
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paul Morrisey’s Frankenstein : 
Neutralizing the Horrific 
 
 
“Ambivalence extends to our attitude to normality. Central to the 
effect and fascination of horror films is their fulfillment of our 
nightmare wish to smash the norms that oppress us and which our 
moral conditioning teaches us to revere.” 1  Robin Wood’s 
observation, taken as a test of generic fidelity, places several 
demands upon the psychological universe of horror film. The 
genre’s nightmarish quality inherently asks that there be a distant 
separation between the socialized values of consciousness and 
the repressed chaos of unconscious desires. Whether embodied in 
the tormented psyche of a Dr. Jekyll or split into a 
society/monstrous “other” dichotomy, it is the tension between 
the conscious and unconscious will which must remain “so strong 
and powerful as to constitute a serious threat.”2 Eschewing type, 
Paul Morrisey’s Frankenstein (1973) neutralizes this generic 
conflict by localizing both the socialized and the repressed within 
the conscious grasp of its characters. Amoral and indiscriminate, 
Baron and Baroness Frankenstein mechanically operate in a 
narrative world where indifference replaces ambivalence. Formal 
as well as thematic elements participate in Morrisey’s absurdist 
free-for-all, and anarchy rules with unsettlingly bland results. 
 The “repressed,” returned and coexistent with turn-of-
the-century values, provokes the Frankenstein household into 
various displays of social, sexual, and aesthetic hypocrisy. 
Overlooking an idyllic countryside, the castle and environs provide 
settings where the elitist Frankensteins preach their moral 
diatribes at the lower class. Their private quarters, however, free 
them from the “jealous lies” of the peasantry, allowing the Baron 
and Baroness to indulge in exactly the acts they condemn. This 

husband/wife, brother/sister team attack both sides of the 
argument with equal intensity. Dominance and the power to 
satiate desire, therefore, become the issues at hand guiding the 
characters’ motives. 
 Baron Frankenstein is photographed almost exclusively 
in his laboratory. In this expansive, tiled wing of the castle, he 
conducts his experimentation with the questionable aid of Otto, a 
bungling apprentice. Whether pontificating about his medical-
school days or relishing the sexual abuse of his “creatures”-in-
progress, the Baron and Otto, like a vaudevillian duo, enact one of 
the central hypocritical doppelgängers of Frankenstein. 
Photographed in medium two-shots, the pair busies itself with the 
preparation of anatomical specimens or makes forays into 
peasantland for the “perfect nosom.” However, the one-note 
characterization of the pair relies on the aggressive expertise of 
the Baron and the hasty incompetence of Otto. Where the Baron is 
scholarly, Otto is ignorant. The Baron’s manual dexterity allows 
him to perform intricate operations; Otto’s exuberance leaves him 
clumsy. Regardless of the Baron’s rhetorical line condemning the 
unbridled sexuality of the lower class, he sexually abuses his 
zombie creations (via their intestines) with characteristically regal 
condescension. Otto manages only to ruin the experiments’ 
viability when he, in turn, attempts to mimic his mentor. The 
creation-of-life element in the Frankenstein narrative, therefore, is 
manipulated to underscore the liberating influence that wealth 
and education enjoy over poverty and ignorance. 
 Catherine Frankenstein, unlike her husband/brother and 
his assistant, is not cemented into any one setting, nor does she 



