed with cinematic sound—Bride of Frankenstein engages its viewer directly in the serial project of self-historicization.5

Furthermore, this engagement involves viewers—both then and now—in a probing of their shifting relations to technology and the media environment. While viewers in the 1930s would have recognized the film as, in part, an allegorical treatment and estrangement of then-contemporary media changes, including the rapid normalization of sound in the form of spoken dialogue, viewers today will be reminded of developments related to generative AI and the questions that this new medium raises regarding artificial creation and the transformation of human agency.6 Clearly, the film is not about artificial intelligence, but my argument is that the lasting power of the film (like the subgenre of Frankenstein films more generally) lies in its ability to be reactivated in new anthropotechnical contexts.7 This is a function, I contend, of the self-historicizing impulse described above, which invites further updating and continuation, and it is therefore not improper to view the film through such a lens.

On the contrary, it is the narrowly contextualizing historicism of more conventional film-analytical approaches Page xiv →that make such associations seem improper, and it is the great advantage of the minute-by-minute approach of the film|minutes series to liberate and revalorize such associations that escape scholarly standards of respectability. The point is not that “anything goes,” and certainly it will not do to impute anachronistic meanings to the film. But a granular and introspective engagement with the film and its self-historicizing engagement with media and technics will necessarily—and quite “properly”—provoke reflection on transformations that have taken place more recently, as well as speculation about further possible transformations. Speculation, which I take to be very much in line with the science-fictional impulse of Mary Shelley’s novel that gives rise to this and all Frankenstein films, will be engaged here not in the mode of Silicon Valley’s futurists and would-be prophets, but in the mode of a probing and divination of the uncertain affective and phenomenological relations that viewers experience—and see imperfectly mirrored in the film—in the face of technological change.

The current boom in generative AI and related machine learning algorithms is of course just one episode in a much longer story of technological change that comes to bear on Bride of Frankenstein and its historical significance. In the intervening 90 years between the film’s premiere in 1935 and my engagement with it in 2025, a series of media-technological developments have radically and repeatedly transformed the media landscape, and with it the conditions of our perception of this or any other film. For example, television brought moving images into homes, and the cinema responded with wider Page xv →screens and more colorful spectacles—including the rich blood reds foregrounded in Hammer’s Curse of Frankenstein (1957) and its sequels. Subsequent developments, such as 3D, cable TV, home video, computers, videogames, DVDs, and big-budget digital effects have all changed the material settings and cultural values associated with the movies—and Frankenstein films have been there at every step to mark the changes, from Andy Warhol’s X-rated 3D film Flesh for Frankenstein (1973) to Tim Burton’s family-friendly CGI-enhanced stop-motion animated feature Frankenweenie (2012) and beyond. Again, the serialization of Frankenstein films is driven crucially by media change, and the Frankenstein myth thus serves as a central vehicle for the self-historicization not only of film but of the broader media ecology. All of these changes retrospectively alter the meaning of Whale’s Bride of Frankenstein, which itself casts a large and looming shadow over subsequent sequels, spin-offs, remakes, and reboots.

Today, Bride of Frankenstein demands that we take stock of the difference between the lifeworld of early sound cinema and our own world of ubiquitous computation, in which we are more likely to encounter the film on a digital disk, streaming service, or pirated download than in a theater. Regarding this difference, I will occasionally speak in the following of our “post-cinematic” condition, environment, or viewing situation.8 This is not to suggest a hard break or caesura with celluloid-based cinema, but to acknowledge a real change that is both technological and phenomenological in nature. As I have argued elsewhere, digitally processed images are Page xvi →marked by a fundamental “discorrelation” from human perception, as compression algorithms and streaming protocols transform the material infrastructures of images while intervening also in a reorganization of our sensorial relations to them—perhaps effecting a reorganization of the sensorium itself.9 To this extent, a digitized copy of Bride of Frankenstein transposes questions about human–technological relations from a cinematic to a post-cinematic context—which is to say: it re-poses, yet again, questions about technology’s revisionary impacts. Now, these questions implicate us as beings innervated by algorithms that increasingly get under our skin, map our environments, and anticipate our every move. How is agency distributed in this world?

Finally, one last word about the unorthodox style and method of this book. As I noted at the outset, I see the value of a minute-by-minute approach inhering primarily in the way it forces an alternative view, a different way of looking than is common in cinema studies scholarship—indeed, a different mode of viewing than is generally practicable when we watch movies period. The artificiality, the arbitrariness of the minute—which is alien to the cinematic logics of scenes, acts, and other narrative units—opens vision to things otherwise unseen, overlooked, or hermeneutically overcoded. At least, my eyes were opened to things I had never seen in the dozens of previous viewings of this long-familiar film, perhaps my favorite film of all. Watching the film in 60-second segments—playing, pausing, looping, playing, pausing, looping—helped to defamiliarize the film, loosening the hold of my affective Page xvii →attachments and scholarly investments alike. Having written extensively about Frankenstein films—across a number of articles, as well as a more traditional scholarly monograph than the present one—the latter investments are not insignificant, and certainly some of the theoretical and interpretive approaches developed in that scholarship find voice in the following. But they are now transformed by a viewing practice that might be called too-close looking. This practice, for me, feels cognate with the practice of making (and, in some cases, watching) videographic criticism—particularly the act of loading a film into video editing software, cutting it, rearranging it, and constructing something new out of it. Such material engagement with a film similarly estranges more conventional spectatorial relations, exposing the viewer to unexpected discoveries. The somewhat obsessive, repetitive viewing of a single minute that fosters this writing about minutiae suddenly full of significance—or, alternately, that forces a re-viewing of scenes otherwise imbued with symbolic significance, deflating them and revealing their base materiality—might itself be seen as a videographic practice. Though it does not produce a video essay, in the literal sense, it grounds writing materially in the neighborhood of the video essayist’s toolbox and, perhaps more significantly, produces texts that might be thought of as imaginary video essays—video essays unfolding in the indeterminate space of the imagination itself.

Accordingly, I offer this book as a kind of hybrid creature, a mediator triangulated between the more traditional type of scholarship undertaken in my book Postnaturalism: Frankenstein, Page xviii →Film, and the Anthropotechnical Interface and the sort of videographic experimentation attempted in my video essay “Sight and Sound Conspire: Monstrous Audio-Vision in James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931).”10 An anonymous reviewer of the present manuscript notes that “there is a growing hunger for more experimental, essayistic, poetic, and self-reflexive writing about/with/through film and audiovisual media. Videographic scholarship is certainly a discipline that addresses this demand, but we need to (re)discover these impulses in written scholarship as well.” It is my hope that this book lives up to that demand, that hunger which I share. I hope, above all, that the book might open readers’ eyes and imaginations in the ways that conducting this experiment has done for me, helping us to see Whale’s Bride of Frankenstein—and, who knows, much else besides—in a strange new light.





00:00:00–00:00:59

Pressing play, I am acutely aware of the way Bride of Frankenstein vacillates, both culturally and materially, between a stubborn rootedness in history and a quasi-transcendent timelessness. Maybe that’s just what it means to call a film “iconic”—an overused epithet, to be sure, but one that must be taken seriously here: though they haven’t yet appeared on screen, the faces of Karloff’s monster and his shrieking bride are immediately conjured in my imagination. My own viewing history has indelibly seared these icons into my brain. That history begins, for me, with Saturday-afternoon Creature Features1 on local television in the late 1970s and continues through countless VHS, DVD, and online viewings, as well as two theatrical screenings of 35mm prints at the Stanford Theater in Palo Alto—a film palace established in 1925, updated for sound shortly after, and more recently restored by billionaire David Page 2 →Packard to its original splendor, complete with a Mighty Wurlitzer that emerges from the floor and is played between double features or to accompany silent films. The material history of these various formats, and the distortions introduced by each, is reactivated when I start playing the Blu-ray included in the Classic Monsters 30-film set from 2018.

Other histories assert themselves: This Picture Approved by the Production Code Administration of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America Certificate Number 768. Only since 1934, a year before Bride’s release, had the industry self-censorship effort, codified as the Hays Code, been enforced.2 The MPPDA logo in the background briefly gives way to a spread-eagle figure, atop which we read “NRA Member”—referring not to the National Rifle Association but the National Recovery Association, FDR’s Depression-era initiative from 1933 (ruled unconstitutional in May 1935, a month after the film’s premiere). The NRA sought to eliminate unfair labor practices and set minimum wages, maximum working hours, and minimum prices for products. It was very popular with workers. Like the Hays Code, it was voluntary but not quite optional; businesses not displaying the logo were often boycotted.3 Universal Studios, whose logo—a propellor plane circling a spinning globe—now appears, wasn’t taking chances: A Universal Picture.

[Violins begin to swell]

CARL LAEMMLE

Page 3 →presents

KARLOFF

in

[Then, punctuated with cymbals and horns:]

“BRIDE OF FRANKENSTEIN”

[Production credits roll, smoke churns in the background, a harp strums.]

Suggested by the original story written in 1816

by MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY and

Adapted by

WILLIAM HURLBUT▼JOHN BALDERSTON





00:01:00–00:01:59

Directed by

[Blurry text appears in the background, increases in size, and becomes legible:]

JAMES WHALE

[The director’s name is underscored, like KARLOFF before it, with a cymbal crash.]

In the list of “The Players” that follows, KARLOFF gets top billing as “The Monster”—marking a significant departure from the cast credits in Whale’s 1931 Frankenstein, where the seasoned but relatively unknown actor had tauntingly been left uncredited, his name replaced with a question mark: “?” Only in Page 5 →the final credits was the actor’s name revealed: Boris Karloff. The suspenseful play of deferral and revelation resonates with horror film tropes, many of which were pioneered by Whale; specifically, it echoes the way viewers were made to wait to see the monster’s face, which was first shown covered in bandages. The shocking revelation of the sutured face, animated diegetically by Henry Frankenstein and brought to life extradiegetically by makeup artist Jack Pierce, instantly catapulted Karloff to stardom. Now, in 1935, there is no point in deferring the revelation; KARLOFF the icon no longer even needs a first name.

Instead, the game is transferred to “The Monster’s Mate,” who inherits the “?” at the end of the list. Also listed, curiously, among the characters are Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley (played by Elsa Lanchester), Lord Byron (Gavin Gordon), and Percy Bysshe Shelley (Douglas Walton). This inclusion of the story’s origins, the cast of its original production—already hinted at in the idea that this filmic sequel was “suggested by” Shelley’s novel and “adapted” for the screen—initiates a strange serial folding of the narrative’s history into itself.

The ominous music turns mellow, almost sweet, then builds to a pitch before being drowned out by howling winds. An establishing shot shows a castle on a distant hill; the camera tracks in while lightning flashes and thunder roars. Dissolve to a man looking out a well-lit window, another man and a woman seated behind. An elegant, cheerful violin now plays as we cut to the lavish interior of a spacious room adorned with fireplace and chandelier. A woman in a maid’s uniform leads four large dogs out of the scene.





00:02:00–00:02:59

Will I ever learn what happened to those dogs? Entering the third minute of the film, I am troubled by their brief appearance, their swift exit, and their lingering absence. Not only their disappearance from the scene, but also from the frame: the material boundary beyond which the real world begins and the story is suspended. The dogs’ presence in the film could never be a full presence in its narrative (for the simple fact that they could not act, i.e. could not enact the necessary difference between their biological existence and their fictional roles, wholly projected onto them from without). Their exit from the frame compounds their absence from the diegetic world as the real world swallows them whole. The frame, the delimiting presence of which they make me aware, pains me. My attention wanders from the images on my computer screen to the world around, a world that is radically Page 7 →discontinuous with the narrative while in absolute and somewhat overwhelming historical-material continuity with the world of those dogs, their bodies incapable of dissimulation—and long since decayed—my body’s eventual fate as well.

The images pull me back, only to reveal another temporal-material discontinuity folded into the film itself as a porous experiential block: inside the visual frame, a framing narrative opens.

The man at the window introduces himself as “George Gordon, Lord Byron, England’s greatest sinner” and his companion as “Shelley […], England’s greatest poet.” The latter asks, “What of my Mary?” To which Byron replies: “She is an angel.” Mary, smiling, retorts wryly: “You think so.” Thunder claps loudly, and Byron implores her to come watch the storm with him. Mary: “You know how lightning alarms me.” Strangely, she refers to her lover not by his first name, Percy, but by the family name that she herself, in the real world of 1816 (here fictionally reenacted), has already assumed. It would appear that “Mary” (Elsa Lanchester) plays multiple roles across worlds. The dogs, banished from the frame, can play none.





00:03:00–00:03:59

Byron says to Mary, in equal parts condescension and admiration: “Astonishing creature”—an appellation whose significance in the context of a story about artificial creation, and the Doppelgänger relation between creator and creature, should not be overlooked. Mary: “Aye, Lord Byron?”—the grammatical affirmative quickly turned into a rhetorical interrogative. Byron continues: “Frightened of thunder, fearful of the dark, and yet you have written a tale that sent my blood into icy creeps.” Mary laughs charmingly, perhaps deviously, in closeup. “Look at her, Shelley. Can you believe that bland and lovely brow conceived of Frankenstein? A monster created from cadavers out of rifled graves…Isn’t it astonishing?” Here Byron’s words are extremely ambiguous. Does he mean to foreground his astonishment that Mary is the author of a novel (at this point not yet published) titled Frankenstein? Page 9 →Or that she conceived of the character named Frankenstein? And if the latter, does he in fact mean the creator or, as had already long been common and was certainly exacerbated with the popular reception of Whale’s Frankenstein, is he confusing Frankenstein for Frankenstein’s monster? (We could read his words as an appositive: “Frankenstein, a monster created from cadavers…”) These questions may seem to reside outside the world of the film, but in fact they provide its basic structure, just as the film’s framing story embodies a reversible membrane both within and without the diegesis.

Mary grins: “Why shouldn’t I write of monsters?” Identified now as the author of a fiction (within a fiction, beside another fiction), Mary asserts her confidence that her story will someday be published. Byron and Shelley say she’ll have “much to answer for,” but Mary asserts her moral purpose, overlooked by readers (or viewers?): a “moral lesson” about “the punishment that befell a mortal man who dared to emulate God.” Something about this conversation’s slippery signifiers makes me doubtful.4





00:04:00–00:04:59

In any case, the aesthete Byron doesn’t care. He proclaims without reservation: “I take great relish in savoring each separate horror. I roll them over on my tongue.” Mary protests: “Don’t, Lord Byron. Don’t remind me of it tonight!”

Now ensues a recap of Mary’s story and/or the previous film, narrated by Byron: “What a setting in that churchyard to begin with.” His words are illustrated by a montage of images from Whale’s Frankenstein. “The sobbing women, the first clod of earth [punctuated by a loud thud] on the coffin; that was a pretty chill.” Byron’s is a highly self-reflexive commentary. Not only does it foreground the fictional “setting” and the extradiegetic thrill of sound as it was marshaled for horror in the wake of the sound-film transition—a thrill that gave rise to musicals as much as to monsters in the early 1930s—but it also points to the cinema’s topological deformation of Page 11 →time: from the perspective of 1816 these images are a kind of proto-cinematic prolepsis, while from the point of view of 1935 they more closely resemble a cinematic flashback. Here, reflexively, cinema is figured as imagination; imagination is nothing other than cinema.5

Byron concludes his summary of the entire story (and/or film), with some slight sensational embellishment, in less than a minute. The images he invokes, which exist simultaneously in the minds of the onscreen characters, in the eyes of the cinematic spectators, and on the very rolls of celluloid—attached both to Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein—refuse to settle into a safe and stable position. Returning to the frame/ framing story, we see that Byron’s imagined/imaged narrative has frightened its author Mary, causing her to prick herself with an embroidery needle.





00:05:00–00:05:59

The two men rush to help the swooning Mary, assuming a supportive position on either side as she extends her arm, pushing the injured hand away from her. She wears an elegant white gown, clearly reminiscent of a wedding dress. (We will see this configuration repeated again later in the film.)


[image: Mary Shelley (played by Elsa Lanchester), wearing an elegant white gown, swoons and is supported by Lord Byron on her left and Percy Bysshe Shelley on her right. All eyes are on Mary’s outstretched right hand, which she has just pricked in fright with an embroidery needle.]

Figure 1.Mary Shelley supported by Percy Bysshe Shelley and Lord Byron



I worry that the silk might be blotted with her blood, the innocence signified by the white bridal gown contaminated, the red spot spreading through the fabric, smearing and staining her marble-white skin. But here my imagination anticipates tropes of slashers and scream queens that are only latent in Whale’s early horror film. To say that they are latent, however, is to affirm their presence—dormant, perhaps, but lurking and lying in wait.

Meanwhile, if the silken-clad Mary of the movies is busy playing a bride (?), let’s not forget that the historical Mary, still Page 13 →Mary Godwin at the time, was not in fact married until later in 1816, after returning from the mainland to England. Though she had already started calling herself Mrs. Shelley during that summer at Lake Geneva, Percy was still married to another woman.6 And Byron, “England’s greatest sinner,” seems hardly a disinterested bystander. A queer tension connects the ménage à trois, and if Mary initially seemed weak and in need of support from the two men, she shifts quickly to a more dominant, flirtatious attitude, while both of them hang on her every word.

