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Frankenstein
1931 · Directed by James Whale

Universal Horror Horror Early Sound Science Fiction

A young scientist, obsessed with the secret of life, shuts himself 
away in a remote tower to build a human being from stolen parts. 
His friends and family fear for his sanity. A short, stark Gothic 
tale in which ambition and its consequences move quickly.

D I R E C T O R James Whale

Y E A R 1931

R U N T I M E 1h 10m (70 min)

C O U N T R Y USA

G E N R E S Drama, Horror, Science Fiction

C A S T Colin Clive, Mae Clarke, John Boles, Boris Karloff, Edward Van Sloan

M U S I C Bernhard Kaun

I M D B 7.7 / 10 (86,282 votes)

R O T T E N  

T O M AT O E S

94% (critics)

M E TAC R I T I C 91 / 100

T M D B  S C O R E 7.5 / 10 (1,857 votes)

W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Stream (US): Amazon Prime Video, Peacock Premium, Amazon Prime Video with Ads, Peacock 
Premium Plus
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.
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Before watching
Spoiler-free

W H Y  W AT C H  T H I S ?

1 It created the screen monster as we know him
Boris Karloff 's flat-headed, heavy-lidded creature, with Jack Pierce's makeup, became the template for the 
cinematic monster. The image is so familiar that it is hard to remember someone had to invent it.

2 The founding film of the Universal horror cycle
Following Dracula earlier in 1931, it established Universal's run of Gothic monster films and made horror 
a lasting studio genre, with James Whale as its most stylish director.

3 A study in sympathy
At 70 minutes, it asks you to fear the creature and pity him in the same scene. Karloff does this largely 
without words, using movement, hands and eyes.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  I N  C I N E M A  H I S T O R Y

A defining film of Universal horror and the point where the Gothic monster story, German 
Expressionist design and early sound cinema combined into a genre that Hollywood kept reusing.
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W AT C H  W I T H  I N T E N T I O N

Y O U R  L E N S

Watch it as a film about a made creature and the people who judge him, not 
only as a fright machine.

T H R E E  T H I N G S  T O  N O T I C E

How the sets, such as the tower laboratory and the crooked village, look more like stylised stage 
designs than real places.

How little music there is: storms, machinery and silence do the work that a score usually would.

How Karloff uses his hands, his gait and his eyes to convey thought and feeling without much 
dialogue.

O N E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  C A R R Y  W I T H  Y O U

When the creature first appears on screen, is the film asking you to be afraid of him, or to 
wonder what he is?

C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Technology: Sound film was only about four years old. Cameras were still adapting, and music was 
sparse, so silence, wind, thunder and electrical hum carry much of the atmosphere.

Industry: Universal had just scored a hit with Dracula (1931). Under young production chief Carl 
Laemmle Jr., the studio moved quickly to find a follow-up in the same Gothic vein.

Dominant styles: Universal's Gothic look drew on German Expressionism: tilted spaces, stylised sets 
and heavy shadow, brought to Hollywood by émigré artists and the example of Caligari and Metropolis.

Audience: Depression-era audiences wanted escape and shock. The film was made before strict 
Production Code enforcement, so it could be frank about death and danger, and it still met censors' 
objections.

W H E R E  I T  C A M E  F R O M

T R A D I T I O N

Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and Gothic literature
The novel supplied the myth of a made being and an irresponsible creator, though the film draws more on a stage adaptation 
than on the book.

↓
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M O V E M E N T

German Expressionism
Stylised sets, deep shadow and distorted spaces from films like The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari shaped Universal's Gothic look.

↓
F I L M

Metropolis (1927)
Fritz Lang's film made the ecstatic laboratory and the scientist who creates an artificial being into a lasting screen image.

↓
F I L M

Dracula (1931)
Universal's earlier hit that year proved there was a market for sound-era Gothic horror and set the studio's formula.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Frankenstein (1931)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   It gave sound-era horror a sympathetic, almost wordless monster, and treated science and the 
creation of life as a source of dread, not just a laboratory backdrop.

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Made in 1931, as the Great Depression deepened and Hollywood was still adjusting to sound, when audiences 
sought thrills and release from anxious everyday life.

