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Abstract 

The language relating to climatic conditions certainly plays a major role in the novel Frankenstein, published by 
Mary Shelley in 1818. The aim of this article is therefore to analyze the use the author makes of this language, 
which often acquires symbolic overtones that work in synergy with the development of the plot and the characters’ 
psychology, and study the way this same language is adapted and exploited in some of the films that translate the 
novel intersemiotically. To this end, this paper will focus on the cinematographic adaptations of Shelley’s work 
dating from 1931, 1994 and 2015, although sporadic references to other products will be made too. During the 
analysis, some of the notions of intersemiotic translation will be applied to the selected corpus, in order to 
demonstrate how the practice of various forms of translation, including inter- and intra-semiotic translation, 
heavily contributes to the creation of the canon we live by.  
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1. Introduction: The Myth of Frankenstein  

The first two hundred years of Frankenstein, published by Mary Shelley in 1818, have seen several re-writings 
as well as multiple interlinguistic and intersemiotic translations. In particular, the cinematographic adaptations of 
the novel are innumerable. Beginning with the short film directed by J. Searle Dawley in 1910, each decade of 
the twentieth century has seen several transpositions of the original text, among which the cult movie Young 
Frankenstein (Mel Brooks, 1974), quoted in the title of this article, stands out for its originality and wit. This 
tradition naturally carries on in the twenty-first century, as the proliferation of films (loosely) based on Shelley’s 
work testifies.  

The selection of the main corpus of analysis was therefore complex. The three main films chosen for this 
study—Frankenstein, The Man who Made a Monster, directed by James Whale in 1931; Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein, directed by Kenneth Branagh in 1994, and Victor Frankenstein, directed by Paul McGuigan in 
2015—appeared, however, particularly interesting. The different periods in which they were released, in fact, 
make it possible, on the one hand, to appreciate how the myth of Frankenstein has evolved throughout the years, 
thus shedding some light on the different approaches to intersemiotic translation per se. On the other hand, the 
lapse of time between one transposition and the other raises important issues in relation to the societies which 
produced them.  

As widely recognized by literary criticism (among others, see Phillips, 2006; Bloom, 2007), and as suggested by 
the quotation taken from Young Frankenstein that provides the title to this paper, natural elements such as rain, 
thunder, ice and snow play a major role in Shelley’s novel and in many of its adaptations. In fact, the idea for the 
novel came to Shelley after a storm, during a year that was defined as “without a Summer” (Brönnimann & 
Krämer, 2016). Thus, lexis relating to severe weather, like that which Mary Shelley, her husband Percy Bysshe 
Shelley, together with Lord Byron and John William Polidori experienced in June 1816, when they were 
spending their holiday at Villa Diodati, near Lake Geneva, is prominent from the very first page of the text.  

On many occasions in the novel, the author exploits the weather as a presage to the various dramatic events 
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described in the text (for instance, the murder of the protagonist’s brother William takes place during a 
thundershower and when Victor’s wedding is celebrated, a storm forms the backdrop to Elizabeth’s death). In 
addition, the weather often plays a prominent role in the definition of the characters’ psychological development 
and is exploited by the author to emphasize their state of mind.  

Obviously, stormy weather, abrupt lightning, heavy rain and loud thunder are all topoi of Gothic literature, of 
which Frankenstein is clearly an example. Yet, in Shelley’s text, this aspect takes on further meanings. On the 
one hand, as suggested above, the weather mirrors the characters’ psyche (stormy weather often corresponding to 
a state of frenzy; heavy rain reflecting the characters’ depression and desperation; snow and icy landscapes 
emphasizing their loneliness, and so on). On the other hand, lightning and the power it discharges are clearly 
associated, in the text, to electricity and Galvanism, the theory at the very basis of the reanimation of dead tissue 
pursued by Victor.  

However, as suggested infra, these elements—and the consequent verbal and visual language that relates to the 
weather—are treated very differently in the source and the target texts, leading to profound changes in the 
“isotopies” (Greimas, 1983) that connect Shelley’s novel and its intersemiotic translations. 