Percy: “I do think it a shame, Mary, to end your story quite so suddenly.” Mary: “That wasn’t the end at all. Would you like Page 14 →to hear what happened after that? I feel like telling it.” (What, suddenly, makes her “feel like” telling it?) “The air itself is filled with monsters.” Byron, priming the medium-sensitive viewer, for whom sound is a primary channel of horror: “I’m all ears.”7

“Imagine yourself standing by the wreckage of the mill.” The camera quickly tracks away from the three. “The fire is dying down.” Dissolve to flames, a mill collapsing (re-envisioning the ending of Frankenstein). Loud shrieking, banging, crackling and popping sounds overwhelm the soundtrack. A cackling laugh emerges from the din.





00:06:00–00:06:59

Cut to the source of laughter—a brief long shot, followed by a closeup of a highly animated woman, Minnie (played by Irish-born comical actress Una O’Connor). Standing by the fire, she gesticulates joyously, triumphantly, slapping herself in glee and proclaiming: “Well, I must say that’s the best fire I ever saw in all o’me life!” Her laughter stands in stark contrast to the sobbing of another woman, who cries: “It’s terrible.” Minnie shakes her, affirming: “I know it’s terrible. But after all o’them murders and poor Mr. Henry being brought home to die”—here her tone shifts abruptly, her voice becomes forceful, almost violent, and her face in closeup shakes visibly with anger—“I’m glad to see the monster roasted to death before my very eyes! It’s too good for him!”

Minnie is a comical figure, but O’Connor’s range is impressively dynamic. She commands not only the viewer’s Page 16 →visual and aural interest, but also the quickly changing affective color of a somewhat chaotic scene. If Byron primed us a moment ago for shrieks of horror, making us (like him) “all ears,” then Minnie’s hysterical laughter quickly recodes the sonic landscape, piercing through a terrifying cacophony and undermining our expectations. Frankenstein had been all about the horror of indeterminate sounds, unidentifiable noises, things that go bump in the night. Dialogue, human speech—the “normal” content of synchronized sound—was subordinated to the electric noises of machinery, made to feel alien and strange. Notably, there was no background music to mask the hiss of early recording technology, to soften the scuffing sounds of shoes, or to “humanize” the spoken words of characters. Everything was raw, and rawness was horror. The monster itself was mute but not silent, incapable of speech but generative of raw noise.

Minnie operates with, but transforms, that rawness. She initiates a shift, an updating of sound, making dialogue hysterical, anger palpable, laughter unnerving.





00:07:00–00:07:59

The Burgomaster (played by E. E. Clive) has arrived on the scene, telling the crowd it’s time to go home, that the so-called “monster is dead.” A mustachioed caricature of the policeman/mayor-type whose role is to insist that order is restored and there’s nothing more to worry about, when the audience knows full well he’s wrong, the Burgomaster is also a perfect sparring partner for Minnie (if not quite a match for her wit). Playing off one another, the pair enacts a sort of micro-screwball comedy in the space of less than a minute.

The Burgomaster mocks: “Monster, indeed.” Then, shifting to a self-congratulatory tone: “You can thank your lucky stars they sent for me to safeguard life and property.” Minnie’s not having it: “Why didn’t you safeguard those what lies drowned and murdered?” The Burgomaster dismisses her, saying “we want no rioting.” In a comical exchange, Minnie Page 18 →demands: “Who’s rioting?”—provoking the Burgomaster to insist, in hushed tones and somewhat exasperated, that she “move on, move on.” Then, to the crowd: “Good night all, and pleasant dreams.”

Not letting herself be shooed by the self-important functionary, she scoffs: “Aww, pleasant dreams yourself!” and spits on the ground. In disbelief at her audacity, and as if physically receiving a blow, the Burgomaster’s head jerks back and he involuntarily lets out what can only be described as a bilabial trumpet (not quite fart) sound. His eyes hilariously bulge out of his head, his chin sinks, and his handlebar mustache stands out farcically from his lip. Gesturing with her thumb, Minnie has the last word to the crowd: “He thinks he’s everybody, just because he’s the Burgomaster. Pah!” She punctuates this last with a contemptuous hand gesture in his direction.

The tone changes quickly as the crowd disperses and Minnie laments, “Poor Mr. Henry.” Frankenstein’s apparently dead body is packed onto a cart. Minnie cries inconsolably, and the Burgomaster responds drily: “Oh, shut up.” The screwball comedy concludes.8





00:08:00–00:08:59

Meanwhile, a decidedly different scene is taking place off to the side. Hans (played by Reginald Barlow) and his unnamed wife (Mary Gordon) are framed in an expressionist composition, their silhouettes limned by a sliver of light (perhaps that of the moon) against a black background. Smoke swirls behind them, and Hans with his walking stick looks like he could be a haggardly wanderer above a sea of fog, if Caspar David Friedrich’s Rückenfigur had turned around—or was forced to turn around by his worried wife, imploring him to come home. But Hans wants to confirm that the monster, who killed their daughter Maria in the first film, is dead. The scene is a perfectly Romantic melodrama: a dead child, heightened emotions, and sentimental music now playing in the background.

Page 20 →The monster’s drowning of Maria was clearly an accident in the first film, though Hans has no way of knowing that. There we saw the creature innocently tossing flowers into the water with her and naively inferring that if beautiful flowers float then a beautiful little girl should too. Ironically, viewers who saw Frankenstein in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, or New York might not be any wiser than Hans. Censors in those states cut part of the scene, leaving some viewers to infer that the little girl had been brutalized, perhaps even raped by the monster.9 There might, accordingly, be regional differences in the way this melodrama plays.

Hans, who wants to “see [the monster’s] blackened bones,” falls into the wreckage of the mill, splashing down in a watery basement. An arm stretches out from behind a stony black wall, and the monster slowly emerges. The camera cuts axially to a closeup of the familiar flat head. This sequence replays, and revises, key moments in Frankenstein, where the movement of the creature’s hand both confirmed its animation and signaled danger, and where a series of axial jump cuts had made the head, on its first revelation to the audience, virtually pop out of the screen and into the theatrical space, shocking spectators like the apocryphal first viewers of the Lumière Brothers’ train.

Lunging toward Hans with his familiar animalistic groans, we are thrown, finally, into the realm of horror.





00:09:00–00:09:59

As the monster strangles and drowns Hans, and again when his wife is cast down into the waters, an owl in full-frame closeup looks on watchfully.


[image: An owl is seen in closeup. The bird’s head is cocked to its left (frame right), its ears upright and eyes half-open, as if drowsily watching or even winking.]

Figure 2.What does the owl see?



Why is it mostly animals who are said to “look on watchfully?” There’s something about the redundancy of the phrase, perhaps, that makes it strange to apply to humans, whose intentional relations to things are supposed to be richer and more refined than a doubling of looking/watching. For us, to look is already (supposedly) to watch, i.e. pay attention; we can hardly imagine looking at a thing without, in some sense, watching it. We might cast a blank stare, of course, but I wonder if this really counts as “looking.” On the other hand, however, we might enact more and less “watchful” ways of looking, depending on whether we expect or are monitoring for movement or change. But it’s hard to imagine that Page 22 →we could sever watching and looking altogether, and so the emphatic pairing seems somewhat awkward.

Not so for animals, who are assumed to be “poor-in-world,” only marginally involved in the world of signification.10 For them, watching—including the intent kind of watching that a bird, like a heron waiting for a gopher to pop its head above ground, might do—is reduced to an instinctual operation. When it seems to rise above this, then the doubling of “looking on watchfully” offers itself, as it does with this owl.

I’d like to think that the owl is roused from instinctual looking by its insertion into a cinematic circuit. It seems to remark the profound “retconning” going on here: there is Page 23 →no way that the monster, who was pinned under a burning beam at the conclusion of Frankenstein, could have survived his fiery death in the mill.11 (As a serializing strategy, retroactive continuity of this sort will be increasingly important in child-oriented sound serials through the 1940s.)12

The owl looks on watchfully. Do monsters? Do cinematic spectators?





00:10:00–00:10:59

A monster is on the loose, and Frankenstein’s body is returning home. Trumpets sound, quasi-diegetically—that is: the horns belong unquestionably to the film’s orchestral score, without pretense of being heard by the film’s characters, but mimicking a herald’s horn they serve a symbolic purpose within the fiction. These quasi-diegetic horns sound therefore at the threshold of the diegesis, marking the distance a viewer must cross at the gates of the fiction. And now the castle’s physical gates open, and a dirge plays as the wagon enters. Elizabeth (Valerie Hobson) looks out from the balcony, then appears at the front door. More thresholds. “What is this?” Weeping faces. A covered body. “Tell me.” “Oh m’lady, how can we tell you?” “Bring him in.” Unseen by the others, Minnie enters the gates screaming, hysterical after encountering the monster.

Page 25 →My mind wanders. Like the dogs who drew my attention to the frame—that troubling, liminal zone between worlds—the owl lingers with me. The animals problematize my vision, or my understanding of vision, particularly as concerns what I called its “insertion into a cinematic circuit.” Witness the monster, more animal than human, but animated by technology—cinematic circuits. In cinema, do we likewise sacrifice a degree of humanity, that ideal of mastery and control over one’s vision and focus, in order to see, to view, to watch? This is a question of suture, of course: of entering the frame, being-placed-in-the-picture, of the apparatus and its ideological inscription of subject-positions.13

The dogs, and especially the owl—looking on watchfully, slowly opening a single eye, maybe even winking knowingly—these animals undo none of that, but they reveal the monstrous collision of animal instinct and technical engineering that underwrite the construction of cinematic seeing. And it’s the monster, of course, who embodies this hybridity in quasi-objective form, reflecting it back to us weirdly.14 The quasi-object impedes Husserl’s “fundamental correlation of noesis and noema,” short-circuiting the suture of subject and object.15 Of course, it would be easy to blame my viewing method: stopping, starting, rewinding, looping—the minute-by-minute interruption prevents engrossment. But this is not the first time I’ve had such thoughts about Frankenstein films’ inherent reflexivity, even without such a method.16 No, Whale’s films in particular force a confrontation with the mechanisms of film and assert boldly: Cinematic vision itself is monstrous.





00:11:00–00:11:59

Detained momentarily at the threshold to Frankenstein manor by the butler Albert (played by Lucien Prival), the visibly unsettled Minnie tries to deliver the news that the monster roams free and that she (like the viewer) has seen it with her own eyes. And here she steals the show, appropriating the key line from Whale’s Frankenstein, which will henceforth be the tagline and defining exclamation for any self-respecting Frankenstein film: “It’s alive! The monster. It’s alive!”

Minnie’s repetition of the line, which had marked the culmination of the creation sequence in the prior movie, liberates the phrase from its narrative situation, granting to it a kind of quasi-transcendent autonomy. This is a key site of serialization. Minnie’s hysterical histrionics transform the exclamation by detaching it, in part, from its function as a pronouncement about the successful animation of the Page 27 →creature (which itself was also already a self-reflexive pronouncement about the animation of film) and re-attaching it to the excessive animatedness of the hysterical woman—the effect of which (at least for viewers familiar with the prequel and the earnestness of the pronouncement there) is…well…hysterical. But the significance of this transformation far exceeds the humorous consequences of seeing Minnie preempt Frankenstein’s triumphant cry. Indeed, preemption is an anticipatory gesture, and here it anticipates countless repetitions and recontextualizations. It solidifies the meme-like detachability and variability of the phrase “It’s alive!” and serves as an important vector of serialization.

Albert doesn’t believe her: “We don’t believe in ghosts.” (But of course we do. In a few years, there will even be a movie called Ghost of Frankenstein, with Lon Chaney, Jr. as the monster.) Minnie: “Alright, I’ll wash me hands of it, let them all be murdered in their beds.”

Inside, either a wedding procession or a funeral procession is underway. The would-be bride Elizabeth, wearing a long white gown, follows what looks like a death march as the body is delivered and laid out on a large table.





00:12:00–00:12:59

Elizabeth, in desperation: “Speak to me, Henry.” Minnie: “Oh, m’lady, he’ll never speak again.” In a reference to Mary Shelley’s novel more than to the events of the previous days as depicted in the previous film, Elizabeth declares: “I was foretold of this; I was told beware my wedding night.”

Minnie, inspecting the body, stares in disbelief as Frankenstein’s arm moves—repeating the gesture whereby life was signaled in the monster, both after its initial animation in 1931 and in its reappearance in the mill’s wreckage in 1935. Predictably, Minnie screams. (To say she screams hysterically seems redundant by this point.)

And now, once again, Minnie repeats the tagline: “Look, m’lady! He’s alive!!!” In so doing, she not only confirms the serial iterability and transferability of the pronouncement, but she also (re)affirms the Doppelgänger relation, already Page 29 →apparent in Mary Shelley’s novel, between Frankenstein and the monster. It is as if the life of one is dependent on the life of the other. This is a metaphysical condition that defies physical explanation, and that cannot be made sense of whatsoever from within the frame of the diegesis alone. Rather, the necessity expressed in Minnie’s repeated exclamation—i.e. the necessity that she repeat it for both the creature and its creator—articulates a statement about the conditions of these figures’ serialization. This is something we have seen before: Sherlock Holmes needs Prof. Moriarty and vice versa, much like Dracula and Van Helsing depend upon one another as a condition of their serialized existences. And it’s something we’ll see again and again: Batman and the Joker need one another, much as Spider-Man needs his archenemies Green Goblin and Dr. Octopus. The names may change, but the roles must be filled as if by decree of a Manichaean cosmos. The necessary co-existence—even co-dependence—of protagonists and antagonists is a staple and motor force of serialized media throughout the twentieth century and beyond.17

Crying tears of relief that “he’s alive,” Elizabeth embraces Frankenstein. Minnie: “Oh what a terrible wedding night.” Fade to black.





00:13:00–00:13:59

Frankenstein (played by Colin Clive) is in bed, and Elizabeth is serving him tea. The clock chimes two in the morning. Conversation strays from recovery and vacation plans, as Frankenstein is consumed with his failed Prometheanism. He rants about his “wonderful vision,” his dream of “being the first to give to the world the secret God is so jealous of: the formula for life.” In closeup: “Think of the power to create a man. And I did.” More excited: “I did it! I created a man! And who knows? In time I could have trained him to do my will. I could have bred a race. I might even have found the secret of eternal life.”

As Frankenstein’s imagination runs wild, it occurs to me the power of imagination is precisely what’s at stake in the hybridity and liminality indicated by the film’s animals and monster. Mary Shelley already demonstrated it in the framing Page 31 →narrative, as she marked the threshold and entry into the main narrative: “Imagine yourself standing by the wreckage of the mill.” Imagine yourself…This is a question of suture, not just imagining you are there, but reflexively imagining yourself, reifying a subject-position. Mary shows it as an act of collective individualization—which can only be an operation of ideology—before the moving images that articulate her story. Kant showed the productive imagination, with its stereotyping “schematism” and automaticity, to be at the heart of all perception.18 Bernard Stiegler foregrounds the contingent technicity of the imagination, which answers to and can be captivated by the cinema.19 Whale (via the dogs, the owl, and the monster) holds a distorting mirror up to our imagination and the way it frames cinematic vision (which, with Stiegler, is all vision).20 Bride exposes our human self-understanding as undergirded by a hybrid, ideological synthesis of animal intuition and automatic/technical imagination.





00:14:00–00:14:59

Meanwhile, Frankenstein dreams of transcending base animality and technical contingency alike, catapulting directly from the human to the divine: “It may be that I’m intended to know the secret of life. It may be part of the divine plan.”

Elizabeth cautions, “It’s the devil that prompts you. It’s death, not life, that is in it all and at the end of it all.” She speaks of his “insane desire to create living men from the dust of the dead”—inverting immaculate conception into a filthy affair. Having identified this “insane desire,” which threatens her role as the literal “bride of Frankenstein” as well as the procreative power reserved for her as wife, she is overtaken with fear and jealousy: “a strange apparition has seemed to appear in the room. It comes, a figure like death, and each time he comes more clearly—nearer—it seems to be reaching out for you—as if it would take you away from me!”

Page 33 →She points across the room: “There it is!” Then, standing up from the bed: “Look! There!” Music begins to swell, and increasingly frantic, Elizabeth indicates another direction: “There!” The music builds, as does the tension, and Elizabeth shifts direction once again, pointing offscreen (we never see a countershot that would reveal what she sees): “There! It’s coming for you! Nearer! Nearer!” By now, there is a positively sexual quality, almost orgasmic, in her expressions. As she exclaims—“Henry! Henry!”—her body contorts into the “large hysterical arc” described (and enforced) by Charcot for his female patients at Salpêtrière.21 Following this swoon, she collapses into bed, laughing/ sobbing uncontrollably.





00:15:00–00:15:59

In the days of the Hays Code, and in order to get that MPPDA certificate that we saw before the opening credits, Whale had to play that last scene pretty safe. Both Frankenstein and Elizabeth were fully clothed, and Elizabeth was never actually in bed with her groom (remember, they’re not married yet). But there can be no doubt: the scene cemented the erotic stakes of Frankenstein’s morbid temptation and its threat to their marriage.

Ingeniously, the scene also marries eroticism to an affect of dread, rising to a fever pitch of anticipation and then dissolving, unrequited. As Elizabeth points to unseen parts of the darkened room, the viewer expects something frightening to happen—maybe there is a monster lurking in the shadows. But nothing happens. And only now, after Elizabeth has reached the climax of her sexualized horror and fallen into Page 35 →a quasi-post-coital slump, releasing viewers from their affective tension, does something actually happen to answer her gestures offscreen: loud banging noises interrupt her sobbing. Talk about things that go bump in the night!