Depression-era audiences: The Depression was worsening in the US, with rising unemployment and 
bank failures. Cheap, sensational entertainment drew crowds, and Universal's horror cycle, begun with 
Dracula earlier in 1931, proved profitable.

Postwar unease: The First World War was still a recent memory. Its mass death and the new power of 
machines and science fed public anxiety about what human ingenuity might unleash, a worry that suits 
this story.

Before strict censorship: The Hays Code existed but was not yet enforced. This pre-Code window let 
studios show morbid and disturbing material. Even so, state censor boards cut some scenes, and religious 
and moral objections followed.

An English director in Hollywood: James Whale was a British stage and war veteran who came to 
Hollywood after directing successful plays and films. His success with Journey's End gave him the clout 
to take on this project. He was openly gay in a conservative era.
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W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Pace: Fast and compact. At 70 minutes, scenes are short and the story moves briskly with no padding.

Style: Gothic and stagey, with expressionist sets, strong shadows and studio-built exteriors. It is more 
mythic than realistic.

Performance: Theatrical in the early-sound manner. Colin Clive is fevered and intense, while Karloff 's 
largely wordless performance is the film's emotional centre.

Format: Black and white, standard 1.37:1 frame, early sound with very little underscore.

Versions: Some prints cut or trimmed a few moments for censors. Modern restorations put back what 
was removed, so check you have a complete version.

W AT C H  W I T H  K I D S ?

10+ S U G G E S T E D  A G E

The BBFC's PG points to 8, but Germany's FSK 16 is far stricter; as a tame yet still disturbing classic, 10 
with a parent is a sensible middle.

Official ratings: UK PG  ·  Germany 16

Good for: Children curious about classic monster movies may enjoy the striking gothic sets, the famous 
laboratory sequence and a short, fast-moving story that sparks big questions about science and responsibility.

May unsettle, scary imagery: A stitched-together creature, a creepy lab and graveyard settings create a gothic, 
eerie atmosphere, though nothing is graphic by modern standards.

May unsettle, violence: Several moments of physical violence and menace, shown with little blood but with 
real force and sometimes cruelty.

May unsettle, distressing scenes: One sequence involving a young child may upset sensitive viewers, and a 
mob hunts the creature in a tense, frightening way.

May unsettle, dated style: Black-and-white, theatrical acting and a brisk, old-fashioned pace may feel strange 
to children used to modern films.

Explain first: This is a 1931 black-and-white film, so the effects and acting look theatrical; its monster is now 
one of cinema's most famous images.

Explain first: The creature is not truly evil in the way a typical villain is; it's worth watching how others treat 
it.

Talk about it after: Who do you think is most responsible for what goes wrong in the story, and why? Is the creature 
ever to blame, or the people around it?

Cinespective’s own guidance, a draft. Check it against the official ratings and your own judgement.
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After watching
CONTAINS SPOILERS

T H E  F I L M ,  U N PA C K E D

C E N T R A L  I D E A

The film can be read as a story about responsibility: a man creates life, then recoils 
from what he has made. The tragedy is as much about neglect and fear as about 
science overreaching.

T H E M E S

Creation without responsibility: Henry is thrilled by the act of making life but not by what follows. The 
film keeps asking who owes what to the thing they have made.

Science and the limits of ambition: The laboratory is an exciting, almost religious place. Henry's claim 
to have taken on a god-like role is met by warnings from people who actually see the consequences.

Monstrosity and mistreatment: The creature's violence grows out of fear, cruelty and confusion. The 
film can be read as suggesting that humans make monsters as much as laboratories do.

Fear of the outsider: Villagers respond to the unfamiliar with panic and mob action, a pattern that gives 
the film's final movement its unease.

Domestic life against obsession: Henry's fiancée, father and friends pull him toward ordinary life, while 
his work pulls him into isolation. The tension between these shapes the whole structure.

Key scenes

The creation scene
The raising of the body into the storm, with Strickfaden's sparking apparatus, set the template for 
the mad-scientist laboratory. Henry's exultant cry that it is alive makes his ambition and his hubris 
unmistakable.

The creature's first entrance
Whale introduces him backward, then in a sudden series of close-ups. The staging builds fear, but 
Karloff 's slow, uncertain movements already suggest a helpless newborn.

