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Introduction. 
We, Our Creature 

 

 

 

For more than two centuries, an imaginary being has continued to be born and 
reborn before our eyes. It is made of narrative scraps, layered visual memories, 
fear and fascination. Every generation pieces it together in its own way—
granting it a face, a voice or a silence, assigning it a place in the ever-shifting 
map of our fears. And every time we look at it, we are surprised to find 
something in its gaze that speaks directly to us. 

When we say “Frankenstein,” we commit a small betrayal: we confuse the 
name of the inventor with that of the creature. The error is so widespread that 
it has become natural, as though culture itself wished to erase the distance 
between the act of creation and the thing created. That reversal says a great 
deal about our struggle to acknowledge responsibility: removing the name of 
the father makes the son’s presence easier to bear. And yet the creature does 
not forget. Its birth is not a miracle, but an abandonment. 

It is not death, in fact, that generates the monster, but the act of removing 
a living form from the horizon of affection. The existence of Frankenstein 
speaks to the human thirst for control, the desire to conquer nature and then 
evade the consequences. The creature is the invention no one wants to claim, 
the denied masterpiece that wanders the world searching for a friendly face to 
restore its dignity. 

From the very beginning, its body is a question. 

Why should life be granted only to those born perfect? 

Why must whatever does not resemble us enough be kept at a distance, 
confined to the realm of the repugnant? 

The creature does not represent absolute otherness, but the excess of the 
similar: a body that resembles ours so closely we can recognize its pain—and 
yet, in every stitch, reveals the limits of our intentions. 

Modern imagination has turned its face into an icon. Over the twentieth 
century, cinema gave it a second birth, coloring it anew—from expressionist 
black-and-white to today’s digital glare. A forehead too wide, eyes often 
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unsure, hands that do not yet know how to exist in the world: every feature 
tells the story of an identity struggling to build itself from absence. 

Within Frankenstein there survives a kind of innocence that endures through 
every transformation. Its violence, when it erupts, is never gratuitous, but the 
response of one terrified of being erased. It knows nothing of the executioner’s 
cruelty, only the desperation of the rejected. Its search for goodness is clumsy 
because it has no model to follow: thrown into the world without instructions, 
without a name to protect it, without a love to show it a direction. 

Its story reminds us that every creature carries within itself the demand to 
be recognized. It is not merely the eternal conflict between the created and the 
creator, but a dialogue that breaks off at the very moment we stop seeing the 
other as human. Frankenstein is a moral tale before it is a tale of horror: it 
invites the reader to consider what makes a life worthy of care. 

In the twenty-first century, its voice echoes with a new intensity. 
Biotechnology, algorithms, genetic research, intelligent prosthetics: every day 
humanity experiments with alternative forms of existence, often unsure of the 
place it will grant what it creates. The creature watches us, following our hands 
as they build—perhaps programming the next step in its evolution. The 
monster of the future may have no visible scars anymore, no flesh assembled 
by trial and error, yet the dilemma will remain: will we be capable of granting 
it a face, a story, a right? 

Frankenstein endures because it is not a finished character. It is a moral 
enigma that updates itself with technology, with politics, with the changing 
definitions of “human” and “life.” It is our most persistent mirror. Each time we 
think we have locked it away in an attic among Gothic relics, there it is again—
in movie theaters, in laboratories, in public debates—asking once more: 

What will we do with our creations when they become too much like us? 

Within that question lies both a promise and a warning. Frankenstein will 
keep returning as long as we continue to exceed the limits that define us. It is 
our long shadow, the trace of what we yearn to become and what we fear we 
already are. A story that cannot conclude—because any conclusion would 
ignite a new beginning. 

The creature has been walking toward us for two centuries and has not yet 
found peace. As long as we fail to look at it without fear, we will continue to 
call it “monster.” But perhaps, at some point, we will be forced to admit that 
the scar that frightens us is nothing more than a fragment of ourselves. 
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Chapter 3. 
Karloff’s Mask 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1931, cinema gave definitive shape to a figure that had lived for more than 
a century between the lines of the novel and the boards of the stage. James 
Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) was not merely an adaptation but a true visual 
refounding of the myth. From that moment on, the Creature would forever 
bear a recognizable face—an image carved into collective memory more 
powerfully than any literary description. 