The interplay between the heard and (the dread of) the unseen was crucial to early horror films, which experimented with estranging sound/image relations. Dracula (1931), The Invisible Man (1933), and Frankenstein offer three exemplary permutations: the vampire’s body (in human form) was uncannily silent and under certain circumstances invisible (e.g. in a mirror); the Invisible Man, on the other hand, was completely invisible while extremely noisy; and Frankenstein’s monster was preeminently visible (an instant visual icon) but uncannily mute. But by 1935, sound wasn’t strange anymore. Bride therefore détourns generic expectations, momentarily letting us down (relax, there’s no monster) before ringing the alarm bells.

It turns out the one ringing those bells and banging at the door is a certain Dr. Pretorius (played by Ernest Thesiger), who is “here on a secret matter of grave importance” and “must see [Frankenstein] alone, tonight.”





00:16:00–00:16:59

A befuddled Minnie lets Pretorius in and leads him through the darkened hallways, illuminated by the light of a single candle. Visually, the black-clad figure with his thin white face full of deep, dark shadows seems perfectly at home in the Gothic manor, amongst its arched hallways, the swords hanging on the walls, and the carved lions adorning the banister.

He is told to wait as Minnie announces the visitor to the couple through the closed bedroom door. She remarks that he is “most insistent” and says, “he’s a very queer-looking old gentleman, sir.” Of course, queer didn’t have the same connotations in 1935 that it does today, but given the erotic tension that has been built, to which Pretorius provides the unbidden answer, there can be little doubt that the “queer-looking old gentleman,” barging in late at night while Frankenstein Page 37 →and Elizabeth are in the privacy of their bedroom, embodies a threat to the heterosexual marriage.22

Minnie repeats Pretorius’s ominously humorous request, that he “must see you, on a secret ‘grave’ matter, he said. Tonight. Alone.” It turns out Elizabeth was right to fear someone coming to take Henry away from her.

Music swells as Pretorius enters the room, lit from below and casting a tall shadow on the wall behind him.





00:17:00–00:17:59

Pretorius greets the man of the house: “Baron Frankenstein now, I believe.” Wearing a large ring on his left pinky, a pitch-black cape draped over his shoulders, a long black coat or robe hanging down to his calves, an all-black suit beneath, and a stiff white collar protruding up around his neck, the shadowy, scowling figure with pointy nose and penetrating eyes looks like a Satanic priest. Approaching Frankenstein’s bed, from which Elizabeth retreats, Pretorius announces to Henry that he has “a communication to make that I suspect may be of the utmost importance to yourself.”

Lying in his ornately carved bed, at the head of which a family crest is attached and at the foot of which sit two carved cherubs, Henry explains to Elizabeth: “This is Professor Pretorius. He used to be Doctor of Philosophy at the university. But, uh…” Pretorius completes his sentence: “But was Page 39 →booted out! Booted, my dear Baron, is the word. For knowing too much.” Elizabeth, in an angelic, feather-adorned white night gown, and Pretorius, in his diabolical black habit or regalia, stand across the bed from one another, awkwardly framing the supine Frankenstein in a tableau whose allegorical meaning is all too clear.

“My business with you…is private.” He looks down his nose at Elizabeth, whom Henry asks to leave. As she closes the door behind her, she says aloud to herself (and to the film’s audience): “I do hope he won’t upset Henry.”

Pretorius: “We must work together.”





00:18:00–00:18:59

Frankenstein refuses Pretorius’s request: “Never. This is outrageous. I’m through with it. I’ll have no more of this hellspawn. As soon as I’m well I’m to be married. And I’m going away.” As he says these lines, Frankenstein rises and adjusts his robe. Pretorius follows closely, too closely, behind him. Frankenstein faces away from his former professor, with downcast eyes and a concerned look on his face, as he nervously wrings his hands. In a medium-long shot, Pretorius is framed with his head peering over Frankenstein’s left shoulder, almost like one of those little devils that whisper into cartoon characters’ ears, tempting them to do something they know full well they shouldn’t. The angel who would sit on the other shoulder and attempt to talk them out of it has, of course, been banished from the room.Page 41 →


[image: Frankenstein and Pretorius are framed in a medium-long frontal shot. Frankenstein wrings his hands and peers down with a scowl on his face. Pretorius stands close behind him, peering over his shoulder, grinning.]

Figure 3.Frankenstein and Pretorius



The devil whispers: “I must beg you to reconsider.” Cutting to a medium shot—“You know, do you not, that it is you, really, who are responsible for all those murders?” Frankenstein starts with a shock and takes his seat. Pretorius hovers over him: “There are penalties to pay for killing people. And with your creature still at large in the countryside…”

“Are you threatening me?” Pretorius, smiling deviously and taking a seat next to him: “Don’t put it so crudely. I had ventured to hope that you and I together, no longer as master and pupil, but as fellow scientists, might probe the mysteries Page 42 →of life and death…”—“Never. No further!”—“…and reach a goal undreamed of by science.”

Frankenstein points to the “terrible lesson” he has learned, but Pretorius insists: “you and I have gone too far to stop, nor can it be stopped so easily.”





00:19:00–00:19:59

“I also have continued with my experiments.” “You must see my creation.” “Have you also succeeded in bringing life to the dead?” “I also have created life, as we say, in God’s own image.” With this, Pretorius seduces Frankenstein, convincing him to accompany him back to his place. “When can I see it?” “Why not tonight?” Never mind the late hour or Frankenstein’s convalescent state, which he seems to have forgotten, along with Elizabeth.

Dissolve to a carriage, pulled by two horses, passing through a narrow street. The two men emerge from the coach, accompanied by ominous music. Of course, the focus is on these men and whatever awaits them in Pretorius’s chambers. But it’s again the animals that catch my eye. Horses, as they are dressed and employed for tasks like driving, are of particular interest in a cinematic context. Their blinders keep their Page 44 →focus directed straight ahead, preventing them from being distracted by visual stimuli around them. In this, the blinders, as part of a larger apparatus of control (the bridle with its bit and reins, the collar, the whip), functionally resemble the continuity editing system of classical Hollywood, which similarly aims to direct the viewer’s vision. With its conventions and rules (like the 180º rule and 30º rule), it not only aims to prevent the viewer from being distracted by the mechanics and the artifice of the movie’s construction; the so-called “invisible style” is also crucial to the “collective individualization” (as I put it earlier) of suture: the construction of an ideal viewpoint, and hence an ideal spectator, that is embodied by each member of the collective audience, regardless of their actual physical position in the theater. Continuity editing is thus instrumental in an imaginary operation, whereby the viewer leaves their body behind and assumes a normatively individuated, but somehow “universal,” subject-position. Clearly, the ideal spectator is highly specific, and the purpose of the apparatus—our blinders—is to discipline the viewing species.23

As the two men walk away from the coach, one of the two horses repeatedly bucks its head, apparently trying to rid itself of the bridle and blinders that prevent it from seeing the men—the normatively designated objects of spectatorial focus. The horse’s efforts, its lack of discipline, is likely to escape the viewer’s attention, but it serves here as a kind of punctum, poking a hole in the disciplinary apparatus itself.





00:20:00–00:20:59

Suspenseful but slightly whimsical music plays as the men enter the building, ascend the stairs, and arrive in Pretorius’s home. Frankenstein takes a seat at a small table, while Pretorius fetches a bottle. “Before I show you the results of my trifling experiments, I would like to drink to our partnership. Do you like gin? It is my only weakness.” I wonder about that. “To a new world of gods and monsters.” Pretorius laughs quirkily as he raises his glass, while Frankenstein looks skeptically at his host before dropping his eyes down to his own glass of gin. Without drinking, he lowers it from his frowning face.

I can’t quite put my finger on it, but there is a strange interplay of skepticism and suspense at work here. What is this all building toward? My interest is piqued, but like Frankenstein I am skeptical. With the talk of “gods and monsters”— mythical creatures both—I find myself on guard, my defenses Page 46 →up, and ready to disbelieve. Indeed, it seems that credulity is precisely what’s at issue here. Frankenstein’s frown signals disbelief and distrust in Pretorius’s intentions, but the uneasy skepticism I feel extends also to the kind of belief that, for the most part, we unthinkingly place in our perceptions. Seeing is believing, as they say. But it feels like I am being prepared to see something beyond belief. Something that will make me distrust my very eyes.

Gods and monsters, in the modern world, are immediately suspect—hoaxes, fakes, fictions, and sleights-of-hand waiting to be debunked. My suspicion, however, only adds to my suspense. I want to see the hoax; I want to believe in the hoax that I nevertheless know to be a hoax. This melange of feelings and epistemic attitudes is not unlike that with which I approach a magic act. The magician’s job is to create suspense and in so doing misdirect my gaze, to affix upon me an invisible bridle with blinders to keep me looking in the right direction, marveling at the sight I know to be a sham. I have a feeling something like that is going on here, and I’m ready for the show.





00:21:00–00:21:59

Pretorius leaves the room to fetch something, and Frankenstein rises to his feet in anticipation, channeling the building suspense. When the professor returns, he is wearing a black yarmulke-like skullcap—a puzzling but fittingly awkward accessory for a diabolical priest or wizard. He carries with him a bulky black box resembling a small coffin, which he carefully places on his writing desk. As he adjusts its position, he stares intently at the box, just like a magician who by doing so ensures that our gaze is directed there as well. What could be inside the mysterious container?

Pretorius carefully removes the box’s lid, and Frankenstein watches just as intently as does the professor—it’s hard to say if Henry’s standing in for an enraptured audience or unwittingly playing the role of the magician’s assistant. Either way, the combined gazes of the two men Page 48 →ensure that the actual audience knows exactly where they should be looking.

Pretorius begins removing a set of cylindrical objects from the box. Prolonging the suspense, however, the objects are themselves covered in black cloth, concealing their contents. This is an excruciating but lovingly executed unboxing video. It would surely be a hit today on YouTube and TikTok. “My experiments did not turn out quite like yours, Henry. But science, like love, has her little surprises.” As he prepares to unveil the first of his enigmatic objects, he tells Henry: “There is a pleasing variety about my exhibits.”

Variety is an interesting choice of words. I can’t help but think that the whole spectacle is something straight out of a variety-show magic act.





00:22:00–00:22:59

“My first experiment was so lovely that we made her a queen.” A miniature woman in a jar stands, curtsies, stands and sits again, somewhat mechanically, on her throne. There is something discrete about her motions, as if they were scripted in binary code. “Charming, don’t you think?”

“Then, of course, we had to have a king.” Less mechanical, more brutish, the portly king eats heartily on his throne. “Now he’s so madly in love with her that we had to segregate them.” He bangs on the jar’s wall in her direction and blows kisses until he is covered up again and placed away. From offscreen we hear him complaining in a cartoonishly high-pitched tone.

“My next production looked so disapprovingly at the other two that they made him an archbishop.” Nodding off on his throne, Pretorius bangs loudly on the table to wake him up. Page 50 →He immediately rises to his feet with accusing fingers pointed, voicing disapproval in an incoherent, high-pitched voice.

“This next one is the very devil,” the professor says. “There’s a certain resemblance to me, don’t you think? Or do I flatter myself?” Pretorius’s face appears in closeup, towering over the miniature devil and his winged throne in the glass. This is clearly a high point of Pretorius’s demonstration.

It dawns on me that we find ourselves in “demo mode,” a very modern mode of exhibition that runs from P. T. Barnum, nineteenth-century science expos and world’s fairs, magic shows, and early cinema, to Douglas Engelbart’s famous “mother of all demos,” where he demonstrated the computer mouse and other features of modern computational interfaces, to Steve Jobs’s keynote events, and more recently the announcements and demonstrations of new generative AI tools and models.24 Clearly, there is a seriality to the tech demo, which transcends any particular medium or line of innovation. Pretorius’s miniatures, unveiled sequentially as a line of ever more impressive achievements, model this seriality in capsule form.





00:23:00–00:23:59

Cut to the king’s jar. His highness is climbing up and escaping his glass prison, all the while blowing kisses to his beloved. Pretorius, still admiring his little devil (and/or himself), is heard in voiceover: “Sometimes I have wondered if life wouldn’t be more amusing if we were all devils, and no nonsense about angels and being good.” The king jumps down from his jar, clearly a great height for someone of his size. Pretorius takes note as the king picks up a sugarcube, which he bangs against the queen’s glass in an attempt to free her (though she clearly doesn’t want to be freed by him). The archbishop blows a whistle and rings a bell in disapproval. The king continues blowing kisses and trying to woo the queen. Pretorius picks up the pint-sized monarch by his royal coat with a pair of tongs and places him back in his jar, the lid of which he secures by placing a teacup on it.

Page 52 →Pretorius has two more exhibits to unveil: a ballerina, who is “charming, but such a bore. She won’t dance to anything but Mendelssohn’s Printemps, and it gets so monotonous.” And finally, a mermaid in a water-filled jar—“very conventional, I’m afraid, but you never know how these things will turn out. It was an experiment with seaweed.”

Now, as Pretorius crosses over from behind the writing desk, the camera takes up his position there. We see a visibly disturbed Frankenstein, along with the professor, a skeleton in the background, and all of the jars arrayed on the table, the figures within them marvelously and impossibly writhing with kinetic—or cinematic—energy.

This has been a tech demo in a double sense: Pretorius has demonstrated his impressive new technology to Frankenstein, but at the same time the filmmakers have demonstrated the powers of their impressive new cinematic technologies to us. The painstaking efforts of special effects photographer John P. Fulton and optical photographer David S. Horsely made the demo possible. According to an article in the January 1998 issue of American Cinematographer, “Fulton and Horsely were on the set for two days during live-action filming. Careful measurements were made of camera elevations, distances and angles, as well as the sizes of the jars and other props. The little people […] were photographed separately in large-scale jars and matted into the small jars. The composites are flawless.”25 If these “virtuoso effects”26 fail for any reason to impress viewers today, it is because the scene would now be rendered in AI-powered CGI—hardly as impressive.





00:24:00–00:24:59

Frankenstein, frightened or unwell, stares in disbelief. Evidently unable to believe his own eyes, he channels a visual astonishment that the viewer is expected to share. Here it is important to note that the foregoing spectacle, which operates both diegetically and self-reflexively as a tech demo, serves as another key vector of serialization for Frankenstein films, each of which has to update and demonstrate its (or the cinema’s) new state-of-the-art powers of animation. Edison’s Frankenstein of 1910 used reverse photography to depict a burning mannequin coming to life, emphasizing it as a “photographic marvel.”27 Whale’s Frankenstein updated the act of creation in accordance with a more thoroughly electrified world wired for sound. Hammer Studios in the 1950s and 1960s will again update the formula, adding color to the mix (the newly affordable Eastmancolor being particularly well Page 54 →suited for depicting blood). Andy Warhol’s Frankenstein (1973) will push the envelope with 3D. And on and on. Like the tech demo, this is a seriality not of narrative (not solely, at least) but of technological infrastructure, interface, and imagistic spectacle.

Fully engrossed in these dynamics, Henry can’t take his eyes off the jars. He protests: “But this isn’t science. It’s more like black magic.” Bingo! Or: rather than black magic, maybe it’s just a plain old magic trick of the sort practiced in secular modernity—i.e. the kind performed for a paying audience. Magic and technology have long been connected, especially in the cinema—think of Georges Méliès.28 If Pretorius’s mermaid was “conventional,” as he lamented, then it was precisely in a Mélièsian vein of cinematic attraction.29 Both Pretorius and Méliès articulate an “operational aesthetic,” which is that of the magic show, whereby attention is focused simultaneously on the surface illusion and on the underlying mechanisms of its execution.30 We are supposed to marvel at the spectacle, which we know full well to be a trick, and thus marvel all the more and wonder how the trick was pulled off in the first place. Here suspense and suspicion resolve in a perfect symphony of wonder.

Meanwhile, Pretorius has in mind another update of the formula, proposing an unprecedented collaboration: “While you were digging in your graves, piecing together dead tissues, I, my dear pupil, went for my material to the source of life. I grew my creatures, like cultures—grew them as nature does, Page 55 →from seed. But still you did achieve results that I have missed. Now think, what a world-astounding collaboration we should be. You and I, together. Leave the charnel house, and follow the lead of nature. Or of God, if you like your Bible stories. Male and female—





00:25:00–00:25:59

—created He them.” Cutting to a closeup, Pretorius continues: “Be fruitful and multiply. Create a race, a man-made race on the face of the earth. Why not?” Frankenstein hesitates: “I daren’t. I daren’t even think of such a thing.” Pretorius: “Our mad dream is only half realized. Alone, you have created a man. Now, together, we will create his mate.” “You mean…” “Yes, a woman.” Pretorius’s eyebrows rise as if to punctuate the idea. “That should be really interesting.” An intense exchange of glances follows, and fade to black.