The lakeside encounter with Maria
This is the film's moral centre. It sets the creature's innocence against his strength and shows how little 
he understands, which reshapes how the final chase feels. Censors cut part of it for decades.
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The windmill finale
A torchlit mob, a high wooden structure and fire turn the story into a spectacle of collective violence. It 
makes the villagers' fear as vivid as the creature's threat.

Filmmaking

Makeup and design: Jack Pierce's makeup gave the creature a squared skull, heavy eyelids and neck 
bolts. It is simple enough to read at a glance and gave Karloff a mask that still allowed nuance.

Performance: Karloff plays the creature with small, halting gestures and an expressive face. Clive's 
high-strung Henry deliberately contrasts with his calm, almost infantile creation.

Set and lighting: Cinematographer Arthur Edeson and Whale use stark light and shadow, tilting 
spaces and stylised sets. The tower and the graveyard echo German Expressionism.

Sound: There is almost no continuous score. Thunder, machinery and silence build tension, and the 
film's quiet moments become more unsettling because of it.

Structure: Whale tells the story in short, sharply cut sequences, moving from ambition to creation to 
consequence with little repetition. The brevity gives it the feel of a fable.

T H E  F U L L  S T O R Y

The full plot, including the ending.

Henry Frankenstein, a young scientist, has left university and retreated to an old watchtower with his 
hunchbacked assistant Fritz. There they assemble a body from corpses and from parts stolen from graves. 
Henry's fiancée Elizabeth, his friend Victor, and his former teacher Doctor Waldman grow worried about 
his absence and secrecy.

During a violent storm they come to the tower, and Henry raises his creation to the lightning. It lives. But 
Fritz had stolen a criminal's brain for the experiment, and the creature that emerges is strong, bewildered 
and frightened. Fritz torments him with fire, and the creature kills him. Waldman tries to subdue him, but 
the creature kills him too, and escapes.

Free in the countryside, the creature meets a little girl, Maria, who plays with him by a lake. He does not 
understand what he is doing, and she drowns. Her father carries her body into the village, where Henry's 
wedding celebrations are turned to rage and fear.

The creature reaches Elizabeth and attacks her. He then takes Henry up into an old windmill, and the 
villagers pursue them with torches. Henry is thrown down, but survives. The mill is set on fire with the 
creature inside. The film ends with Henry's father toasting the news that Henry will recover and marry.

B E H I N D  T H E  F I L M

Lugosi and the role: Bela Lugosi was initially attached to the creature after Dracula, but the plan changed 
when Robert Florey was replaced by James Whale. Whale cast Karloff, a long-serving supporting actor, 
who became a star.

Karloff 's makeup: Universal's Jack Pierce designed the creature's look and applied it over several hours 
each day. Karloff wore heavy boots and a stiff costume. The film's opening credits listed the creature 
simply as a question mark.

The warning prologue: The film opens with Edward Van Sloan stepping in front of a curtain to warn 
the audience that what follows may shock or horrify them. Universal included this as a publicity device 
and to prepare the public for a new kind of film.

The censored Maria scene: A moment at the lake was cut from many prints after censors and local 
boards objected, leaving a hole in the story's logic. It was only restored in later decades, and the restored 
version changes how the scene plays.

Whale's break-out: A veteran of the London stage who had just made Journey's End on screen, Whale 
approached horror with wit and a theatre director's eye for staging. The film's success gave him the 
freedom to make more personal work.

Myth: The film is a faithful adaptation of Mary Shelley's novel. Reality: It is based mainly on a stage play 
by Peggy Webling, adapted for the screen, and changes a great deal. In the novel the creature is articulate 
and the scientist is named Victor.

Myth: The creature is called Frankenstein. Reality: Frankenstein is the creator's surname. In the film the 
creature has no name, which is part of the point, though popular usage has long blurred the two.
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L E G A C Y  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Its place in the lineage  before → after

T R A D I T I O N

Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and Gothic literature
The novel supplied the myth of a made being and an irresponsible creator, though the film draws more on a stage adaptation 
than on the book.