Boris Karloff, a British actor of Indian descent, was selected after the role 
had initially been offered to Bela Lugosi. His face—worn by years of silent 
cinema and minor parts—already carried a natural shadow, as if it had long 
been asking for a larger story. But it was makeup artist Jack Pierce who 
transformed him into an icon. Crafting the character was an act of artistry as 
precise as it was visionary. The high, flat forehead—built up with layers of 
cotton and spirit gum—suggested a brain that had not yet found enough room 
for itself. Heavy eyelids forced his gaze into a downward slant that evoked 
newborn fragility, while the now-famous bolts on the neck—originally meant 
to be simple tubes—asserted themselves as the most immediate symbol of the 
link between life and technology. 

The cadaverous green of the skin was not visible in the film’s black-and-
white prints, but it was chosen precisely to render, under studio lights, a sickly, 
unnatural tone. In the audience’s imagination, that invisible color nevertheless 
sedimented into an identifying mark, destined to become the canonical hue of 
the monster. Pierce’s mask was not a veil hiding the actor—it was a revelation: 
the creature’s body became a narrative device, capable of telling its own story 
before it spoke a single word. 

What made that image so powerful was the relationship between the 
rigidity of the design and the delicacy of Karloff’s performance. He built a 
physical language rooted in uncertainty—in the melancholic clumsiness of 
someone who has never learned how to inhabit his own body. His movements 
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always seem incomplete, as though something inside him were searching for a 
rhythm that life had not taught him. The creature is not blind brutality, but a 
gigantic, vulnerable child on whom the world weighs far too heavily. 

Whale understood that the most effective horror is born from ambiguity. 
In the film’s most famous moments, such as the encounter with the little girl 
by the lake, the creature approaches an innocence the audience recognizes. The 
fatal gesture that follows is not sadistic but tragically naive. Violence becomes 
the other side of an unprotected fragility—an act of someone who navigates 
the world through desperate trial and error. In that instant, the icon takes on 
emotional depth transcending the boundaries of horror cinema. The Creature 
is no longer a “monster”: it is a being that suffers. 

The film also builds a fundamental contrast between the Creature and its 
creator. Victor—played by Colin Clive—appears nervous, obsessive, feverish. 
His scientific arrogance collapses the moment he witnesses the life he has 
created. The Creature, instead, views the world with a mixture of wonder and 
fear, as if its very birth were a question rather than a triumph. The immediate 
rejection by its creator sets in motion the destiny of abandonment that will 
define its existence. 

The tragic beauty of Karloff’s performance lies in the fact that only his 
persecutors view him as a nightmare. For the audience, that tall, uncertain 
figure, arms extended in constant search of support, seems always on the verge 
of a redemption the film refuses to grant him. The more he is hunted and 
harmed, the more he reveals his vulnerability—less threatening than 
threatened. Cinema, far less timid than theater in showing suffering, managed 
to imprint in the creature’s gaze a message that survives time: what appears 
monstrous is not always evil. 

The cultural impact of the film was immediate and final. Karloff’s face soon 
appeared on posters, Halloween masks, comic books, and illustrations: the 
Creature became an archetypal figure, ready to be reinterpreted endlessly. The 
public no longer needed to read the novel to know Frankenstein. The icon had 
found its body—a body destined to endure and to serve as reference for every 
future reinvention. 

In 1931, Frankenstein stopped oscillating between empathy and fear and 
became a trademark of visual culture. The Creature’s lost gaze, its heavy 
posture, and the mask that both imprisoned and defined it gave the myth a 
clear identity. Cinema accomplished what theater had only prepared: it fixed a 
face in the collective imagination—one no one would ever forget. 
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From that moment on, anyone wishing to reinvent Frankenstein would 
have to begin there—begin with that flat forehead and those weary eyes asking 
the world for only one thing: not to be left alone. 

 

 
 

Title 
Director 
Year 
Country 
Running Time 
Genre 
Production 

Frankenstein 
James Whale 
1931 
United States of America 
70 min 
Horror 
Universal Pictures / Carl Laemmle Jr. 
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