This is the second time that the idea of engineering a “race” has come up, the first time being about 12 minutes earlier (at 00:13:51), when Frankenstein, recounting his “wonderful vision,” claimed, “I could have bred a race.” What appeared a wonderful vision in the past tense suddenly becomes a horrible prospect in the present. Strangely, though, Pretorius is Page 57 →able to get him to entertain the notion when he introduces the idea of an artificial woman. Now the dream of forbidden knowledge returns, bringing with it the full force of the double entendres and the erotic dimensions of the men’s quest to circumvent the maternal. Recall Pretorius’s words: “you and I have gone too far to stop, nor can it be stopped so easily.” Paradoxically, though, the eugenically parthenogenic dream of a “man-made race” only seems feasible, and attractive, to them if they are able to create a woman to bear the racialized progeny.31 It is unclear if it is the idea of the artificial woman that excites them, or the promise of fecundity and sheer productivity. What, anyway, is the purpose of engineering this race? Pretorius’s reason, like that of many Silicon Valley-types, is simply, “Why not?” The deeper reason, in both cases, is more likely the prospect of free labor.32

As the scene changes, we hear pastoral music dominated by harp and flute. In a forest of tall pines, we see a waterfall, a number of sheep, and the monster. Eating what looks like a root, he reaches a small body of water, clearly desperate for a drink.





00:26:00–00:26:59

Drinking greedily, the monster’s eye is abruptly caught by something in the water. Cut to a countershot, unmistakably a subjective POV shot, showing a watery closeup of the monster as he sees himself on the aqueous surface. Here, subject is object—both photographically and ontologically. That is, the incompletion of subjectivity, its continual undoing in acts of objectification, both by others and (as we see here) by the monster itself, seems to be the fundamental ontological predicament faced by the creature. The situation is even more complex because of the spectator’s imaginary insertion into the cinematic circuit: my vision is aligned with—bridled to—that of the monster, spliced into the circuit of his self-objectifying and incompletely subjectified vision. This is a subtle but profound affront to the normative suturing of a mysteriously universal human spectatorial subject. As such, Page 59 →it cannot persist. The monster smashes (that is, splashes) the watery mirror in rage, eradicating the offending image.

A young shepherdess arrives on the scene. The monster, visibly delighted, naively approaches her. He makes a pleading gesture, perhaps trying to show that he’s not a threat. But the woman, seeing the image-object that the monster himself could not stand to see, predictably screams in fright. She falls from a cliff as he watches, terrified at what he has caused, and rushes to rescue her from the water.

Pictured in several brief closeups, the lambs look on, bleating and baaing. What do they see? When the shepherdess comes to, she screams again and cries “don’t touch me.” The creature waves frantically to defuse the situation, but his helpless frustration appears to turn increasingly into anger.





00:27:00–00:27:59

A closeup of the monster, still glistening with water, reveals the shepherdess’s view of him. The frightened woman screams her head off—bringing out the latent scream queen that lies dormant in Whale’s film. The creature is increasingly animated, now growling loudly at her, and covering her mouth to make her stop screaming.

Two hunters and a dog approach. One of them takes aim at the creature, who looks pleadingly at them—waving his arms as if to say he could explain everything if only everyone would calm down. The shot rings out thunderously, and the monster recoils in pain as his arm is hit. The hunters rush forward, recognizing as they do: “It’s the monster.” One of the hunters runs back to town to tell the Burgomaster, while the injured monster makes his escape, trailed by the remaining hunter.

Page 61 →Now thinking back to the lambs, it seems the question is not “what do they see?” but rather: “what are they trying to express?” With their human-like vocal cords, their baaing always seems just on the verge of signification. But, much like the growling monster, they don’t have a voice proper. They are excluded from participating in the world of language and meaning that humans spread to the farthest corners of existence. Their only involvement is by way of human projection and involuntary conscription into the symbolic order, whether as omens, sacrifices, or symbols of peace. The monster’s expressive gestures are invisible, while his voiceless growl throws a wrench in the domestication of the animal world. Now the humans, too, resort to screams and gunshots as the linguistic order collapses.

Dissolve back to town. The hunter arrives, now followed by a growing crowd of villagers, mostly men. “He’s in the woods!” The Burgomaster orders them: “Get out the bloodhounds! Raise all the men you can, lock the women indoors, and wait for me!” Aside: “Monster, indeed! I’ll show him!”





00:28:00–00:28:59

Triumphant music commences as the Burgomaster leads the mob through an archway and into the streets. The townsfolk carry rakes, sticks, and other wooden implements. (Though nearly four years have passed since the last film appeared in theaters, in the fictional world this is their second day in a row chasing monsters.) Dissolve back to the wet and injured monster, wandering through the forest, barking dogs and men now hot on his trail and narrowing in.

A man leading two of the so-called bloodhounds is shown in several long shots. The dogs appear again, slightly out of focus, in closeup (at 00:28:32 and 00:28:35). I find myself wondering if these are the dogs from the framing narrative. Were they able to cross the frame from 1816 to, uh, whenever this film is supposed to take place? Such a question might or might not have occurred to viewers in 1935, but they wouldn’t have Page 63 →been able, as I am, to rewind to see for themselves. Looking back now at those dogs (appearing at 00:01:56), I can see that they are not the same. Mary Shelley’s four dogs were light-colored sighthounds (perhaps Borzois), as evident from their lean, long heads. One of them has black piebald markings. These search dogs are darker, apparently brown, scenthounds. As the nomenclature indicates, they hunt by scent, whereas the dogs of the framing narrative hunt by sight. It occurs to me now, however, that the piebald sighthound might be the one that showed up just a moment ago with the hunters (00:27:06). I can’t be sure.

What I do know is that these creatures, the extent of whose roles in this film I had never before noticed, have taken me out of the diegesis and caused me to fold the film onto itself. The digital means of rewinding and fast-forwarding only make the operation apparent, but even without these means I would be doing something similar in my imagination. Shelley’s dogs had made me aware of the frame marking the material border of the image; these search dogs now present to me the reentry of that border into the image itself—an internal, reversible frame that enables topological folds and superimpositions.

Back to the monster, who has been chased up a hill. He hides behind a conveniently placed boulder, which he pushes with a mighty roar onto two men as they pass below. Now the rest of the mob with their clubs has caught up with him, and he has nowhere left to go. They swarm him and quickly overpower him.





00:29:00–00:29:59

The Burgomaster makes his way through the excited crowd. “Bind him securely. I don’t want anything slipshod.” The monster, sunken beneath the crowd, remains unseen. But we continue to hear his growls, which now seem as if they could be coming from anywhere. The disembodied sound seems to surround me, momentarily loosening the bond of suture and throwing off my audiovisual bearings.

Minnie, who always seems to show up for the action, prods the Burgomaster: “Have you got him? That’s what I want to know! Have you got him???” “Of course we’ve got him, my good woman.” Sarcastically, she replies: “And good job too! Mind he don’t get loose again. He might do some damage—and hurt somebody!” Cocky or just crazy, she yells at the mob: “You want any help there? I’ll bind him!!!”

Page 65 →The monster, now tied to a pole, is carried face down before being hoisted up high. His hands are bound above him, evoking a crucifix. The villagers throw stones and other objects in mockery of the messiah figure. Is this what Pretorius meant by gods and monsters? A wagon, filled with hay, stands ready; two horses wait to pull it. While visual attention is focused on the monster as sacrificial lamb, I catch a glimpse of a man tending the horses in the foreground. It’s hard to say if he’s playing a role in the film or simply working, keeping the horses calm amidst the very real chaos. It looks like he gives one of the horses a sugarcube, whose diegetic status would likewise be uncertain. Gods and monsters frame the world of human agency, but animals keep disrupting the frame.

Incautiously, the monster on the cross is toppled over onto the wagon, and the crowd cheers. The horses react to the load, apparently startled and chomping at the bit. In closeup, we see the helpless monster lying on his back, tied up with massive ropes, a foot holding down the pole above his head and a pitchfork around his neck.





00:30:00–00:30:59

Triumphant music plays again as the wagon drives away, and it plays still as the wagon arrives into town—the actual journey being elided with a dissolve. Another dissolve, and we see the crucified monster, having now been removed from the wagon, carried upside down by several men. Cut inside the massive stone building into which they carry him. The Burgomaster orders: “Now take him down to the old dungeon, put him in chains.” Multiple shots document the laborious process of steering the bulky, heavy load through the ancient building’s winding hallways and steep staircases. Or rather, these shots construct the appearance of labor while, as before, eliding the actual work with dissolves. Throughout this process, we hear the monster groaning with exhaustion. These tired groans, almost whimpers, add to the overall impression of intense labor and physical exertion. The combination of sound, Page 67 →image, and skillful editing lead me almost to feel the exhaustion myself, overlooking the elision of the more tedious (and actually exhausting) parts of the process.

As we finally arrive in the dungeon, the creature’s groans continue, suggesting the pain and weariness he is experiencing. Suddenly, however, this inhuman “voice” is doubled: the monster gives out two loud and angry growls, affectively and sonically dissonant with the tired groans that continue in the background. The growls were clearly added to the soundtrack in postproduction, while the groans seem to have been recorded “live” on the soundstage. The latter sounds are attached to the monster’s body, adding to its weightiness. The growls, however, are disembodied, uncannily dislocated—as if sounding from everywhere and nowhere at once. With this doubled voice, the monster’s body is itself doubled—it exceeds itself.

Following another dissolve, we see the monster in a throne-like seat, secured with heavy chains and wooden blocks to limit the movement of its head. The actual work of transferring the creature’s excessive body to this position has again been elided.





00:31:00–00:31:59

Continuing with the (anti-)Christian imagery, and recalling the Romans’ mock coronation of Jesus, the monster sits in his throne like a king atop a high stone pedestal. Flanked by two officers on either side, a third is at his feet below. But instead of serving or protecting him, the king’s royal guards tighten his chains. In closeup, a heavy sledgehammer drives a large ring into the ground, anchoring him here. The creature reacts in pain and/or fright, and one of the officers pushes his head down forcefully. Another closeup of the hammer striking a ring.

Cut to a group of onlookers, peering through a barred window. Minnie is in the fore, looking straight ahead. Cut to what we can infer is an eyeline match: a frontal shot of the monster’s face, in closeup, gasping and groaning in agony. The next shot revises my assumption about spatial relations: the camera is situated below the monster’s throne, at the base of the Page 69 →pedestal, revealing the window high above the creature, diagonally behind his right shoulder. There is an intriguing triangulation of gazes: the officers inspect the chains; the Burgomaster looks up into the creature’s eyes; the monster, in pain, seems not to see anything or anyone, looking straight ahead into the void; the audience of onlookers surveys the scene from above and behind, placing the theatrical audience into the image, which through the circulation of gazes is rendered fully volumetric.


[image: The monster is secured with chains in a throne-like seat atop a pedestal. A guard stands next to him, looking into the creature’s eyes. Below, the Burgomaster peers up to the monster. Above, onlookers are seen peering through a barred window.]

Figure 4.The monster on his throne



Minnie: “I’d hate to find him under my bed at night. He’s a nightmare in the daylight, he is!” One of the jailers, looking up, demands the onlookers to disperse. Minnie is miffed. Page 70 →The Burgomaster, ascending the stairs and glad to get back to “more important duties,” repeats his line: “monster indeed.”

Now, without an audience, the monster gathers his might and rips off his chains. A quick closeup shows the ring, so forcefully hammered into the ground, as it is pulled out, exploding the stone floor around it. The monster is free.





00:32:00–00:32:59

Jailers react to the noise inside, looking through a small window in the cell door. “He’s loose. Shoot him!” Gun shots ring out. The monster descends from his throne, rushes to the door, and tears it off its hinges. He chases the jailers, throwing one of them to the ground.

Just outside, the Burgomaster, unaware of what’s going on within, tells the people gathered there: “Go to your homes. Just an escaped lunatic. Merely wanted someone to handle it, that’s all. Quite harmless.” But just now the monster breaks out. The townspeople, and the Burgomaster himself, scramble in panic. People run through streets, chased by the monster. A man is smacked to the ground. A woman reaches home with her children, but she finds one of them, Frieda, missing.

Within these 60 seconds, something remarkable has happened. First, there has been an inversion of the way spectacle Page 72 →is handled: in the previous scene, we saw the creature’s power on display as he escaped his bonds in the pronounced absence of any witness; now, however, the monster goes on a rampage and, as we will learn shortly, kills several people. Apparently, everything happens within this minute of screen time, but none of it will be shown on screen.

Witness the paradox of the invisible spectacle. I noted earlier that many viewers of Frankenstein saw censored versions of the scene with little Maria, the monster’s first victim, leading them to imagine details more gruesome, and intentions more monstrous, than would otherwise have been the case. Perhaps Whale learned from this, choosing not to show the deaths that now get attributed (by characters and spectators alike) to the creature. In the process of trimming the film from 92 to 75 minutes, a great deal of footage was removed precisely here: “Excised were the court hearing, a sequence in the morgue, a subplot in which Karl murders his miserly uncle and lets the Monster get the blame, and numerous bits of mayhem.”33

As a result, these 60 seconds explain less but imply far more than the deleted minutes. The invisible rampage contained here seems far more spectacular, in fact, and this invisibility contributes greatly to the monster’s perceived power.





00:33:00–00:33:59

Time, now, to assess the damage from the monster’s rampage. The woman looking for her missing Frieda meets up with a group of girls, all dressed in white communion dresses, emerging from the church. Asking if these young brides of Christ know Frieda’s whereabouts, one of them indicates she just left. Then: “Oh, look!” Whatever it is they have discovered, we will not be allowed to see. All of the children scream at this unseen sight, then rush over to a spot obscured by bushes from the viewer’s gaze. The mother yells her daughter’s name in grief as she beholds her body and weeps. We can only speculate as to the dead girl’s appearance and the means of her death. (I am reminded of Mary Shelley in the prologue, her finger bleeding, threatening to stain her white dress. Eleven girls in white, a twelfth unseen: I can’t help but see blood.)Page 74 →

A loud scream rings out offscreen. (It turns out slashers and scream queens are everywhere, just not onscreen.) The camera pans quickly to the right, where Minnie leads a small group to the entrance of the Newmans’ house. Bells ring. Townspeople rush in. An unseen man groans, and someone says, “Poor old Newman.” Another asks: “Where’s his wife, Frau Newman?” Minnie leads the search, up the stairs. Multiple people call out to the woman, “Frau Newman! Frau Newman!” Minnie enters the room after knocking, and we hear a woman’s moan. “There’s another one, in there—Frau Newman!” The death count rises.

Cut to a new scene. Time has passed. It’s dark out. A multigenerational Romani family sits around a fire. A woman tells the others: “We’d better get away from these parts.”





00:34:00–00:34:59

The woman continues: “It isn’t safe.” Asked why, she responds: “I’m frightened. The monster.” The man’s reply belies a lack of awareness about recent events: “Ah, there’s no danger. He’s safe in jail, and they’ll keep him there.”

Predictably, the monster arrives on the scene, as yet undetected. He emerges from the shadows into the light of the fire. Attracted by the smell of the family’s meal cooking over the fire, he sniffs ostentatiously in closeup. Approaching the family, he gestures at their food, pantomiming and making inarticulate noises, whereupon the women start shrieking. Tossing them to the side, the monster moves toward the chicken roasting on the spit. The man of the family attacks with a torch, and the monster forces him to the ground. Reaching for the chicken and burning his hand in the fire, the monster yells and runs away in pain. (The monster of the Page 76 →previous movie, afraid of fire from the beginning and nearly dying a fiery death at the end, would never have made this mistake. I am reminded of the scenthounds and the sighthounds, and the competition of senses that they embody. It is as if the monster has been transformed into a scenthound and blinded to the visual signs of danger, which he knows all too well.)

Interestingly, this scene was added to smooth the elisions of the deleted scenes.34 The racial stereotype of the “traveling Gypsies” serves as a narrative band-aid, but it also opens the film to a serial proliferation, connecting this family to similar types appearing across early horror. Suspicion and xenophobia are powerful motors of seriality, and the Romanis’ migratory lifestyle in particular keeps things mobile across geographies that can be made eerie by the sheer presence of an unfamiliar other.35

Running into a clearing, the monster’s pain is evident as he turns his attention toward a small cottage.





00:35:00–00:35:59

The monster is visibly charmed, and his pain apparently quelled, by the music emanating from the cottage. If just a moment ago the olfactory eclipsed the visual, causing the monster to injure himself, it is the sonic that now provides the balm. Significantly, though, this is not just any sound—recall the way noise has been mobilized to conjure excess and confusion (e.g. the monster’s doubled voice doubling its body, chaotically and disturbingly distributing its presence around the dungeon and beyond). No, this is the refined sound of music. A battle of the senses, initiated by the film’s many animals, and of the “higher” sensibilities takes root in the creature’s body. And it is this battle, which will see the monster swinging repeatedly between the polar extremes of killing machine and misunderstood soul, that will propel Universal’s Frankenstein film series for another 13 years—until Glenn Strange portrayed a bumbling, brainless version in 1948’s Page 78 →Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein—as well as inspiring tons of knockoffs, copycats, and parodies.

Inside the cottage, a solitary bearded man plays the violin. A pot is on the fire. The monster smiles, even laughs (laughter being one of many candidates for a behavior that would separate human from animal). He approaches the house, and the camera cuts closer as he peers through the window. Everything is shown in deep chiaroscuro. Seen from inside, the monster’s face appears softened as he looks on at the man playing his instrument. Long shadows are cast from the hearth onto the wall. The old man is shown in closeup, looking straight ahead as the shadows darken his face. Also in closeup: the monster’s face, basking in the music, perhaps a bit melancholy. He grunts approvingly. The man stops and looks over, disturbed. Rising, he goes to the door, while the monster hides in darkness. “Who’s there?”





