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Production Note


Mary Shelley’s original has been considerably distorted by film versions.


In her book the chief characteristics of Frankenstein are pride followed by regret.


The Creature is highly intelligent, physically powerful and emotionally vulnerable. He need not necessarily be naked. In the original production he was swathed in wet muslin, and later dressed in clothes stolen from Frankenstein’s university room.


Clearly the body parts cannot be real. A lateral interpretation must be found. In the original production a group of real hands pushed through the floor trickling earth and holding human organs. Other solutions might involve Victorian encyclopedia etchings of human limbs, or projections of funerary statuary. Directors and designers will have better ideas.


The original design was fluid, suiting the fast-moving ‘story within a story’ structure of the play, hinting at locations rather than representing them literally.




 


 


Textual Note


The words of this play are taken almost entirely from the 1818 edition of Mary Shelley’s novel, with one short passage from the revised 1831 edition.


The quotations from Percy Bysshe Shelley and Samuel Taylor Coleridge are included by Mary Shelley. The abbreviated fable of Jean de la Fontaine is referred to by Mary Shelley.


The language, educated and sometimes formal, should be spoken simply and swiftly. Elisions (e.g. ‘haven’t’ for ‘have not’) should happen quite naturally.


Stage directions from the original production are in italics and may of course be ignored. Some of these reflect directly Mary Shelley’s wording.




 


 


Characters


in order of appearance


CAPTAIN WALTON, a polar explorer
VICTOR FRANKENSTEIN


ELIZABETH, Frankenstein’s cousin
HENRY Clerval, Frankenstein’s friend


FATHER, to Frankenstein
WILLIAM, Frankenstein’s little brother, aged seven or eight
JUSTINE, William’s young nurse
THE CREATURE


OLD MAN


FELIX, a peasant
AGATHA, a young peasant girl, perhaps fourteen or fifteen
SAFIE, a young Turkish woman


Plus Arctic crewmen, scientists, villagers, a hangman, townspeople







 


 





Before the play, the image, by whatever means, of a disembodied arm – female – writing.





 


 


ACT ONE


Scene One


The play begins and ends on the ice.


Out of the darkness a face appears, tightly lit. It is CAPTAIN WALTON, a young polar explorer.


WALTON. There is something at work in my soul which I don’t understand – a love for the marvellous, a belief in the marvellous! This hurries me out of the common pathways of men, even to the mysteries of the ocean. I am going to the land of mist and snow, never before imprinted by the foot of man, surpassing in wonders and beauty every region discovered on the globe. These enticements conquer all fear of danger or death. My daydreams are extended and magnificent!


Light builds to reveal the ship’s CREW in Arctic clothing. Activity.


But I have one want which I have never yet been able to satisfy: I have no friend. When I am glowing with success, there will be no one to participate in my joy; if I am assailed by disappointment, no one to sustain me. I greatly need the company of a man with the sense not to despise me as romantic, whose eyes will reply to mine.


Well, I shall certainly find no such friend on the wide ocean.


I shall do nothing rashly. I shall kill no albatross, nor return woeful as the Ancient Mariner. Success shall crown my endeavours, the stars witnessing my triumph! What can stop the determined heart and resolved will of man?


Violent storm then silence.


The CREW stand motionless in the mist.


(Drily.) The winter has been dreadfully severe.


CREWMAN (nearly hostile). Ice-bound. Shut in on all sides. Vast plains which seem to have no end.


Silence then distant barking.


LOOKOUT. Sledge!


Distant cry. All strain to see, some with telescopes.


Behind them an arm, unseen and in distress, slowly appears through the stage. Nobody sees it. It subsides.


The CREW drag on the sledge bearing VICTOR FRANKENSTEIN.


WALTON. I never saw a man in so wretched a condition.


Friend…


FRANKENSTEIN. Captain, before I board your vessel, will you have the kindness to inform me whither you are bound?


WALTON. Towards the Northern Pole, where the sun is forever visible. We are on a voyage of discovery.


FRANKENSTEIN laughs bitterly. The laugh seizes him as time passes and he is lifted from the sledge, blanketed and installed comfortably, perhaps in a hammock or berth, facing WALTON.


I am to discover a passage near the Pole to countries as yet inaccessible, and also the secret of magnetism, the wondrous power which attracts the needle. Sir, you cannot contest the benefit I shall confer on mankind…


FRANKENSTEIN. Unhappy man! So you share my madness. Have you drunk of the intoxicating draught? Let me reveal my tale, and you will dash the cup from your lips!


WALTON. Why have you come so far upon the ice?


FRANKENSTEIN. I seek one who flees from me.


WALTON. And does this man travel in the same fashion?


FRANKENSTEIN. Yes.


WALTON. Then I fancy we have seen him; for this very night we saw dogs drawing a sledge across the ice, with a man in it, of gigantic [Meaningpowerful.] stature.


FRANKENSTEIN. His route?


WALTON. North.


FRANKENSTEIN. Do you think the ice cracking could have destroyed his sledge?


WALTON. The ice didn’t break until nearly midnight. He might have arrived at a place of safety before then.
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