2. The Weather in Frankenstein and its Translations 

From the very opening of the novel—which presents the letters explorer Walton writes to his sister during his 
journey to the North Pole—the text presents a series of descriptions where the language connected to the weather 
and the effects of nature on both the surrounding reality and the characters’ psyche is pivotal. 

Step by step, the weather sets the situational and the cultural context in which the narrative develops; it 
accompanies the state of mind of the characters, and mirrors, as suggested supra, their feelings, reflecting for 
example their frenzy (as with the storms that work as a setting to Victor’s experiments or to the creature’s 
violence), their languid moods (as with the rain that accompanies Victor’s malaise and depression, or the snow 
that makes the creature feel even more isolated). In spite of this, in Shelley’s novel the weather is often perceived 
as heralding hope and successful enterprises and from the beginning to the end of the novel is perceived in a 
positive light.  

For instance, in the very first letter, the semantic fields exploited and the collocations of the qualifiers point to a 
positive perception of the climatic features mentioned: the cold northern wind Walton experiences in St. 
Petersburg, for example, fills the character with “delight”, and although it gives him a foretaste of the icy 
climates he will be met with once he reaches the North Pole, it is perceived as a “wind of promise” and not at all 
as a source of desolation (Shelley, 1963, p. 20). And although, as the narrative progresses, the perception of the 
surrounding world changes slightly, so that icy climates, which cover the landscape with frost and snow, come to 
reflect the loneliness of the character and his lack of actual friendship during his journey, the connotations of the 
lexical items selected remain positive. 

Indeed, Victor himself emphasizes this perspective throughout his narrative, presenting, on different occasions, 
thunderstorms as “violent”, “terrible”, “frightful”, “utterly destructive”, and yet “delightful” (ivi, pp. 37–38); 
tempests are described as “terrific” and yet “beautiful” (ivi, pp. 82–83); storms are defined as “wars” which, 
while bringing about destruction, deserve the designation of “noble”, and they are considered exciting and 
exhilarating, to the point that they can “elevate [Victor’s] spirits” and are received by the protagonist with a 
“clasp” of the hands (ibid.). Similarly, further along the narrative, Victor notes the violence of the weather, 
describing the hostile surrounding as “icy”, stating that the glacier “overhangs” him, and that the storm leaves on 
the ground only “a few shattered pines […] scattered around”. Yet, these words are immediately followed by the 
account of how the  

solemn silence of this glorious presence-chamber of imperial nature was broken only by the brawling 
waves or the fall of some vast fragment, the thunder sound of the avalanche or the cracking, reverberated 
along the mountains, of the accumulated ice, which, through the silent working of immutable laws, was 
ever and anon rent and torn, as if it had been but a plaything in their hands. These sublime and magnificent 
scenes afforded me the greatest consolation that I was capable of receiving. They elevated me from all 
littleness of feeling, and although they did not remove my grief, they subdued and tranquillized it (ivi, p. 
109).  

Lexical items such as “solemn”, “glorious”, “sublime” and “magnificent” clearly suggest a positive perception of 
nature in all its manifestations, which is confirmed by the adjective “imperial” and the notion that, as Victor 
almost ironically recognizes, the laws of nature are “immutable”. 

These scenes appear to pacify the mind of the protagonist and provide him with a form of consolation, but his 
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determination to go against nature and reanimate dead matter do bring about a feverish state which consumes 
him.  

Despite the abundance of images relating to stormy weather, within the novel readers meet occasionally 
descriptions of fine weather too. This is for example the case with the scene that portrays the creature living in 
the woods after he has escaped from his creator’s laboratory, which Victor had already left. On this occasion, 
after some rainy and cold nights, during which the orphaned creature suffers from his maker’s desertion, he is 
able to appreciate the warmth of the sun, the freshness of the water in the stream and the pleasantness of the 
birds’ chirping. While conscious of the fact that Victor is adamant about refusing him and denying him any form 
of acknowledgment, at this stage of the narrative the creature has not yet discovered the hatred the rest of 
humanity will develop of him. Thus, the descriptions of the climatic conditions and the natural world, in this 
section, reflect the serenity of the creature, who, just like a child, is becoming aware of his being and discovering 
the beauty of the world that surrounds him. These scenes, which are scarce in the novel itself, are even more 
sporadic in the film transpositions of the novel, which generally emphasize the “horror” vein of the text in order 
to be clearly assigned to the horror sub-genre of science-fiction production.  