00:36:00–00:36:59

The hermit closes the door and resumes playing. Interestingly, he is (and has been) playing the song popularly known as “Ave Maria.” This is significant for a number of reasons. To begin with, the prayer song continues the religious framing of the narrative, setting us up to understand it as a sort of morality play in which the monster seeks redemption—and humanization. Moreover, the saccharine song and the monster’s reactions to it turn his quest into a melodrama in the most literal sense.36 Moved by the music as no animal could be, the monster plays on the viewer’s heartstrings with wordless expressions. Finally, the choice of music is significant for a very different reason, which has nothing to do with the narrative (and is probably not intended at all). Namely, it establishes a connection between the creature and the broader sweep of Page 80 →plurimedial adaptation and serialization in which the song, like the monster, is involved.

Though commonly referred to as “Ave Maria,” the composition by Franz Schubert is officially titled “Ellens dritter Gesang,” or “Ellen’s Third Song.” It is one of seven songs contained in Schubert’s Opus 52, the Liederzyklus vom Fräulein vom See, from 1825—just a few years after Mary Shelley’s novel was published in 1818. These songs were composed as settings for a German translation of Romantic novelist and poet Sir Walter Scott’s narrative poem The Lady of the Lake (1810). Schubert’s musical adaptation was further transformed by Franz Liszt, who made several arrangements of it for piano; by the song’s adaptation as a setting for the Catholic prayer in Latin (prompted by the fact that Schubert’s song/Scott’s poem begins with the words “Ave Maria,” but sung by the character Ellen); by the many sound recordings made of the song; and by its use in films from Bride of Frankenstein to Disney’s Fantasia, and on and on. Like the monster, who made his way from novel to stage to film, comics, television, and digital media, “Ave Maria” is an irreducibly plurimedial serial object.37





00:37:00–00:37:59

“I cannot see you. I cannot see anything.” Cutting closer to the hermit (played by O. P. Heggie), speaking to the monster who just entered the cottage with a growl: “You must please excuse me, but I’m blind.” In a countershot, which would roughly approximate the old man’s point of view—if only he could see—the monster smiles, though the meaning of this smile is as enigmatic, if not as elegant, as the Mona Lisa’s.

The camera tilts down to the creature’s hands, his injured left one turned palm down and his right facing up, moving back and forth in a pleading gesture. Sinister and dexter—a Manichaean cosmic duality in miniature. Scale, however, is relative and uncertain: the disproportionate size of the giant’s hands can hardly be overlooked, especially in this closeup shot, where they fill nearly the entire screen.


[image: The monster’s hands are shown in closeup. The right hand’s palm faces upward. The left hand faces down, exposing severe wounds on it.]

Figure 5.The monster’s hands: sinister and dexter



Cut now to an even closer shot of the monster’s face. The monster’s imploring gestures are matched by ambiguous vocal Page 82 →expressions: anything but threatening, possibly slightly confused, maybe even a little hopeful.

“Come in, my poor friend. No one will hurt you here.” The monster retreats outside the doorway, holding his wounds in fear. But the gentle hermit, who knows nothing of his interlocutor’s appearance, makes overtures in gentle words the creature cannot understand: “If you’re in trouble, perhaps I can help you. But you need not tell me about it if you do not want to.” Reaching out, the hermit touches his chest, provoking a loud Growl! Feeling his arm, the old man discerns: “You’re hurt, my poor friend.” Now disarmed, the creature allows himself to be led inside. His heavy boots shuffle on the floor. The hermit shows him to his seat.





00:38:00–00:38:59

By contemporary standards, the editing on Bride of Frankenstein is not particularly rapid.38 Still, with an average shot length (ASL) somewhere between 4.3 and 4.7 seconds and a median shot length (MSL) between 2.9 and 3.2 seconds, the editing on Bride is about twice as fast as that of Frankenstein, which has an ASL somewhere between 8.5 and 9.6 seconds and an MSL of 5.1 to 6.0. (All of these statistics are according to the Cinemetrics database, where users of custom measurement software can upload their findings—often inexact and conflicting, either because of user error or perhaps because different releases of the film are being measured.39 Hence the range of possible values given here, which nevertheless indicate a clear acceleration of editing between Whale’s 1931 film and this from 1935.)

Page 84 →Given this, these 60 seconds are exceptional. Comprising only two shots, this minute of screen time stands out as amongst the slowest of the film, marking a radical contrast from the fast-paced mayhem that we have just witnessed. Recall that just three screen minutes elapsed from the time the Burgomaster called for the bloodhounds until the monster was securely imprisoned; another minute for him to escape; and just one more minute to cause multiple deaths across town. Ellipsis was key.

But now a full minute is devoted to the first “conversation” between hermit and monster, made difficult by their disabilities. “Perhaps you’re afflicted too. I cannot see, and you cannot speak.” The monster nods understandingly. The first shot, in which they establish channels of communication while “Ave Maria” swells melodramatically in the background, runs unbroken to 00:38:42.40 Cut as the hermit stands to get food for his guest—prompting the monster to worry his host will burn his hand. This second shot, 18 seconds long, fills the rest of the minute. “We shall be friends.”





00:39:00–00:39:59

The hermit looks heavenward, bowl in hand, like a saintly monk. “I have prayed many times for God to send me a friend.” The monster, still seated, takes the bowl and drinks its contents ravenously. “It’s very lonely here, and it’s been a long time since any human being came into this hut.” The man places a slight emphasis on the words “human being.” And, of course, the creature’s humanity is precisely what is in question. The hermit’s implicit acceptance of him as a fellow human being marks an important turning point, but it seems to depend crucially on his blindness.

Recall that not even the monster could stand the sight of his own face. But the blind man is oblivious to the awful scars, the metal clamps that hold together his misshapen head, and the bolts protruding from his neck. He is therefore oblivious also to the striking contrast that we, the viewers, are able to Page 86 →see here between the hermit’s pious appearance and the bestial sight of the monster devouring the soup and bread. The contrast is further punctuated by a cross that appears on the wall behind the monster’s head, again raising the question, now in the form of a visual emblem, of gods and monsters. “I shall look after you, and you will comfort me.” With the creature’s more animal nature exposing itself here, this latter seems unlikely.

“Now you must lie down. And go to sleep.” The monster grunts softly, almost like the cooing of a baby. The hermit takes his hand and starts praying. “Our Father I thank thee…”





00:40:00–00:40:59

The hermit thanks God for sending him “a friend to be a light to mine eyes”—ironically—“and a comfort in time of trouble.” Music rises toward his “Amen” and increases in volume as he weeps over the creature’s body, head in hands. We see the monster’s face in extreme closeup as he sheds a tear and grunts gently, crowning this melodrama of humanization. Blurring the border between diegetic and extradiegetic worlds, the cross behind them remains mysteriously illuminated as the rest of the frame fades to black and the music reaches its climax.

Later: “And now for our lesson. Remember? This is bread. Bread.” The monster, taking it, repeats: “Bread.” He smiles and takes a giant bite out of the loaf. “And this is wine. To drink.”

Wittgenstein opens his Philosophical Investigations with a quote from St. Augustine, describing language as a system in Page 88 →which words name the objects to which they refer. For the later Wittgenstein, this “naming” theory of language provides an impoverished view of how things work: “That philosophical notion of meaning is at home in a primitive idea of the way language functions. But one might instead say that it is the idea of a language more primitive than ours.”41 Noting that naming and repeating words—as with “bread” here—does play an important role in teaching (or “training”) a language, Wittgenstein maintains that such acts of “ostensive teaching” are only “speech-like processes,” not fully language yet.42 These acts occur outside, or prior to, the ability to reason in language. Human language contains many things that cannot be accounted for by the naming theory, including logical connections but also various practices that point to a deeper existential foundation. For Wittgenstein, “to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life.”43 To speak a language requires “agreement not in opinions, but rather in form of life.”44 “What has to be accepted, the given, is—one might say—forms of life.”45





00:41:00–00:41:59

The creature takes a cup and repeats: “Drink!” Smiling, he clinks cups with the hermit and gulps down the wine, which dribbles out of his mouth in closeup. “Good!” Laughter ensues. With bread and wine, the English lesson doubles as an impromptu eucharist, communication and communion inextricably linked.

“We are friends, you and I.” Smiling and shaking hands with the old man, the creature repeats: “Friends!” But have they achieved “agreement in form of life,” or is the creature stuck in a more “primitive” relation to language? Forms of life—Lebensformen—might refer to a way of living, to shared customs and habits, but also to material-biological differences, e.g. species.46 It is this nexus of discursive-organismic demarcation, along with the acts of inclusion and exclusion that hinge on it, that is at stake here. Kant referred to this nexus as the Page 90 →sensus communis—a concept that combines “common sense” and a shared aesthetic sensibility, rooted in but transcending the bodily senses.47 Here we find the two ostensible friends navigating between base pleasures, morally objective values, and higher aesthetic sensibilities. The question, however, is whether and how the creature can make the leap from the “speech-like processes” of the “ostensive teaching of words” to a full involvement in the value-laden activities of the human form of life.

“And now for a smoke.” Perhaps this is an answer. With cigar in mouth, the hermit strikes a match in extreme closeup. The monster reacts violently and growls loudly. But the hermit, lighting the cigar, laughs joyfully. “No, no. This is good! Smoke. You try!” Holding the cigar awkwardly, the monster puffs furiously. His laughter is infectious—not intrinsically as a quality of the laughter itself, but because we see the film showing its awareness of itself, laughing gently at its own silliness. “Good!!” Smoke wreathes around the creature. Then, gagging slightly, the laughter stops. Back to the more serious business of negotiating communal forms of life: “Before you came, I was all alone. It is bad to be alone.”





00:42:00–00:42:59

The monster repeats, solemnly, “Alone.” His face darkened with shadows, he adds: “Bad.” Apparently extrapolating on his own: “Friend. Good.” His face seems to lighten as a smile appears, as if a great moral truth has been revealed to him.

“And what is this?” Holding a log in his hand, the hermit resumes the lesson. The monster shakes his head and groans. “This is wood! For the fire!” Smiling, the creature repeats: “Wood.” They laugh. “And this is fire.” This provokes a violent growl. “Oh no, fire is good!” The monster growls distrustingly—“Fire. No good.”—and indicates the burns on his left wrist.

“There is good, and there is bad.” The monster repeats: “Good. Bad.” His face is now illuminated, softened. Smiling, he turns to pick up the hermit’s violin, proclaiming it “Goooood!”Page 92 →

Here we see the monster internalizing and/or expressing values at once moral-transcendental (friendship), technical-practical (fire), and aesthetic (music). The question of fire, in particular, demands a recoding of animal pleasure and pain (the corporeally comforting and destructive powers of fire) in a higher register, associated with technology and the Prometheanism that, mythologically, set humans apart from animals with a spark stolen from the gods and that, in modernity, set industrial humanity on a new footing.

As we see here, neither the hermit nor the monster are quite ready to be the “Modern Prometheus” announced in the subtitle of Mary Shelley’s novel, but neither are they completely outside its orbit. We might question the evangelizing activity by which the hermit tries to bring the creature into that orbit and note the technological dimensions of “humanization,” which sits close to colonization—and often, as in the Americas and elsewhere, marries religion and technics in the imposition of a new form of life onto one assumed to be “more primitive than ours.” “What has to be accepted, the given, is—one might say—forms of life.” And forms of life are politico-technical means of distributing power.





00:43:00–00:43:59

The monster eagerly takes a seat to hear the hermit play. In place of the melodramatic “Ave Maria,” he chooses a lighter tune this time, a cheery and folksy song (composed by Franz Waxman, who directed the musical soundtrack). The creature is delighted, animatedly dancing in his seat.

We move, then, from technics to aesthetics. In the Kantian system, there is a sharp line between the applied and the fine arts—defined in terms of purposiveness with and without actual purpose.48 The Latin ars and the Greek techne before it made no such distinctions, and we too may question whether this industrial-era division is not itself an artificial means for constructing human “nature” (via the sensus communis). That is, aesthetics itself is a matter of political technics, of the fabrication of (often ethnically and racially coded) forms of life. As the common ground between art and technology, media Page 94 →operate at once on the bodily senses and the culturally coded sensibilities. With Marshall McLuhan, we find a redistribution of “sensory ratios” at stake in media (think of prosthetics, such as the blind man’s cane, that mediate a tactile relation to the environment).49 With philosopher Bernard Stiegler, we see how these modulations, made durable in externalized media technologies, lastingly shape cultural memory and the parameters of inclusion and exclusion.50

The monster’s relation to the aesthetic is therefore a question of the bounds of the human, and it is about to be answered. Hunters, lost in the woods, are attracted by the music. The monster, disturbed by the intrusion, growls when one of the hunters exclaims: “It’s the monster!” and tries to load his gun. The monster knocks him and the table over. The hermit intervenes: “What are you doing? This is my friend.” “Friend?! This is the fiend that’s been murdering half the countryside. Good heavens, man, can’t you see?” Realizing, then: “Oh, he’s blind.” There follows an intense interplay of faces in closeup. “He isn’t human! Frankenstein made him out of dead bodies.” The monster’s saddened, puzzled face lingers on screen.





00:44:00–00:44:59

In the ensuing struggle, fire spreads from the hearth and engulfs the cottage. The hunters lead the hermit out to safety, while the monster tries to extinguish the fire, which finally threatens to take his life (visually replaying the mill scene at the finale of Frankenstein). Stumbling out of the burning house, he calls out, despondently: “Friend…” He encounters a group of school children, all of whom flee from him in fright. Dissolve to a nighttime scene. The monster, grunting and groaning, finds himself in a graveyard. Demonstrating his machinic might, he rips a tree trunk out of the ground.

If the film’s narrative raises questions about inclusion and exclusion, it is important to note that the film’s mediation of that narrative shifts those questions from the monster to the viewer. That is, Bride of Frankenstein, conscious of itself as a sequel and in fact part of a much larger series of mediations, Page 96 →responds to and channels the power of media to redistribute “sensory ratios” and political-cultural boundaries.

Already Shelley’s novel was framed around the irreversible ruptures and monstrous transformations underway in the Industrial Revolution and the cultural responses it called forth in Romanticism. Self-reflexively and transformatively, Shelley’s novel indexed an upheaval in the aesthetico-technical infrastructures of life—the same upheaval that Kant had tried to shore up with his assertion of a universal human nature, underwritten by a shared aesthetic sensibility.51

Photography and cinema further transformed lived relations to time and spatial presence, and hence the conditions of human forms of life.52 And Frankenstein films offered self-reflexive responses.53 Edison’s Frankenstein, at the cusp of the transition from the early “cinema of attractions”54 to classical Hollywood, marshaled thrilling visual spectacles in the creation sequence but worked to domesticate the scopophilic pleasures of creator and of “primitive” viewers alike—in the end banishing the monster to present a picture of acceptable social and spectatorial relations: Frankenstein, returning to the folds of marriage, and the viewer, trained to focus on respectable narrative pleasures, are both disabused of monstrous attractions.55





00:45:00–00:45:59

Still in the graveyard, the monster topples a massive statue of a saint erected on top of a tomb. His anger seems directed at the hermit’s God as much as the human society that has rejected him, the sacred bounds of which are memorialized in the graveyard. He descends into the crypt while a search party, carrying torches and lanterns, arrives on the scene and quickly moves on, overlooking the open tomb.

The graveyard setting brings us back to the opening of Whale’s Frankenstein and the sensory ratios of sight and sound modulated there. As we saw in the recap at the beginning of Bride, the graveyard provided not only bodies for the creation of the monster but also plenty of occasions for the foregrounding and estrangement of sound—starting with a loud Thud! of earth being shoveled onto a coffin. Like Edison’s Frankenstein charting a momentous media-historical and media-cultural Page 98 →transition, bearing on the technological as much as the phenomenological constitution of the cinema, so too did Whale’s Frankenstein take a major transition—the transition from silent to sound film from about 1926 to 1931—as the backdrop for channeling its horror. And it did so by figuring horror as a matter of affective relation to the medium itself as much as to its narrative events. That is, it is the shock of the monster’s image and its relation to indeterminate sounds that evoke horror as much as, if not more than, the monster itself. And it is this interplay that sets the stage for the political stakes of the film, which culminates in the scene of the burning mill, shot to resemble a lynching at the hands of the KKK.56 That is, aesthetic estrangement and difference lead seamlessly, and murderously, to cultural expulsion.





00:46:00–00:46:59

Peering upon a dead woman’s veiled face in the crypt, the monster mutters gently and interrogatively, “Friend?” Startled by the metallic noise of chains rattling and a gate creaking open, he observes three men entering the crypt. “I can smell the ghosts already.” “I never could stand graves.” “Shut up, and follow me!” Pretorius leads two grave-robbers through the macabre Gothic setting. With plenty of clanking and banging, they enter a gated portion of the vault. There is no background music to soften the noise. The monster hides in the shadows, observing as Pretorius asks one of the men to read the inscription on a coffin.

Understanding itself as a sequel to Frankenstein, Bride stages both narrative and formal continuities with the earlier film, but it has to do so against a substantially changed media-phenomenological background. While working with elements Page 100 →of sonic excess (e.g. the monster’s doubled voice and its disorienting effects on viewers) and playing with modulations of sensory ratios (as staged, for example, by the animals: the horse’s bridled vision, the dogs’ olfactory versus visual orientations, etc.), it nevertheless acknowledges the shift from the way noise could be made monstrous in 1931 to the naturalization of more domesticated forms of sound (spoken dialogue and music) in 1935. We have just seen this played out in the body of the monster itself, whose halting acquisition of rudimentary speech and aesthetic enjoyment of music paved the way for his aborted humanization effort.