↓
M O V E M E N T

German Expressionism
Stylised sets, deep shadow and distorted spaces from films like The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari shaped Universal's Gothic look.

↓
F I L M

Metropolis (1927)
Fritz Lang's film made the ecstatic laboratory and the scientist who creates an artificial being into a lasting screen image.

↓
F I L M

Dracula (1931)
Universal's earlier hit that year proved there was a market for sound-era Gothic horror and set the studio's formula.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Frankenstein (1931)

↓
F I L M

Bride of Frankenstein (1935)
Whale's own sequel is more witty, more sympathetic and often rated above the original.

↓
M O V E M E N T

Universal monster cycle
The Mummy, The Wolf Man and others used the same studio style, makeup artistry and tragic-monster pattern.

↓
F I L M

Young Frankenstein (1974)
Mel Brooks's parody recreated the laboratory sets and black-and-white look so closely that it shows how deeply the film 
had entered popular memory.

Cinespective · Frankenstein (1931) 8 / 11



F I L M  S H E E T F R A N K E N S T E I N  ( 1 9 3 1 )

Reception and reputation

Frankenstein was a major commercial success for Universal on release in late 1931. Audiences were 
shaken by it, and some local censors cut it. Critics praised Karloff and Whale's atmosphere, though some 
thought it distasteful. It made Karloff a star almost at once.

It has long been regarded as the central film of classic Hollywood horror. Its images are so widely copied 
and parodied that they can seem like clichés, but recent viewers often notice how restrained, sad and 
compact it is.

Cultural impact  beyond cinema

The monster's image: Jack Pierce's makeup for Karloff, with its flat head, neck bolts and heavy brow, 
became the popular picture of Frankenstein's creature. Many people now picture that look first, and 
it is rarely tied to Mary Shelley's novel, whose creature was described differently.

Name confusion: The film helped fix the habit of calling the creature "Frankenstein" rather than the 
scientist. Shelley's novel gives the creature no name, and the mix-up is now so common that it is a 
standard point in discussions of the story.

Halloween and merchandise: The green-skinned, bolted-neck monster became a staple of Halloween 
costumes, masks, toys and comics. Characters such as Herman Munster in The Munsters (1964) and 
the cereal mascot Franken Berry drew on the Universal-style design.

Shorthand phrases: The monster's stiff-armed walk and the cry "It's alive!" became shorthand for 
creation gone wrong. Both are widely parodied, and "Frankenstein" itself now serves as a label for 
science out of control, as in the term "Frankenfood".

Its lasting influence

It launched Universal's Frankenstein series, including Whale's richer sequel Bride of Frankenstein, and 
its look shaped later horror from Hammer's revivals to parody in Young Frankenstein. Its mad-scientist 
laboratory became a lasting convention in horror and science fiction.
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W H AT  N E X T ?

C O N T I N U E  T H E  D I R E C T O R

Bride of Frankenstein (1935)   COMING SOON

Whale's sequel deepens the creature's inner life and adds dark humour, and shows how far he could push the original's ideas.

E X P L O R E  T H E  E R A  O R  M O V E M E N T

The Mummy (1932)
Karloff returns in Universal's next Gothic cycle entry, which shows how the studio varied its formula with a slower, more romantic monster.

S E E  W H AT  I N F L U E N C E D  I T

Metropolis (1927)
Lang's silent epic gives you the laboratory, the artificial being and the scientist's ecstasy that Whale's film adapted for sound.

C O M PA R E  A N O T H E R  A P P R O A C H

Nosferatu (1922)
A silent-era monster film that is pure Expressionist dread, useful for comparing a monster who is only menacing with one who is also pitiable.

S E E  I T S  I N F L U E N C E

Young Frankenstein (1974)   COMING SOON

Mel Brooks's loving parody is the clearest evidence of how deeply this film's images have entered popular culture.
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F U L L  C A S T  A N D  C R E W

James Whale
D I R E C TO R

Colin Clive
AC TO R

as Henry Frankenstein

Mae Clarke
AC TO R

as Elizabeth

John Boles
AC TO R

as Victor Moritz

Boris Karloff
AC TO R

as The Monster

Edward Van Sloan
AC TO R

as Doctor Waldman

Bernhard Kaun
C O M P O S E R
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