2.1 Whale’s Frankenstein, the Man who Created a Monster (1931) 

A partial exception to the scarcity of descriptions of fine weather is the scene which, in the film directed by 
Whale in 1931, ends with the creature throwing a little girl into the river, on the false assumption that his action 
could be part of the game they were playing (00:47:59–00:50:29). At this stage of the film, spectators have 
already made their acquaintance with the creature, who is presented as a primitive and uneducated being 
terrorized by fire when he first discovers it (00:33:46–00:34:21). Hence, the creature is represented as a “child” 
in the wider sense of the word, that is to say, as a being who has no experience of the world and who does not 
know how to relate to it. From his very first appearance, the emphasis is thus on the “inexperience”, and 
consequently the “innocence”, of Victor’s creature. Further along in the filmic text, during a scene that stands 
out for its idyllic nature, the director emphasizes again the innocence of childhood: on the one hand, the little girl, 
who has not yet been poisoned by the fears of the Other inculcated in youngsters, agrees to play with the creature, 
despite his monstrous aspect. On the other hand, the creature (precisely as a child does) tries to learn by 
observation and imitation so that, once there are no more flowers to throw into the water, he innocently throws 
the girl, expecting her to float just like the flowers. The almost idyllic scene ends with the creature realizing his 
mistake and running away from the scene of the murder. The fine weather represented on screen (which forms 
the backdrop of the following scene too, which portrays village festivities: 00:47:10–00:47:52; 00:50:46–
00:51:30) is thus exploited to create a contrast between what is natural and what is not, namely the creature 
himself. Indeed, on this occasion, nature seems to rebel and appears determined to stop the unnatural creature, 
who in fact must struggle through the branches of the trees in order to flee from the crime scene (00:50:41–
00:50:45).  

The emphasis is therefore on the contrast between natural and unnatural, human and sub-human, in that it is the 
unnaturalness of the creature that prevents him from appreciating the difference between a human being and a 
flower. Unlike what happens in the novel, however, the parental responsibility is not clearly addressed: just as 
the girl’s father allows her, rather carelessly, to go and play on her own along the stream, so Victor allows the 
creature to run free, without educating him in the slightest, simply rejecting his “offspring” and abandoning him 
to himself. Victor thus refuses to acknowledge the creature at all levels, and in fact does not give him a name, 
thereby depriving him of an identity and of recognition. As Hegel maintained in his Phenomenology of Spirit 
(1807), it is, indeed, in the name assigned to each individual that his/her identity resides (Hegel, 1977, p. 311). 
By denying a name to his creature, Victor implicitly objectifies him and, from the outset, prevents him from 
growing into an actual human being, relegating him to the animalistic state he was created in.  

There are numerous discrepancies between this intersemiotic translation and the source text by Shelley. From a 
structural point of view, for instance, the filmic narrative is delivered in external focalization and develops on a 
single narrative level. It is true that even before the opening credits, a narrator addresses the audience directly, 
introducing the story the film is about to tell, in the attempt to recapture the atmosphere created by the original 
author in her Introduction to the 1831 edition of the novel. During this preamble, the narrator resorts for instance 
to lexical items such as “death”, “thrill”, “shock”, “horrify”, “strain” (00:00:03–00:01:00). Thus, although the 
letters which open the written text are not reproduced in the audio-visual translation, viewers are nonetheless 
given what appears to be a frame to the story.  