There is thus a reflexive doubling of the “cultural techniques” of human belonging, or the contingent mediation of cultural existence.57 On the one hand, we see the monster performing—or parroting—the domesticated relation to sound (music, speech) that is expected of the human. On the other hand, the film recognizes the spectator’s phenomenological-cultural involvement in these techniques—while, as in a scene like this, partially undoing them, estranging sound in the earlier mode. This registers not only in the aural register, in the raw clanking and banging on the soundtrack, but also in the cultural one: in the monster’s confused and impossible attempt to befriend a corpse.





00:47:00–00:47:59

We learn that the coffin’s occupant died in 1899, at the age of 19 years, 3 months. Pretorius orders the men to “Get to work,” while one of them mutters, “Mercy on us.” Together, they pry open the coffin, while Pretorius removes his black coat, revealing a white frock underneath. The monster watches, unseen. “Pretty little thing in her way, wasn’t she?” Pretorius: “I hope her bones are firm.”

The seriality I have been tracing is constituted by repetition and variation, both with respect to narrative and audiovisual subject-matter—which is alternately remade, restaged, reimagined, revised, or resumed—and with respect to the ongoing series of formal-medial experiments that have gone before. Here, the changing medium experiments with the means available to it for confronting what I have called Page 102 →upheavals in the aesthetico-technical infrastructures of life, including those of the medium itself.

Seen in this serial lineage, the film resonates with contemporary debates over generative AI and its consequences for human agency and collectivity. Though we can hardly know what the long-term effects of these new tools will be, we can certainly discern, in their rapid deployment, an upheaval in the aesthetico-technical infrastructures of life. Take the chatbots rooted in transformer-based large-language models (LLMs), such as OpenAI’s ChatGPT, Google’s Gemini, or Anthropic’s Claude—which are themselves subject to serial rollouts designed to foreground innovation and spectacular advances: GPT-3 is touted as a quantum leap over GPT-2, GPT-4 another such leap, and so on.

Doesn’t the monster’s speech performance—or his parroting of speech—call to mind these chatbots, which themselves have been criticized as nothing more than “stochastic parrots”?58 The metaphor is interesting for the way it sets genuine human language apart from an animal–machine hybrid—a hybrid not unlike the monster.





00:48:00–00:48:59

Let’s ask ChatGPT to take over this one:



Prompt:ChatGPT, please find the 1935 film Bride of Frankenstein and provide a descriptive, stylistic, and formal analysis of the segment from 00:48:00 to 00:48:59.

GPT:Descriptive, Stylistic, and Formal Analysis (00:48:00 to 00:48:59)

In this crucial scene from “Bride of Frankenstein,” Dr. Pretorius is seen with two grave-robbers, setting a macabre tone that fits the film’s gothic horror aesthetic. Dr. Pretorius, portrayed by Ernest Thesiger, exudes sinister charisma, manipulating those around Page 104 →him with chilling calmness. The grave-robbers, rough and unscrupulous, contrast sharply with Pretorius’s calculated demeanor. Boris Karloff’s monster, shrouded in mystery and pathos, adds unpredictability and menace.


Descriptive Analysis

The setting is dark and foreboding, likely within a crypt or graveyard. Pretorius’s calm manipulation, combined with the grave-robbers’ uneasy compliance, creates a tense atmosphere. The monster’s presence intensifies the scene, adding layers of anger, sadness, and confusion.



Stylistic Analysis

James Whale’s direction shines through in the scene’s stylistic choices. The use of chiaroscuro lighting creates deep shadows and stark contrasts, enhancing the suspense and dread. The meticulously arranged mise-en-scène, with props and settings typical of the gothic horror genre, further immerses the audience in the film’s eerie world.Page 105 →



Formal Analysis

The scene employs tight framing and close-ups to convey the characters’ emotions and intentions. Whale’s deliberate camera work focuses on Pretorius’s manipulative expressions and the grave-robbers’ unease. The monster’s powerful presence is highlighted through Karloff’s nuanced performance.

The orchestral score by Franz Waxman punctuates the scene, heightening the emotional and dramatic stakes. Ambient noises, such as rustling leaves or distant thunder, enhance the immersive, chilling atmosphere.

Overall, this segment exemplifies the film’s blend of horror and character-driven drama, showcasing the talents of its cast and crew in creating a timeless piece of cinema. The interplay between Pretorius, the grave-robbers, and the monster underscores the film’s themes of manipulation, fear, and the consequences of unchecked ambition.









00:49:00–00:49:59

Well, it could have been worse, I guess. But there is undeniably something robotic about the chatbot’s output. The text feels repetitive, to start with—how often do we need to be told about the grave-robbers’ “unease”? It also seems overly literal in its division of descriptive, stylistic, and formal analyses—but maybe that’s my fault as a novice “prompt engineer.”

More seriously, it misses salient details—like the fact that Pretorius spreads a candlelight picnic out on the coffin, laughs maniacally, and toasts the skull and bones that he has extracted: “I give you the monster.” The chatbot also makes up things: there are no rustling leaves or distant thunder audible in the sequence.

Finally, I should add that I had to prompt the AI multiple times, correcting its initial “hallucinations”: ChatGPT first claimed that the segment spotlights the Bride, and then that Page 107 →it “often features Dr. Frankenstein and his interactions”—neither of which is true. The final result is clunky and inelegant but not absolutely wrong.

But now back to the movie:

The monster comes forward from the shadows toward Pretorius, who is laughing, smoking, and admiring his skull and pile of bones. “Oh, I thought I was alone. Good evening.” The monster points: “Smoke?” Then, with his pleading gesture: “Friend?” Pretorius: “Yes, I hope so. Have a cigar. They’re my only weakness.” Where have I heard that before? The monster, tearing into the professor’s food: “Good. Good.” Then, gesturing toward the bottle of wine on the coffin: “Drink. Good.” Pretorius laughs, pouring him a glass of wine, and the monster gulps it down quickly.





00:50:00–00:50:59

“You…make man…like me?” “No. Woman. Friend for you.” “Woman. Friend. Yes, I want friend. Like me.” “Do you know who Henry Frankenstein is, and who you are?” Despondently: “Yes. I know…Made me. From dead. I love dead. Hate living.” “You’re wise in your generation.”

The monster’s linguistic performance here gives me pause and brings me back to my experiment with AI. One might argue that the problems with ChatGPT’s text stem from the fact that the model is still in its infancy; like Karloff’s monster, it has just taken its first steps in the realm of human language. My test was performed on August 5, 2024, but who knows what kind of result I might obtain in a year, or ten years?

However, both the chatbot and the monster have something that is constitutionally, and not just functionally, zombie-like about them: the AI is trained on the dead traces Page 109 →of living speech, scraped en masse from the Web, and brought to “life” with a spark of mathematical science. It is not just “immature,” in a way that could be overcome or outgrown, but it is essentially vampiric, or dependent on ossified, deathly remains for its being.59

On the other hand, maybe we are not so different; there is a mechanicity of language—a condition of its rule-like description and grammatical analysis—and hence something mechanical about the human form of life. I earlier asked about the difference between the monster’s performance or parroting of language. But performativity involves iterability, as the deconstructionists showed.60 Contra the AI critics, there simply is no bright line between parroting and a more authentic form of doing.61

Accordingly, the monster offers an important lesson about our own social-phenomenological predicament. In his incomplete assimilation into humanity, the creature, as an animal-technical hybrid, demonstrates something profound about the suppressed mechanicity and biotechnical constitution of the human itself. As Stiegler argues, human-technical development has always been a matter of epiphylogenesis, or evolution by means other than the organic.62

Wise in his generation, as Pretorius says, the monster reveals performativity and iterability as the very conditions of generative novelty—linguistic or otherwise (see, e.g., Judith Butler on gender performativity).63 The monster’s predicament, Page 110 →forever and serially unresolved, points to the deep seriality of human existence itself—to the fact that our form of life itself consists of nothing other than repetitions and variations of behavioral patterns, themselves generative of unprecedented modes of existence.





00:51:00–00:51:59

The monster inspects the skull, turning it over pensively in his hands. What does he see? As if in answer, he says aloud: “Woman. Friend.” This may be true for the monster of the narrative—he is motivated, and his vision oriented, by his quest for a lover and a mate. But story and image are in conflict. The monster of the image—the monster frozen on celluloid and pictured here, suspended between photographic death and cinematic animation—clearly sees something else in the skull. Composed in the tradition of memento mori paintings, the monster of this image sees himself. But this is a highly paradoxical vision; if the memento mori conventionally serves as a reminder of the inevitability of death, it must take on a different meaning for a creature born of the dead.


[image: The creature holds a skull in his hands, inspecting it carefully. Various bones are piled in the foreground, while candles burn on either side.]

Figure 6.Memento mori



Now we get a wide-eyed closeup as the monster looks up from the skull and pronounces a third concept, wholly Page 112 →novel: “Wife.” At this point, the image is subordinated both to the narrative and to a normative gender performance as well. But the conflict lingers. Pretorius, whose own gendered performance is hardly normative, looks on, visibly pleased with this development—and with himself, it would seem. Fade to black.

Minnie announces Pretorius’s return, and we cut to Frankenstein. This is the first time we have laid eyes on him in 25 minutes. He was absent for the entirety of the second act. Now that we have entered the final act, coinciding almost exactly with the two-thirds mark of the movie, he reappears.Page 113 →

“Send him away. I won’t see him.” Minnie exits one door, and Pretorius enters the room through another. Looking down from the stairs: “Good evening, Henry. Baroness, I have not yet had the opportunity of offering my congratulations on your marriage. Pray accept them now.” In passing, we learn that the wedding took place during act two, and we weren’t even invited to it.





00:52:00–00:52:59

Elizabeth, making preparations for the couple’s honeymoon journey, leaves the room. Henry, nervous, fiddles with his coat. Pretorius informs him: “All the necessary preparations are made. My part of the experiment is complete. I have created by my method a perfect human brain, already living but dormant.” The emphasis on the perfect human brain ties the eugenical implications of the earlier discussion about creating a man-made “race” to another thread from the previous film. In Frankenstein, the assistant Fritz was tasked with acquiring a brain from the university. Following a professor’s lecture comparing a “normal” brain with the “abnormal” one of a criminal, Fritz took the normal one but dropped it when startled. Thus, the original creature received the abnormal/criminal one instead. A sequel, however, calls for intensification, even Page 115 →superlatives, and thus the monster’s mate shall have a perfect brain.

Looking crazed as the camera pushes in slowly to an ever tighter closeup shot of his face, Pretorius continues: “Everything is now ready for you and me to begin our supreme collaboration.” Henry refuses: “I won’t do it!” Pretorius, angry: “I expected this!” Rising and going to a nearby window, where he gestures to someone outside: “I thought we might need another assistant.” Pretorius opens the front door, revealing the monster himself, as ominous music plays. Henry, rising to his feet: “No! Not that!” Framed by the doorway and shot from below, the towering monster enters, growing larger in the frame as he enters the light.

Woman, friend, wife. Abnormal, normal, perfect.—These are hierarchical series, normative trajectories, overcoding and suturing the image order into narrative and ideological goals. But fissures remain. Like the rift in image/sound relations opened up by the doubling of the monster’s voice—itself a serialized reworking of the disjuncture of sight and sound in 1931—the memento mori image lingers, undoing or impeding normative “progress” like noise and grammatical tics disrupt the dialogue by which the monster articulates his goals.





00:53:00–00:53:59

The camera holds a low-angle shot of the looming monster. Then, a jump cut along the z-axis, still shot from below, framing his head and shoulders, the black neckline of his shirt bisecting his neck almost exactly in the middle of the frame. <Serial repetition: it was by axial jump cuts that viewers of Frankenstein got their first glimpses of the monster.> Now, intoning awkwardly, threateningly: “Frank-en-shtein.” <Serial variation: viewers of Bride know of the monster’s new ability to speak, but Henry is seeing it for the first time; not only that, even we haven’t seen the monster speak like this.> Henry is visibly taken aback, and Pretorius acknowledges the <serial novelty> of the situation: “Yes, there have been developments since he came to me.”

This interplay of repetition, variation, and novelty holds open the fissures just discussed. If the monstrous memento Page 117 →mori image was cleaved from the narrative and its dialogic vectors a moment ago, that separation is now intensified by a serial progression that paradoxically resists the idea of progress: the effect of the jump cuts in Frankenstein was to dissolve spatiotemporal continuity and to present the monstrous head as an object, abstracted from body and diegesis alike, protruding from the screen in threatening three-dimensionality (imagined in promotional posters depicting the monster breaking through the screen itself); by repeating this movement here, the film reasserts the severability of image from context while allowing both to be revised, updated, and iterated.

The monster comes into the middle of the room. Angrily, he raises his arms upward, extending them straight out in front of himself, in what will later be abstracted as the stereotypical gesture of the mindless machine (mimicked endlessly by kids on playgrounds, on Halloween, and everywhere). <Severability and modularization as a condition of serial proliferation.> This is no longer the pleading gesture we’ve seen so many times. Forcefully lowering his arms, as if to force Henry down, he intones: “Sit. Down!” Henry complies but still refuses the request to help. The monster asserts commandingly: “Yes. Must!” Frankenstein: “Get him out. I won’t even discuss it until he’s gone!” Pretorius sends him away, but the monster is reluctant to leave. Firmly: “Go!” The monster shuffles heavily out the door, turning back to Frankenstein: “Must do it!”


[image: The monster, shown in medium closeup, stands with outstretched arms. His hands are blurred slightly from the downward motion by which he signals to Frankenstein to sit down.]

Figure 7.With outstretched arms







00:54:00–00:54:59

Page 119 →“Never. Nothing can make me go on with it.” (That hardly seems believable at this point.) The monster lets out an angry growl before turning to go. Pretorius, closing the door but looking out after the monster has left, says in hushed tones: “Now.” The door closes.

Outside, the monster walks along the perimeter of the house. He peers into Elizabeth’s window, unseen, as she arranges herself in front of a mirror. (This arrangement—the unseen monster looking into the well-lighted room from outside, the woman oblivious inside—rehearses plenty of cinematic scenes of voyeurism, and it will quickly become an oft-imitated and serialized trope across Frankenstein films and the horror genre more generally.) Violins underscore the suspense. Minnie helps Elizabeth put on her fur coat.Page 120 →

Inside: Elizabeth instructs the butler: “Put the bags in the carriage, and I’ll be out in a moment.” To Minnie: “Go and tell the master to hurry, Minnie, or we shall miss the train.” Minnie: “Excuse me for being so nervous, m’lady, but I don’t like leaving you alone.” Her concern is palpable. “Oh, nonsense, Minnie. I shall be alright.” Now alone at her vanity mirror, the monster looking in as Elizabeth is absorbed in her vanitas—another memento mori, perhaps unheeded?—Elizabeth reacts to a sound, unidentified: “Is that you, Henry?” The monster has opened the French door to her room.





00:55:00–00:55:59

The monster enters the room behind Elizabeth’s back. She is still absorbed in her mirror. The camera pans from the door to follow the creature across the room. As he draws near, Elizabeth finally spots him in the mirror. The suspenseful violins reach a climax and stop abruptly. Taking a single beat to turn and behold the creature directly, Elizabeth then gives out her loudest, most excellent scream. The timing is perfect.

Elizabeth tries to escape, but the monster grabs her and carries her away. The screaming continues, and Elizabeth calls to Henry for help. As they exit the French doors, Minnie enters and sees the newlywed and her kidnapper. Minnie joins the screaming as she runs out of the room, outdoing Elizabeth with pitch-perfect (and picture-perfect) screams of bloody murder.Page 122 →

Everyone rushes to the great hall to see what the matter is. “Oh, sir, she’s gone! The monster! He’s got her! I saw it.” Screaming like never before: “The Baroness is gone!!!” Frankenstein calls for a search party. Suddenly, gratuitously, a loud shattering noise interrupts them and arrests the frenetic action. A broken vase on the floor. Tilt up to Pretorius on the stairs. The camera tracks in. “I charge you, as you value your mistress’s life, to do nothing and say nothing of this episode. I assure you that the Baroness will be—”

There’s a lot going on in this minute. Let’s start with Elizabeth’s vanity mirror, which calls back to the monster’s (anti-)Narcissus moment at the water (around 00:26:00). There, we assumed the creature’s (a)subjective/self-objectifying POV in the mirror—an unstable and unsustainable perspective that problematized our own insertion into the cinematic circuit. How does this compare? Ostensibly, Elizabeth is also looking at herself, but really she looks obliquely at the camera so that her image will be doubled on screen. By way of the camera, we find ourselves in an oblique line of sight with her POV—we see her, so to speak, both in first-person and third-person perspectives.

When the monster enters into the mirror’s image, so that he too is doubled for us in the room and in the glass, it is we who split the difference and mediate the characters’ viewpoints—we see them looking at each other in the mirror, but the alignment of their gazes only exists for and can only be effected by us. Our insertion into the cinematic circuit here Page 123 →triangulates and generalizes a decentering of visuality, rendering it generally askew, (a)subjective and self-objectifying.


[image: Elizabeth, seated at her vanity table, faces the mirror in which she has just caught sight of the monster, who has approached her from behind. Their gazes align in the mirror, and Elizabeth looks frightened.]

