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The Monstrous and the Human: Puppetry
in Budapest Puppet Theatre's Frankenstein

lldikoé Limpar

Abstract

Budapest Puppet Theatre's production of Nick Dear’s play Frankenstein, directed by Tamas
Keresztes, foregrounds the eponymous protagonist's emotional detachment from the living
as a direct motive for the hubris that brings about a series of tragedies enacted and embo-
died by the creature. The use of various puppetry mediates the dehumanising aspects and
consequences of Frankenstein's performance as an unnatural God, the larger-than-human
consequences of violating nature's law, as well as the fragmentated identity of both the crea-
tor and the creature. The analysed techniques include the modified bunraku technique using
a giant puppet, the varied use of masks, video projection and shadow theatre.
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Few classics have retained their popularity as spectacularly as Mary Wollstonecraft
Shelley’s Frankenstein has, which is shown by the countless cinematic adaptations and
the various rewritings of the Frankensteinian creation narrative. These new Franken-
steinian works target various age groups and feature the monster that is continually
reimagined to stay in a fresh, up-to-date dialogue with the age and cultural context
in which it is (re)created. Considered to be the originator of the science fiction genre
based on Brian W. Aldiss’s (1995: 78) arguments concerning how the protagonist re-
jects authorities of his time and replaces those with science to fulfil his fantasy, Frank-
enstein is indeed the first novel that is inseparable from the techno-scientific context
in which it reimagines the Prometheus-myth and the legend of the Golem. This text
is as deeply embedded in the Gothic literary tradition as it is invested in exploring
the horrifying potential of human hubris in a world where science and technology are
becoming increasingly capable of transforming life as people know it; hence the mon-
ster was found to be a perfect tool of communication about the harm and self-harm
encoded in the human-induced process we call scientific and technological progress.
This theme has become a science fiction topos since the publication of Frankenstein
in 1818, and due to the rapid change in how our lives have turned completely de-
pendent on technology, its relevance has grown immensely in the past decades. The
progress-related technophobia has prompted a renaissance of Frankenstein-narratives,
including the rediscovery and Oscar-winning film adaptation of Alisdair Gray’s Poor
Things (2023), as well as Nick Dear’s play adaptation (2011) of Wollstonecraft Shel-
ley’s text, which opened the door to various stage adaptations. The play has since
conquered the Budapest Puppet Theatre’s stage with a powerful rendering directed
by Tamads Keresztes, allowing the performance (KERESZTES 2022)' to be kept on the
theatre’s repertoire since its premiere on February 25, 2022, eleven years after the
play’s world premiere at the Royal National Theatre in London on 5 February 2011.2
As puppetry relies on the notion that an inanimate object is animated, the pup-
pet theatre seems to be a very apt choice of presentation mode to communicate the
Frankensteinian narrative. Considering its form and function, the puppet - or, to use
Halina Waszkiel’s telling terminology, the ‘animant’ (WASZKIEL 2019: 13) - evokes
the living dead hybridity of the Frankensteinian monster, embodying ‘the collapsed
boundaries between the living and the inanimate’ that contemporary puppetry tends
to focus on (WILLIAMS 2014: 21). The Hungarian adaptation not only makes full use
of this association but also demonstrates the full potential of puppetry, which has be-
come a heterogenous art drawing on many different sign systems (JURKOWSKI 1988:

1 All descriptions concerning the use of puppetry in Frankenstein belong to this performance. The play
was translated by Gabor M. Koltai and transformed into the used playscript by dramaturge Déra Gyimesi.
The lead actors in the puppet theatre adaptation are Csaba Teszdrek in the role of the Creature and Sdndor
Markus as Frankenstein. The background music and other noises are provided by live violin solos, turning
the whole performance lyric and eerie (GERGICS 2022). The performance is Keresztes’s very first directing
work in puppet theatre (GODA 2022).