subscribe to as lofty an ideal as the Baron. Whereas he aspires to 
perfecting a Serbian master race, Catherine’s obsessions fixate 
merely on lower-class promiscuity. Her indifference to the Baron’s 
work as evidence (“it has something to do with electricity”), she is 
likewise emancipated from the rigidity of his aesthetic and sexual 
proclivities. Formally, Catherine is privileged by both the camera 
and the script. She is allowed regal low-angle compositions as she 
gracefully navigates her children toward picnics among the 
poplars surrounding the castle. Framed against the horizon and 
lovely mountain vistas, the photography embellishes the already 
long and pristine line of her late-Victorian dress and demeanor. 
Similarly, her dialogue is dramatically expansive. More 
overbearing than authoritarian, the Baroness conducts a stream-
of-consciousness banter at once disciplining her unusually 
compliant children, chastising her over-sexed farmhands, and 
preparing her illicit rendezvous. 
 As hypocritical as the Baron, Catherine’s criticisms of the 
children’s comportment and her moral judgments handed down to 
her hired help reflect an overriding motive to dominate those 
around her. Her sexual instructions to Niklas, a farmhand recruited 
for domestic services, and later the Baron’s male creation bear the 
same officious stamp; she is equally the master of her boudoir. 
Unlike the Baron, however, Catherine’s quest for power and 
pleasure allows for variation. The film’s lighting scheme, flat and 
functional elsewhere, becomes evocative in her presence. 
Rembrandt modeling softens her lovemaking close-ups with 
Niklas. The Baroness’s dialogue, stilted and clipped outside the 
castle, acquires a broader, more colloquial vocabulary when in this 
intimate setting. These contrasts in Catherine’s characterization 
and formal portrayal humanize her hypocrisy, attaching motive 
and genuine pleasure to rhetoric. 
 Morrisey structures his formal approach to Frankenstein 
around themes of dominance and hypocrisy. Filmed in a 
conservative wide-angle style, close-ups and camera movements 
are used sparingly, and any potential for shot–reverse shot 
interactions between the characters’ point of view and the 
audience is completely rejected. Morrisey “shows everything with 
disarming casualness, viewing the crazy and grotesque from a 
consistently detached and desensitized perspective.” 3  This 
detached quality is a direct result of the formal neutralization of 
the genteel and the grotesque (conscious and repressed) elements 
in Frankenstein. As the Baron opens the belly of his female 
creation and, much later, fondles her gastrointestinal organs, 

Morrisey employs a slow pan, flat lighting, and a Romantic piano 
arrangement to interpret the action. Similarly, a lovely 
composition of Niklas and Catherine, reposed and elongated on a 
red velvet spread, is scored with the same Romantic theme. 
Catherine, her head nestled in Niklas’s arm, spoils the mood with 
the (obviously foleyed) slurping, sucking sounds of her 
lovemaking. Morrisey’s dual positioning is literally stunning: 
arresting potential for viewer engagement, his approach is not the 
ambivalence Wood describes. Rather, this bipartite stance—
diegetic vs. formal—presents two opposing sentiments with equal 
sincerity. Distanced and desensitized, Morrisey’s cinema of 
hypocrisy holds the viewer at bay. 
 The rare moments when Morrisey commits himself 
privilege the morally and visually conservative. Most striking is 
the proscenium arrangement of the Frankenstein dining hall. The 
characters, placed in profile along a hyperextended banquet table 
standing in front of a stylized theatrical scrim, communicate with 
grace, charm, and, above all, consistency. They are composed in a 
wide-angle shot with a slow swish pan connecting their lines of 
dialogue. A languid fade to black perfectly brings this scene to a 
close. So singular and fundamentally classic is this tableau that its 
significance is made immediately plain. In this essentially non-
narrative film (without conflict), the dinner scene establishes the 
only conflicted and horrific elements of Frankenstein—the 
children. 
 The only true doppelgängers in Frankenstein, Erik and 
Marika are the serenely twisted reflections of their parents. One 
dark, one fair, these precocious siblings are effectively sealed into 
the same incestuous fate as their father and mother/uncle and 
aunt. Removed from the town school on one of their mother’s 
tirades (“that rotten school, those dirt urchins”), the children are 
condemned to a life of domestic lesson. Either neglected or 
exposed to the escapades of their parents, Erik and Marika 
develop an autonomy that leads them all over the castle—and 
into their father’s laboratory. As serious as their parents are 
ridiculous, the two listen and observe. Humorless in this 
essentially ironic narrative, the children pose the only real threat 
in Frankenstein. Their committed schemes, systematically agreed 
upon and directed toward “experimentation,” make them 
inappropriate heirs to the Baron’s legacy (ultimately geared 
toward a glorified autoeroticism). If there is a horror film here, it 
begins in the last few frames of Frankenstein as the children step 
forward, scalpels readied. 
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TS – This is generally quite good, though (like the film you analyze) oddly 
restrained. Clearly the baroque treatment plays against our expectations, 
pushing a familiar, frightening story into another realm altogether. You 
don’t really pursue this aspect of the film, if it seems crucial. This is very 
well written, though, and you show a real capacity for both textual analysis 
and critical insight. A-/B+  
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