Figure 8.Triangulated gazes



The repetition and intensification of the two women’s screams, defying localization in the house (and on the soundtrack), does something similar for sound. And the crashing interruption—which is noise plain and simple before it is identifiable as a vase shattering on the floor—brings the progression to a conclusion while allowing it space to reverberate in our experience.64 Subtly but powerfully, the events seen and heard here exploit and explore the rifts opened up in recent minutes.





00:56:00–00:56:59

As Pretorius was saying, after the vase shattered and cleared the air, he promises that Elizabeth will be “safely returned, if you will leave everything to me.” Frankenstein is not to call a search party; he is to do nothing—“Nothing, that is, except what he demands.” (He being the monster.)

Dissolve to the creature carrying Elizabeth up a mountain and into a cave. A bat—possibly a prop from Tod Browning’s Dracula (1931)—flutters near the creature’s head as he throws the woman, gagged and bound, onto a makeshift straw bed. Facing the camera, the monster growls angrily at her (and at us).

The bat, which very well might have depicted Dracula himself in one of his animal forms, portends another line of serialization. The original horror cycle, which commenced with Dracula and was quickly followed up with Frankenstein, Page 125 →will soon be winding down and concluding with Dracula’s Daughter (dir. Lambert Hillyer, 1936).65 After that, horror will go on hiatus until the genre is rebooted in 1939 with Son of Frankenstein (dir. Rowland V. Lee). In the 1940s, the genre’s monsters will proliferate further, and the borders between their diegetic worlds will increasingly crumble. Foreshadowing the serialization strategies of franchises like the Marvel Cinematic Universe, monster mashups such as House of Frankenstein (1944) and House of Dracula (1945) will increasingly place the monsters in a shared universe.

Dissolve to Pretorius’s chambers. The doctor is surrounded by beakers, flasks, and other equipment filled with bubbling chemicals. A skeleton hangs in the background. The door opens and Henry enters. “I admit I’m beaten. But if you can bring her back, I’ll do anything that you want.” “Are you ready to complete with me this final experiment?” The mad professor again assures Henry that Elizabeth is well and will be returned—“if you will proceed.” Finally, Henry relents: “I’m ready.” Pretorius sighs with delight.





00:57:00–00:57:59

Establishing shot: the tower, at night, shrouded in mist. Now, at ground level, four men with lanterns approach the door. The camera tracks to the right—and moves right through the massive (cut-away) wall of the tower, following the men as they enter the structure and proceed to climb its tall stone staircase.

Dissolve to the lab, depicted in a long shot to display the electrical equipment designed by Kenneth Strickfaden for Frankenstein and updated for Bride. The iconic equipment—including a Tesla coil that Strickfaden called the Megavolt Senior along with fanciful devices like the Cosmic Ray Diffuser, the Nebularium, and countless others—very much made the creation sequence in 1931. And it remains crucial to the serialization effort underway with Bride. It will again appear in Son of Frankenstein and countless other films, up to Page 127 →and including Mel Brooks’s parodic but loving homage Young Frankenstein (1974).66

Cut to Pretorius operating on a sheet-covered body. “It is interesting to think, Henry, that once upon a time we should have been burnt at the stake as wizards for this experiment.” From offscreen, Henry calls: “Doctor!” Cut to a long shot of Henry in middle distance, seated at a workbench and surrounded by electrical apparatuses. Pretorius can be seen at his operating table in the background. The camera tracks in toward Frankenstein as Pretorius rushes forward to meet him at his station. “I think the heart is beating!”

Both men now stare intently at a small vat on the table as the camera has arrived nearby, framing a two shot of the men in medium length. Now a tighter shot of Frankenstein looking at the vat: “It’s beating, but the rhythm of the beat is uneven.” Cut to Pretorius in medium closeup, handing a beaker off to his right: “Increase the saline solution.” As the contents are added to the vat, he asks: “Is there any life yet?” Frankenstein, frowning: “No. Not life itself…”





00:58:00–00:58:59

“…yet. This is only the simulacrum of life. This action only responds when the current is applied.” Pretorius replies: “We must be patient. The human heart is more complex than any other part of the body.” His eyes suddenly bugging: “Look!” Cut to a closeup of a metronome adorned with electric lights, tympani beating in sync with it on the soundtrack. “The pace is increasing!” But activity fades just as quickly. Frankenstein expresses disappointment: “It’s stopped.”

“This heart is useless. I must have another. And it must be sound.”—pun intended?—“And young.” The two men look intently at one another in awkward silence, soon broken as Pretorius calls out: “Karl.” The assistant approaches. His head and shoulders are framed by electrical equipment. “You must go to your friend at the accident hospital.” Karl nods with a knowing look. Frankenstein instructs him: “What we need is Page 129 →a female victim of sudden death. Can you do it?” Karl, with bushy eyebrows accentuating his bulging eyes, replies: “If you promise me a thousand crowns.” “It will be well worth it, and the Baron will pay.” “Yes, yes. Go and get it.” “I’ll try…”

Karl is portrayed by Dwight Frye, a character actor known for his work in Universal’s horror films, where he often played villainous supporting roles. He had played Renfield in Dracula and the hunchback assistant Fritz in Frankenstein (yes, the one who dropped the “normal brain”). He would go on to play similar roles in The Ghost of Frankenstein (1942) and Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943).67

As Karl removes his frock and heads out, a long shot gives us another glimpse of the lab equipment. The camera pans past electrical vacuum tubes and what looks like a large film reel affixed to a column. Here, the sound stage showcases itself, effecting a diegetic/extradiegetic split: the technology of creation, which serves narratively to give life to the creature, reveals itself—in the guise of film reel and vacuum-tube amplification equipment—as the technology of sound-era filmic animation as well.





00:59:00–00:59:59

In medium closeup, Frankenstein leans his head on his hand—donning a rubber glove that can only be described as perturbingly present in the image. He looks deranged, his hair disheveled. “There are always accidental deaths occurring.” Pretorius, with a duplicitous look: “Always.” Karl descends the staircase, muttering to himself. Something about “and I take my knife out…and there she’ll be…where? Where, I ask you? Where will she be?”

Dissolve to another location. Karl, still muttering: “A thousand crowns.” As he hides in the shadows of the dark street, a woman carrying a basket approaches. Karl pulls a cloth over her head.

Dissolve back to the lab. Frankenstein is seated, and the shot is framed such that the film reel-like crank in the background seems to loom over his head. There is an electrical Page 131 →tube in the foreground on the right, an arc of electricity prominent on the left side of the frame. The new heart is now in the vat, the metronome pulsing, the tympani beating. “It’s beating perfectly. Just as in life! Oh, if I can only keep it going until…” Karl, his bad teeth exposed, interjects excitedly: “It was a very fresh one!” There’s a clanging noise, and Frankenstein, alarmed, turns to Karl: “Where did you get it?” Karl, lying: “I gave the gendarme fifty crowns.” “What gendarme?” “It was a…”—glancing over to Pretorius, who silently mouths a word to him—“police case.”

The creation scene, to which we are building, is the central site (and sight, or spectacle) of Frankenstein films as a serial formation of self-reflexive repetition and variation. It is here that the cinema, with its then-current state of the art technologies and effects, demonstrates its powers of animation. In this iteration, which is tuned to the no-longer-very-novel situation of sound, it is all about having everything in sync. The heart, which has to be “sound,” requires for its animation a perfect synchronization of image and sound, as demonstrated by the metronome, lighting up in sync with the tympani. The first attempt failed because things weren’t quite synced up, either diegetically or medially.





01:00:00–01:00:59

Another attempt will be made, of course. Frankenstein, upset about the murder, insists he can work better alone and sends the others away. He begins applying current, generating loud electrical noises, but he seems exhausted. Enter the monster, who growls angrily as he finds Frankenstein asleep at the wheel.

Speaking of wheels, the framing is now such that the wheel/film reel on the wall is to his left, below which a small light glows, illuminating some tubes and chemistry equipment. The vat with the heart is to his right. It looks as if the sleeping Frankenstein is himself sitting in the middle of an outsized cinematic camera or projector! Perhaps he is dreaming cinematic dreams…


[image: In the tower lab, Frankenstein sleeps at his workbench, surrounded by various apparatuses. Pretorius is in the background, and the monster is approaching with an angry look on his face.]

Figure 9.Asleep at the wheel



Not quite ten minutes ago, around 00:51:00, a memento mori image opened a rift in the film which we have seen Page 133 →widening ever since. There, I contrasted the monster of the narrative and the monster of the image, captured on celluloid and suspended, as I said, between photographic death and cinematic animation. What I had in mind there was the film’s response to a basic cinematic allegory at the heart of Frankenstein films. Photography was widely associated in the nineteenth century with death, and early film distinguished itself by re-animating photographic traces, bringing the dead back to life. Names of companies and devices bear witness to this widespread discourse: Vitagraph, Biograph, Vitascope.

The first-known Frankenstein film, Edison’s Frankenstein of 1910, picked up on the discourse and made it the allegorical Page 134 →subject of a film about animating the dead—or, more properly: a film about film animating the dead. Whale developed this self-reflexive formula further in 1931, with a mute monster carrying silent-film animation eerily into the sound era, the sutures on his face objectifying and problematizing narrative suture through editing. The seed was thus planted for more: color, electronic and digital effects, CGI, and other modes of animating or giving life to audiovisual materials will all be made objects, and means, of Frankensteinian creation.

Here, this still emerging line of serial development is continued on a sound stage displaying itself as the site of life-giving synchronization—of light, electricity, and sound—with creature and creator alike absorbed into the technology of creation.





01:01:00–01:01:59

Knowing the monster’s weakness for alcohol, Pretorius lures him away with a bottle of liquor. The monster, excited, recites his vocabulary lesson: “Drink.” But before he can have it, Pretorius adds a drug to the cocktail. In closeup, the creature chugs the glass’s contents down to the last drop. His delight quickly turns to confusion, however, and he swoons. His body collapses onto a nearby chaise longue. Laughing, Pretorius covers him with a blanket. “That’ll keep you quiet.”

Meanwhile, Henry is overcome with sudden despair: “Elizabeth. She’s dead.” Pretorius assures him: “Elizabeth is as alive as she is well.” “I don’t believe you!” “I have proof.” “Proof?” In an expressionistic mode, the camerawork reflects Frankenstein’s inner turmoil with Dutch angles, tilting the horizon by approximately 30º. Frankenstein is depicted looking up and to the right-hand corner of the frame, Pretorius Page 136 →complementing him with a gaze toward the upper left. As for the aforementioned proof: “In a few moments from now, she will speak to you from where she is, through this electrical machine.” The machine buzzes. “Speak. She will hear you and answer.”

There is a strange anachronism at work here. Whereas the lab is stocked with all sorts of futuristic technologies, here audiences are shown an “electrical machine” that can hardly dazzle them: a telephone, which would be as familiar to viewers in 1935 as it is today (maybe even more so, as traditional telephones have largely given way to smartphones). But it is presented as if it should be unfamiliar, if not to viewers then at least to Frankenstein. Which raises the question (again) of when exactly this story is supposed to take place. We know, from the scene in the crypt, that it has to be sometime in the twentieth century (as the woman whose bones are being used for the experiment died in 1899), and so telephones can hardly be unheard of. The framing narrative offers a possible solution: while this might be the past from the perspective of 1935, it is a speculative, fictional future from the perspective of 1816 or so. Still, foregrounding a telephone as a novel technology in a world obviously wired for sound is an odd choice.





01:02:00–01:02:59

Frankenstein, again framed in a Dutch angle, holds the telephone receiver with his rubber gloves: “Yes? Yes, this is Henry!” Elizabeth, tied up, speaks while Karl holds the receiver to her ear: “Henry, yes I’m safe. But, oh, Henry, how long? Come for me. I’m at…” Karl covers her mouth before she can reveal her location. Pretorius: “That is all now. But you heard her!” Henry: “Yes. She’s alive!” (We see what you did there, Henry.) Cut to a two shot of Frankenstein and Pretorius. “As soon as our work is completed, she will be returned to you.”

In a long shot, Pretorius runs around the laboratory apparatuses and returns to the vat. “The heart is beating more regularly now.” Frankenstein rushes over to see. They both stare at it. “It’s been beating for nine hours.” Another closeup Page 138 →of the metronome and the sound of the tympani. “Not yet. But soon!”

Back to Dutch angles, now reversed, Pretorius looking up to the right: “And the brain?” Frankenstein, in mirror angle to the left: “Perfect. And already in position.” Now, disorientingly, Pretorius appears in an obverse angle: with his shoulder in the bottom right, he looks down toward the left-hand corner of the frame. The principles of continuity editing have gone out the window. “Then we are almost ready.” Henry: “Almost.”

Once more the metronome. Frankenstein giddily asks: “Shall we put the heart in now?” Frankenstein calls out for “Ludwig!” and rises to his feet as the other assistant (who hasn’t played a role yet) rushes over. Together, they wheel the workbench with its apparatuses away toward frame right. The tympani rise in volume and intensity.





01:03:00–01:03:59

As the table is brought into position, the men rotate it so that it appears more vertical in the frame, giving the illusion that the Dutch angle has increased, approximating 45º. But the chains hanging from the ceiling give proof that it is still more like 30º. Camerawork and editing are increasingly disorienting, and violins rise to underscore the frenzy of the scene. Henry and Ludwig wheel in another table full of scalpels and calipers. The camera pans down to display the instruments.

Pretorius: “It’s beating quite normally now.” Frankenstein: “Bring it over!” Pretorius carries a large glass container to the operating table, on which lies the sheet-covered body. Pretorius lifts the heart out of the liquid.

An exterior shot of the tower reveals dramatic thunder and lightning. Back inside, Karl enters and announces: “The storm is rising!” Henry and Pretorius, engulfed in dark Page 140 →shadows, take up what look like outsized stethoscopes with telephone receivers for earpieces. “The air is heavy with electricity.” “It’s going to be a terrific storm.” Hanging up the receivers, Frankenstein proclaims: “We shall be ready.”

Returning to the body on the slab, we witness, in extreme closeup, as the sheet is removed from its head. But the suspense is sustained, the revelation deferred: the head is covered with another layer of bandages, held together with dozens of safety pins. The two men look intently at the head. “Isn’t it amazing, Henry? That lying here within this cowl is an artificially developed human brain?” Cutting back to an extreme closeup of the bandaged head, Pretorius’s hands hover over it in rubber gloves. “Each cell, each convolution ready…”

Listening to Pretorius’s description, viewers today may be reminded of contemporary developments in AI, focused on artificial neural networks (including convolutional neural nets).68 Of course, this is a wildly anachronistic association, but perhaps the temporal disorientation and anachronism introduced by the telephone a moment ago gives a modicum of license for such associations.





01:04:00–01:04:59

“…waiting for life to come.” Thunder rumbles as the storm rises, and preparations are made to send kites up into the lightning-filled skies. Frankenstein and Pretorius carefully remove and fold the sheet covering the body, revealing bandages from head to toe—recalling the central figure in The Mummy (1932), also starring Karloff, along with its many sequels, spin-offs, and remakes—a series that provisionally concluded with Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy (1955), before being rebooted in 1999 and again in 2017.

Round metal conducting plates are applied near the temples of the bandaged head. A second set of smaller discs is placed on top of them. Torches burn on the rooftop, where Karl and Ludwig ready the kites. Down below, the men position some kind of apparatus above the cranium—a device composed of concave mirrored disk, electrical wires, ceramic Page 142 →insulators, and a metal sphere at its tip. The machine produces arcs of electricity, adding another layer of noise to the thunder outside. Frankenstein finally grabs the film reel-like wheel on the wall, turning it to the left. The camera tilts up, following the pulley chains he sets in motion. Above, Karl and Ludwig pull a lever, opening a hatch to the rooftop.

Much of what we see here seems to be leading up to a remake of Frankenstein’s creation sequence, which Marc Redfield has described as “the ur-scene of monster-movie tradition: the lab, the slab, the sheet-covered body rising heavenward amidst chains and pulleys, switches and coils, and great bursts of life-giving lightning. Hoisted up, the slab flickers with light exactly as if an old-fashioned projection bulb were being trained on it. And now it moves down; the sheet over the body is a teasing veil, for one of Karloff’s long, elegant hands hangs loose and exposed, and, as the camera moves in, begins to curl its fingers. Cinema has animated it, figuratively as well as literally. It is thus hardly an exaggeration to say that Whale self-consciously stages here a primal scene readable as cinema’s own.”69

Clearly, though, this won’t be a straight remake. We have already seen slight variations: the sheet removed before animation, for example, or the advance work on the heart, by which the sound stage is self-reflexively foregrounded via the problem of synchronization. And this is not to mention the difference that gender makes.





01:05:00–01:05:59

Lightning flashes brightly, and thunder overpowers the soundtrack. Karl shouts down through the hatch, announcing the “Cosmic Diffuser!” The giant apparatus—consisting of a vertical column of large metal rings held together by heavy duty electrical cables and, at its base, a horizontal bar covered in ceramic insulators and metal orbs that light up on either end—descends down the length of the tower toward the body on the slab. In a high-angle shot, Frankenstein and Pretorius position the device over the bandaged body. On the rooftop, the wind howls, while Karl and Ludwig crank winches furiously. Frankenstein joins them to oversee the deployment of the kites.