The latter, however, begins with Frankenstein and his assistant Fritz lurking around a graveyard in search of 
bodies. It is therefore possible to see how the target text changes one of the main figurative isotopies 
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This is not all. It is, in fact, during this scene—when Walton’s sailors get promptly to work in the attempt to free 
the ship from the ice—that spectators are faced with another important difference between source and target text. 
From the tone of his letters in Shelley’s text, the character of Walton is in fact very gentle, generous and 
good-tempered; certainly determined, but always positive and optimistic. His relationship with his crew is 
clearly defined by these qualities and the way he posits himself in relation to others, speaking highly of his 
sailors, stating that they “appear to be men on whom I can depend and are certainly possessed of dauntless 
courage” (ivi, p. 23) and that they “are bold and apparently firm of purpose, nor do the floating sheets of ice that 
continually pass us, indicating the dangers of the region towards which we are advancing, appear to dismay them” 
(ivi, p. 27). In particular, he describes his lieutenant as 

a man of wonderful courage and enterprise he is madly desirous of glory, or rather, to word my phrase more 
characteristically, of advancement in his profession. He is an Englishman, and in the midst of national and 
professional prejudices, unsoftened by cultivation, retains some of the noblest endowments of humanity […] 
The master is a person of an excellent disposition and remarkable in the ship for his gentleness and the 
mildness of his discipline (ivi, p. 24).  

On the contrary, in the film directed by Branagh, Walton appears much more abrupt: he is not on particularly 
friendly terms with the men of his crew, who in fact threaten to mutiny, and he has no hesitation in shouting at 
them and putting their lives at risk in the pursuit of his goal. The sentence “As many [lives] as it takes” 
(00:04:05–00:04:08), which Walton yells out on this occasion as a reply to his lieutenant’s question “At the cost 
of how many more lives?” (00:04:01–00:04:04), is in actual fact exemplary, and effectively establishes his 
character within the filmic narrative. Thus, further to the changes in the figurative isotopies discussed above, it is 
possible to see how also the pathemic isotopies relating to the character’s psychology and his development 
change drastically during the translation process. As a matter of fact, although in the novel too, readers are 
confronted by the description of a similar situation—so much so that the very same word “mutiny” is used twice 
(ivi, pp. 213–214)—the filmic text appears nonetheless unfaithful. If this is so, it is not simply because, through 
strategies of shifting, the novel presents this scene only towards the end of the text, rather than at the very 
beginning as the film does, but, more importantly, because on this occasion too, the tone of Shelley’s narrative is 
much less violent and agitated. The letter dated 2nd September concludes in fact with Walton sharing his fears of 
a mutiny with his sister, positing it as a natural consequence of the desperate situation the sailors face, 
surrounded as they are by mountains of ice and exposed to excessive cold. Furthermore, after hearing his crew’s 
demands—namely that if they were to set the ship free of the ice that has imprisoned it, they would return home 
and abandon the voyage they had embarked on—Walton (contrary to his filmic representation), is not furious, 
but troubled and feels he cannot refuse to comply.  

In spite of these and other differences, and the important changes in the isotopies that connect the original text by 
Shelley to its cinematographic transposition, this translation is generally deemed faithful. More than that, as 
emphasized by its title, the film posits itself as a product that Costa would define “blatantly literary”, since it 
brings to the fore the encounter between cinema and literature (Costa, 1993, my translation). From a 
narratological perspective too, the frame created through the reproduction on screen of the North Pole setting 
indicates that, in Branagh’s film, it is possible to identify, as in the novel, both extradiegetic and intradiegetic 
narrators (Genette, 1972).  

Because of this structure, both the novel and the filmic text present many analepses and, to a certain extent, 
prolepses (ibid.). Thus, this encounter of first- and second-degree levels of narration naturally creates a rather 
complex structure, assembling (just as Frankenstein does with his creature) the text through the combination of 
different narratives delivered at different levels by different narrators.  

Yet the faithfulness, which seems to be posited by the very title of the target text, is both confirmed and, 
simultaneously, denied by one of the focal scenes of the entire film, namely the laboratory scene, during which a 
frantic Frankenstein gives life to the creature. On this occasion, in fact, the process through which the creature 
comes to life relies, as in Whale’s version of the novel, on electric power. In this version too, the creature is 
strapped to a platform of wire mesh, which is then elevated.  
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language on which a source text like Shelley’s novel relies and the various languages exploited by the 
audio-visual products which work as its target texts. Indeed, as Manzoli states, a film can actually show what a 
novel can only describe (2003). Further to this, the choices made by intersemiotic translators (i.e., the directors 
and scriptwriters) are inevitably marked by more subjective and personal aspects, when compared to the choices 
made by interlinguistic translators. Indeed, even when the former adopts a faithful approach to the translation 
process, they are nonetheless obliged to fill the gaps and the ambiguities the original author might have left 
unresolved, offering a visual representation of the written text.  

