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Frankenstein’s Monsters: Exploring the National Theatre’s Frankenstein through Poststructuralism
Taylor Tew Nelson
Introduction
Through time and cinema, Frankenstein’s nameless creature from Mary Shelly’s novel has been portrayed for audiences in numerous ways, influencing the way the public views and interacts with this being. Horror films were the first to bring this creature from page to screen. This first portrayal of the creature as a horror began the perception of this character as a monster. Thus, Frankenstein’s Creature evolved into Frankenstein’s Monster (Walker M). From there, more films and even comic books began adapting this character until soon, Frankenstein’s Monster became synonymous with Frankenstein; the creature had taken on the name of its creator. Through this act, something in the relationship between creature and creator was lost. A conversation Mary Shelly started had become skewed. 
The National Theatre in London seems to have wanted to bring this conversation back into minds of everyday people. The playwright for this production, Nick Dear, could have adapted this script from any of the previously told Frankenstein stories, but he went back to Mary Shelly’s novel and adapted it into the script that was then portrayed on stage. The National Theatre’s production places emphasis on some of the commentary Shelly was originally making about master/slave relationships, mother/child relationships, male/female relationships, as well as the relationship between men and monsters. Through the make-up, costumes, lighting, and set, this production has created a visual deconstruction of these known structures, and thus can be viewed through the lens of poststructuralism. 

Master/Slave Relationship
	As one looks further into the relationships between the characters of Frankenstein and Creature, one historical relationship cannot be ignored, and that is the relationship between master and slave. In his writing on the environment of Shelly’s Frankenstein, Hogle wrote:
Victor Frankenstein’s quest for selective breeding, his particular mixture of human and animal parts in his Creature, in light of that same impulse in livestock management and in efforts to keep the white race free from miscegenation … More specifically, Wester uncovers the original novel’s response to the British and Western European fears of its time over the slave rebellions in multiple distant colonies and how the implications of them, echoed in Shelley’s tale, threatened to blur the supposedly clear boundary between master and slave” (659). 
	In the National Theater’s production of Frankenstein, the place where this line is blurred the most comes during the scene in which Creature asks Frankenstein to build him a companion. Frankenstein and Creature speak to each other for the first time. Some of their dialogue is here included.
Frankenstein: “I’m here to kill you.” 
Creature: “Kill me? Then why did you create me?” 
Frankenstein: “To prove that I could.”
--- 
Frankenstein: “Did no one show you kindness?” 
Creature: “There was an old man, he was blind, he did not know I looked like this.”
--- 
Creature: “Sorry? You’re sorry? You caused this. This is your universe, Frankenstein.”
---
Frankenstein: “You have no rights. You are a slave.”
---
Frankenstein: “I am up half a mountain debating with a …” 
Creature: “A living creature.” 
Frankenstein: “A nothing! A filthy nothing!” (50 min).
	Through this dialogue, the audience can understand the relationship between master and slave is different from the perspectives of each character. Frankenstein believes Creature to be his slave for Creature is his creation. Creature knows himself to be a living being of intelligence and reason. The set of this production has drawn lines and a railroad track running down it on a turntable. At this point, the stage is turned so the lines are off by about 30º, making it clear to the audience that something is just slightly off in this scene. Through a historical and poststructuralist lens, one can see why. Authors Wang and Matthew write about the racial implications of Frankenstein, and said, “Frankenstein is replete with references that not only invite us to read the creation as Black but to read the world of the novel as one on the cusp of a slave rebellion that cannot be stopped” (173). Even though this production chose for Creature and Frankenstein to both be white, the dialogue and the off-kilter nature of this relationship is still present. 
Mother/Child Relationships
	This production deconstructs the idea of a mother/child relationship through showing a man in the role of a mother and highlighting what happens when this relationship is neglected. The show begins with a spark of light across a ceiling of hundreds of lightbulbs, and Creature emerging from a womb-like structure. The audience then watches as the creature crawls, toddles, then walks. This action goes on for multiple minutes until suddenly Dr. Frankenstein appears on stage, Creature tries to go to him, and he – Frankenstein – panics and runs, leaving a ratted cloak behind. The effect this action had on Creature is severe, for, “Infant emotion regulation develops in the context of early mother-infant interactions … Emotion dysregulation can occur when a mother is either physically … [or] emotionally unavailable” (Field 208). The audience of Frankenstein sees this emotional dysregulation in Creature as he journeys through the world in nothing but that tattered cloak. 