The Cosmic Diffuser, the centerpiece of Strickfaden’s inventions for Bride and the main motor of animation for the titular Bride, calls to mind the central role played by Page 144 →so-called “diffusion models” in contemporary generative AI. Based in non-equilibrium thermodynamics, where diffusion describes the spread of particles from areas of higher concentration toward a state of random distribution, these models work by adding layers of noise to images, training algorithms on their degradation, and then reversing the process using Markov chains.70 In this way, models like DALL-E, Midjourney, RunwayML, or Sora can create novel images or videos based simply on text prompts. Diffusion, with its underlying layers of noise, thus becomes a powerful agent of contemporary animation—in a way that resonates uncannily with the situation in the tower lab, where the Cosmic Diffuser cuts through the noise and spreads life-giving energy to the body on the slab.71

More anachronism…Earlier, I suggested that the film’s own revisionist history gave license to anachronism. Here, I’d like to go a step further and suggest that anachronism is in fact a strategy of serialization, positively solicited by a film like Bride. It is by means of anachronism that a series remains open to new developments and novel situations, and thus stays alive for future viewers—ready to be reactivated, taken up, and continued or reimagined in the new context.





01:06:00–01:06:59

Kites silhouetted against a cloudy sky. Winches spinning. Electrical apparatuses sparking and crackling loudly. Strickfaden’s inventions flashing, flaring, flickering in extreme closeup—all very noisily. Ceramic insulators. Outsized switches flipped, followed by great electric discharges. The sound stage is a giant cinematic apparatus, and all the primary actors are engulfed in this “animatic apparatus.”72

Against my anachronistic impulses, one might point to this series of sounds and images as evidence that the film is very much rooted in the medial affordances and exigencies of its own time. To be sure, spectacles like this embody intense negotiations with a culturally and historically specific media-technical milieu—with the synchronized sound’s recent and swift normalization, for example, as both a means and an obstacle to horror. This grounding in the technical situation Page 146 →of the day is indeed a condition for asserting novelty and thus updating with respect to previous iterations.

Nevertheless, new iterations have to remain fungible, able to be connected or compared to new and unforeseeable developments, lest they remain stuck in their own moment. Temporal disorientation, dislocation, and estrangement—such as we saw with Pretorius’s telephone, awkwardly coded as some foreign “electrical machine”—serve this purpose. By means of such devices, a film like Bride pulls itself out of its historical context—if only partially and more imaginatively than materially. It thus opens a space for further imaginative engagements, eliciting anachronistic associations. Though the film cannot anticipate the future, it can remain open to it in this way, inviting viewers to project onto it their own struggles, their own efforts to find orientation in a changing media-technical environment. And this, in turn, keeps it available for further updates in the ongoing chain of serialization.

I recognize, in this preeminently cinematic act of animation, the promises and challenges of my own very post-cinematic viewing condition.





01:07:00–01:07:59

The orbs at the base of the Cosmic Diffuser light up over the mummy’s head and feet, apparently diffusing electricity throughout the body. The apparatus ascends again to the rooftop, accompanied now by the slab and body. In a virtuosic shot, the camera descends while the platform rises, emphasizing the great height of the tower. An exterior shot shows the Diffuser rising high above the tower. What look like jumper cables are attached to the body, which is now sent further heavenward. Below, we see the shadowy, earnest faces of the experimenters, looking up at the hatch and the bright flashes emanating from it, punctuated by inserts of electrical apparatuses. Suddenly, the monster appears on the rooftop and looks up toward the body above him.

Earlier, the creature held the skull that now contains Pretorius’s artificial brain in his hands. The memento mori Page 148 →image cracked the film in two, estranging narrative and ideology on the one side from image and visuality on the other. The monster of the narrative saw “woman, friend, wife” in the skull, while the monster of the image beheld his own death-borne provenance. Here, looking up from the rooftop at the body containing the skull, the two strands come crashing back together: with a more fleshed-out corporeal form, the body might more easily present the image of a mate or wife to the creature, but it must also present to him the complement of the memento mori—a memento nati or reminder of the unholy process by which he himself was artificially, parthenogenically birthed. Short-circuiting narrative and medial logics, the monster bears witness to his own creation—and hence to the serial necessity of his endless rebirth. Can he affirm this eternal recurrence of the same?73





01:08:00–01:08:59

Karl yells at the monster to go back down. The monster growls aggressively, and Karl lights a torch to frighten him away. Instead, the monster chases him up a staircase, overpowers him, and throws him off the high tower. Karl screams as he falls to his certain death. The thud of his body hitting the ground is visually punctuated with the image of a lightning strike.

This replays a scene from Frankenstein, cut from the censored print for many years, in which Fritz (like Karl, portrayed by Dwight Frye) taunted the monster with a torch. In a brief but significant shot, the only unambiguously subjective shot of the entire film, the camera assumes the perspective of the tormented creature. In a shocking closeup, Fritz waves the burning torch before the monster’s face, giving the impression that the flames are just inches from the creature’s eyes—and Page 150 →from our own, as mediated by the camera lens. Behind the flames, Fritz’s hideous, sadistic facial expressions reveal him as truly monstrous—more so, perhaps, than “the monster” itself. Shortly afterwards, Fritz is killed.

If, a moment ago, the monster looking up from the rooftop at the body suspended from the Cosmic Diffuser saw in that figure the serial necessity of his endless rebirth and remediation, here he lives out the necessary cycle of aggressions that will always befall him as a result. In the struggle with and killing of Karl (doubling Fritz), the film acknowledges its own extradiegetic seriality, folding it discreetly into the diegesis.

Now, the energy from the lightning is channeled down the Cosmic Diffuser, sending sparks along its cables and rings and illuminating the orbs at the bottom. Frankenstein pulls a lever, and as the body descends back into the lab, tympani play quickly and loudly, mimicking a racing heart.





01:09:00–01:09:59

The tympani beats begin to slow. The Diffuser is raised up and the “diffuser bands” removed from the mummy body. Its fingers move in extreme closeup, repeating the proof of the first creature’s animation in Frankenstein. Henry and Pretorius look at each other with a mix of astonishment and delight. The music fades, making room for a faint wailing sound. In extreme closeup, safety-pinned bandages are ripped off to reveal eyes wide open, punctuated with a musical sting that ends just in time for Frankenstein’s signature line: “She’s alive! Alive!!!”—delivered much more enthusiastically than a few minutes ago (around 01:02:00), when he said the same about his own kidnapped wife…

The slab is tilted upward to reveal a decidedly feminine, curvy mummy body. The female creature raises her Page 152 →arms slowly to the fully outstretched position that will later become de rigueur for any impersonation of Frankenstein’s monster. In fact, the stereotype of the stumbling monster with arms extended before it was not solidified until, at the conclusion of the fourth film, Ghost of Frankenstein (dir. Eric C. Kenton, 1942), the monster (then played by Lon Chaney, Jr.) was blinded—leaving Bela Lugosi, who took over the role for Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943), to wander aimlessly around the countryside. (Significantly, many viewers were unaware of this explanation, as explanatory dialogue scenes were deleted from the latter film.)Page 153 →


[image: The Bride, wrapped in bandages from head to toe, stretches her arms out before her. Pretorius and Frankenstein look on from either side.]

Figure 10.She’s alive! Alive!!!



In any case, serialization is often retroactive (as is most evident in instances of retrospective continuity or “retcon”), and to this extent the Bride’s gesture, delivered just after the serial repetition of the creator’s signature line, contributes to the serial modularization and proliferation of the creature’s signature pose.





01:10:00–01:10:59

Her eyes close, and her head falls in exhaustion. Frankenstein and Pretorius start removing her bandages. Dissolve to a long shot of a glamorous woman flanked by the two men, each dropping their end of a flowing white “wedding gown.” Cut to a medium long shot, then a medium closeup, and finally an extreme closeup in semiprofile (repeating and varying the jump cuts by which the creature was revealed in Frankenstein). We see the face of Elsa Lanchester (the same actress who played Mary Shelley in the framing narrative), finally answering the “?” in the opening credits.Page 155 →

The picture-perfect Hollywood glam shot is suddenly shattered when she jerks her head mechanically to the left. In full profile, we see massive scars and sutures along her chin line and jaw. Then, in four discrete steps and with a birdlike motion, she returns to a frontal position. Cocking her head Page 156 →upward, finally, we see the horrifying scar extends from ear to ear.


[image: The Bride’s head, in profile, is shown in closeup, exposing scars beneath her chin.]

Figure 11.Glamour shot




[image: The Bride, in another closeup, looks upward, showing the scar extending ear to ear.]

Figure 12.Sutures



Queerly and ambiguously, Pretorius announces: “The bride of Frankenstein,” and wedding bells ring, crowning a serial proliferation of brides across the film. Elizabeth, who might more justly claim the title of Frankenstein’s bride—but whose wedding was elided during the monster’s sojourn in the woods—is the most obvious, but there were also the 12 girls (one dead) in their communion dresses, and Mary Shelley in her white gown as well. The serial circulation of the bridal role comes full circle in Lanchester’s doubling of Mary and the Bride.Page 157 →

The camera emphasizes the Nefertiti shape of her head and hair, with its silver lightning shock, jerking like a mechanical bird, wide-eyed and unblinking. Her mouth twitches slightly. She moves toward Frankenstein, then swoons, stretching her arms out to the two men who catch her—replaying almost exactly the tableau of Mary, having pricked her finger, flanked by Percy and Lord Byron.


[image: The Bride swoons and is supported by Frankenstein on her right and Pretorius on her left. The visual composition echoes the scene where Mary Shelley swooned and was supported by Percy and Lord Byron. Mary and the Bride are both played by Elsa Lanchester.]

Figure 13.The swooning Bride







01:11:00–01:11:59

The monster comes down the stairs and enters the light. He turns his head toward the Bride, and an eyeline match reveals her returning his gaze. The monster’s face is softened, and he comes forward. In a long shot, the Bride is framed as the object of three men’s intent gazes. Again in closeup, the Bride’s facial expressions suggest a mixture of shock and puzzlement.

The monster, offscreen, asks gently: “Friend?” The Bride cocks her head and emits an inarticulate noise, consonantal plosive stops stuck halfway in her throat. The monster smiles hopefully. His hands motion pleadingly, almost submissively, in closeup. “Friend?”

He approaches her and touches her arm. In closeup, she screams the definitive queen of the many screams peppered throughout the film. In a two shot, she turns sharply from the male monster, and Frankenstein leads her away frame right. Page 159 →She embraces him, apparently seeking safety from the monster. Henry seats her on a nearby leather couch. Pretorius tells the monster to stand back, provoking angry growls as he goes over to the Bride. The would-be couple are now seated next to each other, the other two men looking on. The monster takes her hand, placing it on his, and smiles.


[image: The monster, smiling, holds the Bride’s hand, placing it on his own. The Bride stares at her outstretched hand with an expression of shock or alarm.]

Figure 14.The happy couple?



With her birdlike and simultaneously mechanical movements, the Bride picks up the thread initiated by the film’s animals—the dogs, owls, and horses, who raised questions about cinematic framing and seeing. Those questions were focused in the monster’s body, where animal/mechanical hybridity reflected them back on spectatorial investments Page 160 →in normative humanity. Here, however, we find the monster going full in on (hetero)normative conceptions of the human, trying to claim full subjectivity with respect to the Bride as resistant quasi-object. The eternal recurrence of the same. The monstrous motor of serialization.





01:12:00–01:12:59


[image: In extreme closeup, a blurry image of the monster’s and the Bride’s hands.]

Figure 15.Hand in hand



The two creatures’ hands—his stroking and patting hers—are shown in blurry closeup. As if holding their breath in anticipation, Frankenstein and Pretorius regard each other in tight shots, followed by a closeup of the smiling monster. Another blurry closeup of hands, then the Bride looking down—apparently claiming the blurred vision as her own and confirming her resistance to the clear and distinct visuality of cinematic subjectivity. Strangely, though, there is no eyeline match; the hands are shot not from her POV but from someplace opposite the two creatures. The ambiguity here further upsets the logic of suture. Indeed, the Bride’s jerky head motions show that, in contrast to the bridled vision of cinematic suture, she literally does not know where to look. With the blurry shots alternately attached and disconnected from her perspective, the Bride serves here, like the monster Page 162 →in the mirror around 00:55:00, as a destabilizer of vision generally. To repeat what I said there: “Our insertion into the cinematic circuit here triangulates and generalizes a decentering of visuality, rendering it generally askew, (a)subjective and self-objectifying.”

She raises her head to look at the monster. His smile falls, and he whimpers. The Bride shrieks again, and Frankenstein once again pulls her away. The monster laments, “She hate me. Like others.”

Outside, Elizabeth arrives at the tower, knocks at the door, and swiftly enters. Inside, the monster struggles with Pretorius, who puts obstacles between him and the Bride, Page 163 →now in the arms of Frankenstein. The latter shouts: “Look out, the lever!” Pretorius adds: “Get away from that lever. You’ll blow us all to atoms!” Elizabeth is banging on the door, frantically trying to get into the lab. Frankenstein tells her to “Get back!” Elizabeth refuses, while Frankenstein hesitates to leave his Bride: “But I can’t leave them! I can’t!”

The monster, hand on the conveniently placed lever, yells to them: “Yes! Go! You live!”





01:13:00–01:13:59

Henry and Elizabeth leave. The monster, completing his thought, turns to Pretorius: “You stay. We belong dead!” His hand moves closer to the lever. The Bride reacts uncomprehendingly. The monster grasps the lever. The Bride hisses in a shocking frontal closeup, her face lit from below to cast deep shadows across it. In extreme closeup, the monster sheds a tear in sorrow—repeating the melodramatic scene in the hermit’s hut and paradoxically completing the humanization process begun there, the logical conclusion of which is to destroy deviant and monstrous aberrations, himself included. The Bride continues hissing while the monster pulls the self-destruct lever.

In a long shot, Strickfaden’s lab equipment begins exploding. External shots of the tower document the blasts, while Frankenstein and Elizabeth are shown emerging just in the Page 165 →nick of time, debris falling right behind them. The tower collapses, the Cosmic Diffuser falls, and the structure is reduced to a pile of rubble.

Henry and Elizabeth, the “normal” couple, turn back to look at the ruins. A tear rolls down Elizabeth’s cheek. Frankenstein holds her and pats her head: “Darling, darling.” Fade to black.

Order has been restored, as monster movie conventions dictate, but it is telling how, even as recently as a minute prior, normative vision(s) were being undone—and how quickly the ad hoc resolution (a deus ex machina if ever I’ve seen one) was implemented. Originally, Henry and Elizabeth were to die in the tower as well, but Whale reshot the ending just days before the premiere.74 Supposedly, Whale—whose own “deviant” status as an openly gay man led to his blacklisting in Hollywood—laughed out loud at this ending when he attended a screening years later.75 Whale’s laughter, whether real or apocryphal, points to the illusion of closure—the normative order has been lastingly destabilized, and monstrous aberrations will continue to proliferate serially.





01:14:00–01:14:44

All that remains is the Universal Studios globe, “The End” in large letters giving way to “It’s a Universal Picture,” while the tympani continue beating. The credits are repeated: “A Good Cast is Worth Repeating.” Unlike in Frankenstein, where the monster’s initial “?” was resolved and replaced with Boris Karloff’s name, here the Bride’s “?” remains.

As the credits end once more, I imagine the lights coming up in the theater, but I am aware of the distance between the original cinematic settings in which the film was viewed and the very post-cinematic setting of my own viewing.

Between pressing play at 00:00:00 and now reaching the end, I have paused, played, scrubbed forward and backward, stopped, and restarted innumerable times. My laptop computer is of course nothing like a film palace, and my solitary viewing is nothing like that of the audience that gathered at Page 167 →the Stanford Theater when it came to town on the weekend of May 11–13, 1935 and was shown alongside the screwball comedy It’s a Small World (dir. Irving Cummings, starring Spencer Tracy and Wendy Barrie). Though I might try to imagine what it was like to see the film in such a setting, with the flicker of the projector behind me, the organist playing the Mighty Wurlitzer between films, and so on, that is not my world.

Still irritated by the film’s ending, I decide to rewind. I’ve heard rumors that, because it would have been too expensive to reshoot the destruction of the lab, you can still spot Henry and Elizabeth inside as the destruction commences. Proceeding stepwise through the frames, I spot it: a long shot Page 168 →at 01:13:15—something I’ve never seen before. As the monster pulls the lever and the equipment starts exploding, you can clearly see Frankenstein near the door where he’s just spoken to Elizabeth. And then again at 01:13:22—after we’ve seen him exiting the tower with Elizabeth. Now it’s clear: he never left the lab, and the monster’s moralizing dialogue, his pronouncements about who deserves to live or die, were added later. Perhaps they never even happened. Maybe they were the dream that the sleeping Frankenstein, engulfed in the apparatus, dreamed back around 01:00:00.


[image: A long shot of the tower lab. On the right, the monster is seen pulling the lever, explosions starting behind him. Pretorius is against the back wall. Frankenstein stands and gesticulates off to the left, near the doorway.]

Figure 16.Was it but a dream?



Seriality is revisionary and retrospective as much as it is prospective. The post-cinematic apparatus of computational playback just makes the revision apparent, magnifying the rifts between narrative and medial trajectories, opening them to endless replay. Hitting play again, the monster’s cosmic drama of the eternal return commences again, serially repeating, different every time.
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	72I borrow this term from Deborah Levitt, who uses it to describe a shift from cinematic to decidedly post-cinematic media. See Deborah Levitt, The Animatic Apparatus: Animation, Vitality, and the Futures of the Image (Zero Books, 2018).
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