2 The play was directed by Danny Boyle with a unique concept, which demanded that the two lead
actors - Benedict Cumberbatch and Jonny Lee Miller - alternate their roles as Frankenstein and the
Creature (BOYLE 2022).
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56), in highlighting the themes that Dear foregrounded in his dramatic adaptation of
the novel. Combining various forms of puppetry on stage in a performance involving
live actors with or without masks, this adaptation focuses on the eponymous protago-
nist’s emotional detachment from the living as a direct motive for the hubris that
brings about a series of tragedies enacted and embodied by the Creature.” Therefore,
the present paper focuses on the use of various puppet theatrical solutions as contrib-
uting to turning the world grotesque. I argue that the use of grotesque reveals and
underlines the dehumanising aspects of Frankenstein’s performance as an unnatural
God and a defective human whose creation will inevitably stand for the larger-than-
human consequences of violating nature’s law and the fragmentated identity of both
the creator and the creature.

The giant puppet: the complexity of the monster

The puppeteer is always a Frankensteinian animator to an extent, seeing and fulfilling
the potential of what seems ordinary, boring or even useless to other people. In its
quest to confront us with the metaphysical and ontological dimensions of our exist-
ence, puppetry ‘explore[s the] blurred line between life and death, between the self as
a discrete being and one intertwined with inanimate matter’ (POSNER, ORENSTEIN
and BELL 2014: 3). As a result, it is especially suitable for providing interpretations
concerning the duality of the undead monster, the visible co-existence of the inani-
mate and the animate, and the position of this hybridity in a world endangered by
Frankensteinian overreachers.

As Kenneth Gross puts it, moving - that is, animating - a puppet, displays a kind of
‘madness’ or ‘ecstasy’ that comes from the excitement of giving life to the inanimate
object and how the animator becomes both one with the puppet they move and a sepa-
rate subject capable of making its own story.

The madness lies in the hidden movements of the hand, the curious impulse and skill by
which a person’s hand can make itself into the animating impulse, the intelligence or soul,
of an inanimate object—it is an extension of that more basic wonder by which we can let this
one part of our body become a separate, articulate whole, capable of surprising its owner
with its movements, the stories it tells. (GROSS 2012)

Frankenstein’s excitement over creation comes from his God-complex; he is ob-
sessed with animating the inanimate, and when he succeeds to do the unthinkable, his
madness and ecstasy is that of the master puppeteer. The scientist’s ‘puppet’ thus may
be understood as Frankenstein’s strange extension, embodying the creator’s obsession
with overcoming death; moreover, he is also an ‘articulate whole’ (GROSS 2012), who

3 I'm going to spell Creature with a capital C when I refer specifically to the character (in the play, in
the source text and in the performance). However, I'm also going to write creature with a regular ¢ when
I refer to the creature as a category, especially within the creator-creature relationship.
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indeed surprises his creator by his fitness for life: his quick learning, his agency and
capability of storytelling. The puppeteer-puppet relationship sheds light on the crea-
tor-creature relationship in Frankenstein. The puppet itself, ‘so often a crude and dis-
proportionate thing, ... like a monster or mistake, a fetus or a corpse’ (GROSS 2012),
points towards the philosophical dimension of how life and death are intertwined,
embodied by the Creature in the narrative. Frankenstein’s Creature is a mistake - the
result of the imperfection that the creator possesses; hence he embodies the impurity
that Noél Carroll (1990: 32) aligns monsters with based on their ‘categorically intersti-
tial, categorically contradictory, incomplete, or formless’ existence. Uncategorisability
and hybridity are defining features of monsters (COHEN 1996: 6); and the nature of
the Creature’s hybridity is very well captured by Gross’s association of the puppet with
both the foetus and the corpse, for this monster is dead from his conception, even in
its foetal form. This time, the disproportion comes from enlargement, anchoring the
act of creation to the grotesque, the aesthetic whose definition partially overlaps with
the monstrous.

Out of the three types of the grotesque that Frances S. Connelly (2003: 2-3) identi-
fies within grotesque aesthetic - the combinatory, the aberrant, and the metamorphic
- Frankenstein’s monster is associable with at least two. The Creature’s visible hybridi-
ty links with the idea of the combinatory grotesque, which ‘combine[s] unlike things in
order to challenge established realities or construct new ones’ (CONNELLY 2003: 2).
The purpose is inseparable from the aesthetic: true grotesque as an art form demands
the unity of form and concept, argues Peter Fingesten (1984: 419). ‘[T]he presence
and clash, incongruity, or juxtaposition of two or more different or even contradic-
tory elements within the same work’ aims to produce ‘a visual and/or psychological
surprise or shock’ (FINGESTEIN 1984: 420).