As discussed above, this is extremely evident in relation to the reanimation process and the role the weather 
plays in it. As demonstrated by the standstills provided, taken from the films that form the corpus of analysis of 
this article, the visual elements characteristic of the target texts point in fact to the multimodal variation the 
semantic threads of the source undergo during the process of intersemiotic translation.  

In addition, the analysis carried out in section 2 suggests that isotopic lines behave differently when viewed 
interlinguistically and intersemiotically. Indeed, if it is true that in interlinguistic translation isotopies rarely 
change, to the point that they are generally considered invariant in translation (Mudersbach & 
Gerzymisch-Arbogast, 1989), when considered in intersemiotic terms, they are on the contrary inclined to 
change substantially.  

A further distinction, however, should be made. Indeed, although during the intersemiotic transposition of a 
novel to a film, isotopies vary considerably, this is not always the case when they are viewed intrasemiotically 
(Eco, 2004, p. 131). As a matter of fact, it is possible to understand the various adaptations of the same source 
text by Shelley not only as different intersemiotic translations, but also, at least in some of the cases analyzed 
here, as intrasemiotic translations of the first filmic transposition which introduced the myth of Frankenstein to 
the mass audience. As this article suggests, in fact, many of the filmic adaptations of Shelley’s novel 
intertextually perpetuate the same isotopic lines set by Whale’s intersemiotic translation, especially in relation to 
the reanimation process and, to a lesser extent, to the physical appearance of Victor’s creature.  

4. Conclusion 
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein certainly contributed—albeit “indirectly”, as David Fishelov notes (2016, p. 1)— 
to the literary canon of the time. However, it was Whale’s production that undoubtedly played a prominent part 
in the construction of that cultural canon surrounding the characters of Frankenstein and his creature, inspiring 
the iconographic representations of the “monster” for almost two centuries. 

The study of the various translations of Shelley’s text, then, demonstrate the importance of translation, in all its 
forms, in the molding of the culture and the societies we live in. Indeed, the adaptation history of the novel 
further points to the way the representations offered by popular culture are often responsible for the construction 
of society and its members according to specific, and partial, perspectives, which, while accommodating the 
integration of certain elements, inevitably lead to the suppression of others. By suggesting that what are in fact 
translation “infidelities” contribute in fundamental ways to the creation of a canon, simultaneously transforming 
the original text into something different in the perception of entire cultures and generations, this article brings 
forward the importance of Translation Studies and the practice of contrastive analyses as important tools in the 
analysis of cultures and societies as well as texts. This, in terms of intersemiotic and intrasemiotic translation too. 
Indeed, the analysis of adaptations and remakes (understood here as forms of re-translations) can make explicit 
the myths of a society in a given historical moment, and witness to the anthropological foundations of specific 
attitudes, beliefs and ideologies in a particular culture. As such, they can shed light both onto the past and, more 
importantly, onto the present and the future of our societies. 
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Notes 

Note 1. See for instance Victor Frankenstein, directed by McGuigan in 2015. 

Note 2. See for example films such as The Bride of Frankenstein (James Whale, 1935); Son of Frankenstein 
(Rowland Lee, 1939); House of Frankenstein (Erle Kenton, 1944); The Curse of Frankenstein (Terence Fisher, 
1957) and, naturally, the cult movie Young Frankenstein, directed by Mel Brooks in 1974. 

Note 3. See for instance The Munsters (1964–1966) and The Addams Family (1964–1966)—where Herman 
Munster and Lurch are indeed versions of Shelley’s invention—as well as many comic books, graphic novels 
and animated films. 

Note 4. The intersemiotic translations in comic art are, indeed, equally numerous: since the 1940s (when Prize 
Comics’ New Adventures of Frankenstein was first published), Victor’s creature has appeared in innumerable 
comic books and graphic novels. For a detailed description, see M. Canepari, forthcoming.  

Note 5. The series was supposed to include twelve comic books. However, Wrightson’s death in 2017, 
prematurely interrupted the project, so that only four issues were actually published. 
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