	Creature walks through the world of an ever-changing set, going from the industrious city, where he is beaten for the way he looks, to the countryside, where he experiences joy for the first time. He goes through these experiences alone with no one to protect or teach him. Then he comes across the home of a blind man and begins to spend a significant with him. This man teaches Creature all about the great philosophical minds. Those who study philosophy like Eileen Botting, who has written about the political philosophy of Frankenstein, know that this disconnect between nurturer and child plays an important part of this story, and Botting had this to say about it: “Hobbes postulated that because infants in the hypothetical ‘state of nature’ were entirely dependent on their mothers for survival, a mother could abandon her child once its needs impinged on her own sovereign right to liberty” (232). The “state of nature” Botting is referring to is an idea put forth by Thomas Hobbes which postulates life is nasty, brutish, and short unless a society agrees to live by a social contract; therefore, taking the character of Frankenstein as the mother figure here, one can see the argument that his place in society was put at risk because of the “birth” of Creature, and that is why Frankenstein abandoned him. As previously mentioned, this abandonment could be the reason for Creature’s lack of regulation of his emotions that led him to burn the house of the blind man down with the man still inside. As the flames consume the humble home, the audience sees Creature go through a series of emotions: anger, resolution, sadness, regret, and settling on determination to find his creator. Even as this terrible act has occurred, the audience is able to sympathize with Creator, for he has been abandoned by the structure of a mother/child relationship. 
Male/Female Relationship
	After his interactions with humankind have failed, Creature becomes resolved to go to Frankenstein with a proposition, he will leave all human society if Frankenstein makes him a partner, someone like him who will see his beauty, love, and live with him forever. It is at this point in the story that the audience becomes introduced to the male/female dynamics of this world. Frankenstein has been engaged to a woman named Elizabeth for many years, a woman who loves him and wants to bear his children. When Frankenstein returns to his home after abandoning Creature, he is haunted by what he’s done and still won’t marry her. He then receives the commission from Creature to build him a female and leaves his home once again to do so. At first, Frankenstein is consumed by his work, proclaiming himself to be a God among men for he can create life without the help of a woman. It is this line that shows the traditional structure of male and female is challenged. Frankenstein has created life on his own once, and –in this moment – is obsessed with the idea of doing it again. It is not until he is faced with the idea that his creations might be able to procreate that he destroys the female right in front of Creature. 
	Frankenstein returns home. He then reveals all to Elizabeth. The set for this scene is a platform in the middle of the stage that is slightly off kilter. This angled bedroom prompts the feeling that there is something not quite right in the structure of their relationship. As Frankenstein confesses to Elizabeth in this slanted room she cries out, asking him why he couldn’t be satisfied with creating life with her. A few minutes later, Creature rapes and then kills her, leaving himself and Frankenstein alone to wander the earth together. The traditional structure of a male and female is reduced to a man chasing his monster. 
Men or Monsters
One of the main questions Shelly and this production team appear to be asking is which is the monster: the creature or the creator. One way that the production team chose to do this was by switching the actors who played the roles of Frankenstein and Creature throughout the run of the show. One night, Benedict Cumberbatch would play Creature and Johnny Lee Miller would play Frankenstein. The next, Miller would be Creature and Cumberbatch would be Frankenstein. One reviewer of this production stated, “Above all, they constantly make us ask which of the two main characters is the real monster. Is it the disfigured, repulsive Creature or Frankenstein himself?” (Billington). Through his time with the blind man, Creature had become a creature of reason. Through his time creating life, Frankenstein had become a creature of madness. Is the creature of madness responsible for the actions of the creature of reason? Or perhaps both products of their circumstances, for history has told them both that it remembers the bold and the bloody. 
Frankenstein wanted to create a being, to become like a god, giving life. Then he also learned to take it.
Creature wanted to become a man, contribute to society. Then he learned to betray it’s basic contracts. 
After the death of his bride, Frankenstein swears he will take the life of the thing he created. The show ends with a scene in which Frankenstein is crawling – just as Creature was in the beginning – trying to follow Creature as they cross an icy wasteland. In this chase, we learn how important it is for both Creature and Frankenstein to stay together in this endeavor. The National Theatre’s portrayal of the final scene of this story shows how it doesn’t matter who is man and who is monster, thus showing that the structure of separating the two isn’t real or necessary.
Conclusion
	The National Theatre’s production of Frankenstein highlighted the ways in which Shelley was challenging the structures of her day. Every relationship was different than the traditional structures would dictate.  The idea that a man being the master of another man is challenged. A mother and child relationship took place between a man and creature. A male and female relationship was cast aside in pursuit of another way to create life. A creature of reason and a creature of madness are both monsters and men.
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