The Creature provides this visual surprise and at times shock on stage, which
comes from the grotesque and monstrous subject matter and concept: the crea-
tion of life from the body parts of the dead, turning the Creature into ‘a “vam-
pire”, a reanimated corpse, the “utmost of abjection” in Kristeva’s theory (1982:
4) (HOGLE 2019: 108). Such a creation violates the harmony of our consensual
reality, as it should be abjected but instead, it is exposed as part of the real. Focus-
ing on the abomination thus turns our world - the theatre stage - into a body of
the grotesque, which the Budapest production highlights with carefully composed
tableaux-like compositions including the giant puppet, which function as grotesque
works of art on their own.

The Creature is made up of dead body parts; and while in the performance these
parts may not unite into a normative body, they are not extremely unlike things united,
as each part is recognisably a part of a once human body in its assigned, familiar/con-
ventional place. (In fact, the enlarged body part also allows the audience to recognize
the human in the construct, as the arms emphasise the anatomical similarities with
making the veins and some nerves visible, recalling images from books on anatomy.)
This monster’s hybridity lies in the combination of the dead and the living, but on the
level of the grotesque aesthetic, this results rather in the aberrant type, abhorrently
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Fig. 1: Tamas Keresztes, Frankenstein, The Creature surrounding William holding
a doll. © Marcell Piti, Budapest Puppet Theatre.

diverging ‘from ideal form or from accepted convention to create the misshapen, ugly,
exaggerated, or even formless’ (CONNELLY 1984: 2).

In fact, the giant puppet, moved by the three puppeteers, is able to perform all the
manifestations of the aberration listed above. The Creature is an exaggerated form
when we consider his size; he is ugly and misshapen when compared to the norm of
the human body; but as it is given an unconventional freedom in how he may move, he
is often seen losing his will to actually remind us of his human resemblance and may
either demonstrate extreme fragmentation - spectacular separation of the body parts
- or exhibit an unnatural arrangement of the parts so that it looks almost amorphous,
some alien matter surrounding a human body. One example of such a near-shapeless-
ness is observable in the composition of the theatrical image when the Creature is
about to kill little William.

The boy holds a little puppet-like doll in his hand, which thus hangs in front of the
human body, surrounded by the compact monstrous body of the Creature, framing
the puppet-human image by the thick matter of the monstrous with two heads: that
of the giant puppet head and the head of the main puppeteer, who is not holding the
giant puppet but embraces it, exhibiting the merging of the human and the monstrous
in the Creature. The composition of the image, furthermore, is a visual memento
mori that associates the inanimate puppet with all human forms, including children.

17



lldikd Limpar
The Monstrous and the Human: Puppetry in Budapest Puppet Theatre's Frankenstein

We play with puppets in our childhood, not thinking of our puppet condition; howev-
er, in this work we are reminded that the giant puppet - death (re)animated - will play
with us in the end. The concept itself is grotesque, as it associates death with children
primarily and also creates a visual link between the toy and the monster who is playing
with the child as if he were a puppet, not only suggesting that death may touch a child
but also revealing that the monster himself is childlike. This relationship is confirmed
by other composed images, for instance, when the Creature meets William, and their
positions are made similar: the child kneels, just like the giant puppet - and the un-
conventionally foregrounded main puppeteer.

The Creature’s enthralling ability to continuously change his shape demonstrates
the metamorphic grotesque, which ‘exists in the process, the “morphing” from one
thing to another’ (CONNELLY 2003: 3), highlighting what the grotesque lacks: ‘fixity,
stability, order’ (CONNELLY 2003: 4), in alliance with Bakhtin’s notion of the gro-
tesque as ‘a body in the act of becoming’ (Bakhtin in CONNELLY 2003: 4). The pup-
pet keeps falling apart and reassembling its parts into a functional body: yet, while its
parts have fixed boundaries, the body is in continuous transformation, as the subject
is struggling with coming to terms with its identity.

The giant puppet, which ‘is brought to life by the coordinated movement of en-
larged parts made up of different pieces, in effect a gigantic and improved bunraku
technique’ (BUDAPEST BABSZINHAZ s.a.), immediately suggests the otherness of
the Creature based on its size. It also evokes the ritualistic roots bunraku puppetry
has, which makes it especially suitable for ‘signifi[ing] the human condition’ (IATESEN
2018: 80). This is a crucial aspect of the giant puppet in a performance where the pro-
tagonist monster’s most defining difference lies in embodying the transgression of
his creator - the act of ‘bestow[ing] animation upon lifeless matter’ (WOLLSTONE-
CRAFT SHELLEY 218: 52). In this specific case, lifeless matter means corpses’ frag-
ments, which perfectly fits the giant puppet technique, too: it allows viewers to see the
various body parts of the puppet as separate yet moving in harmony. The movement
is spectacularly choreographed (and no doubt meticulously practiced), always mani-
festing the ontological peculiarity of the monster as being assembled from fragments
(that belonged to various people) but brought to life as one unique body. (Yet, even
when the puppet is assembled to resemble an enlarged human form the most, it is
never as complete as a traditional bunraku puppet.)

The animators moving in perfect concert with each other, themselves dark shadows
behind the puppet that represents Frankenstein’s Jungian shadow - the repressed,
the disowned, ‘the thing a person has no wish to be’ (JUNG 1966) - pose questions
about the relationship between animators and animants. While it is evident that we
are confronted with ‘the expanding map of the performer’s body, the hybrid nature of
his existence’ (WISNIEWSKA 2019: 22), what is especially exciting in this case is how
this expanding map includes a special hybridity, in which not only is there an anima-
tor-animant conjoinment but also an animator-animators co-existence, which is glued
together by the dead body to be animated; in other words, the modified use of the
bunraku technique - which allows the audience to see the animators - visualises the
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Fig. 2: Tamas Keresztes, Frankenstein, Fragmentation as emotional breakdown.
© Marcell Piti, Budapest Puppet Theatre.

Creature’s origin story, in which the corpse to be animated is first created from other
corpses, that is, other people. During the whole performance, the direction maximises
the potential of this cooperation and coexistence. At one end of the spectrum stand
the choreographed, dance-like moves that find their resting points in fixed, composed
poses, that is, quasi-tableaux;* at the other end we may see the struggle to keep this co-
ordination, or even the loss of it. Attaining a unified subject in the post-creation scene
is expressed with the struggle not to fall apart and to learn to coordinate, while the
reverse process — the fragmentation or the collapse of the body - is manifest in scenes
where the monster’s emotional breakdown is indicated, for instance, when his body
is attacked or when he is dealing with the emotional burden of having killed William.

In line with the notion that the monster is inseparable from its creator (COHEN
1996: 20), the overreaching scientist’s transgression is mirrored by the hybridity of
his creation, exhibiting the unnatural co-existence of the dead and the living in one
body. But while in most filmic adaptations the monstrous look is the result of make-
up artists’ careful work, aiming to give the character an unnatural, deadly colour and

4 I call these composed images quasi-tableaux rather than tableaux because these are carefully com-
posed images but are not necessarily silent scenes; however, movement is withheld (or slowed down) for
seconds to allow time for the audience to process the particularities of the composition.

19



lldikd Limpar
The Monstrous and the Human: Puppetry in Budapest Puppet Theatre's Frankenstein

suggesting that the body is kept together by stitches, in this production puppetry
serves as a constant visual reminder of the complexity that lies in the monstrosity cre-
ated by Frankenstein.

This intricateness is also signalled by the unique method of using the re-formed bun-
raku technique. Conventionally, bunraku puppetry demands the coordinating work of
three puppeteers. [TThe main puppeteer moves the puppet’s head with one hand and
its right hand with the other[, while one of the assistant puppeteers controls the pup-
pet’s left hand and the other the legs’ (BUDAPEST BABSZINHAZ s.a.). However, in this
performance, the default mode of control is often modified when the main animator
is allowed to move independently of the giant puppet, creating what Paul Piris defines
as ‘co-presence’. ‘Co-presence inherently supposes that the performer creates a charac-
ter through the puppet but also appears as another character whose presence next to
the puppet has a dramaturgical meaning’ (PIRIS 2014: 31). The peculiarity of this co-
presence in Frankenstein lies in the fact that what should be ‘another’ character is actually
part of the puppet character, mainly, his humanity. In these moments, the audience is
reminded that the body of synthetic material and the body of flesh do have ‘a shared
body, and shared movement, reinforced by the concept of intercorporeality,” as Maubert
explains it discussing a Siamese technique (MAUBERT 2019: 44). However, while the
Siamese technique is used to emphasise the notion of the ‘puppet transplant,” what these
moments in the Frankenstein performance foreground is not exactly the unity of the two
types of bodies but the struggle to stay united, reflecting the difficulty to include the hu-
man within the inanimate matter - a main theme in the source text and Dear’s play alike.

The unconventional use of giant puppetry thus demands that the main puppeteer
recurrently step out of his role as a puppet controller and become a visible live actor,
thereby performing several functions: he embodies the humanity of the monster, pro-
vides a visualisation of the contrast between the monstrous and the human within the
hybrid body, and highlights their intertwined coexistence or amplifies the connection
between the monster and the human world. (The latter role is accentuated when both
the puppet, the puppeteer-turned-actor, and the child actor take similar positions).
Employing the main puppeteer as a live actor who performs the inner humanity of the
monster (and thus functions as an unconventional double for the Creature) strength-
ens the uncanny effect of the giant puppet, whose head has noticeable resemblances
to its puppeteer’s head. This is not accidental: the head’s design was based on the face
of the main animator (LOKODI 2023).

The use of the puppeteer as a live performer allows for scenes in which inner
processes may be visualised. The most striking example of this phenomenon is pre-
senting the newly created monster gaining self-awareness. Using a rollable screen of
fabric between the live actor and the giant puppet, the separation indicated by the
fabric starts functioning as an imaginary mirror: we see the actor and the puppet
taking exactly the same postures, mirroring each other on the two sides of the fabric,
wondering at the parallel movement and hence evoking the Lacanian Mirror Stage
(LACAN 2005) of the Creature’s subject formation and reminding us that ‘monsters
are our children” who ‘ask us why we have created them’ (COHEN 1996: 20).

20

Theatralia [29/2026 /1]



[L/920C/ 67 ] eljeayeay]

lldiké Limpar
The Monstrous and the Human: Puppetry in Budapest Puppet Theatre's Frankenstein

Fig. 3: Tamas Keresztes, Frankenstein, Lacanian Mirror Stage. © Marcell Piti,
Budapest Puppet Theatre.

The mirror-scene in the performance emphasises the helplessness of the child-mon-
ster who sought parental love and acceptance but has received neither.” This emblem-
atic composition of the theatrical image comments on the Creature’s abnormal sociali-
sation process, foreshadowing that acquiring language will not help him integrate into
society and find his place in the Lacanian Symbolic Order. In lack of social relations,
the monster may not find the predefined social role or gender he should live by. This
leads to the transgression he later performs: the rape - Dear’s addition to the narra-
tive, which appears as an important diversion from the source text, yet is clearly based
on the Freudian reading of the Creature in there.®

5 On the complexities of the parent-child relationship in Frankenstein, see Claridge (1985).

6 While there is no specific mention of rape, the creature’s threat - ‘I will be with you on your
wedding-night!” (WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY 2018: 206 (twice), 232, 233, 235) - keeps echoing in
Frankenstein’s mind and thus becomes so emphatic that it lends itself to a Freudian reading. Accordingly,
the fiend threatens with being present when Frankenstein performs his duty that comes with the wedding:
the consummation of his marriage. This threat thus may be read as a warning of rape (promising
a joint action during the sexual intercourse); in a psychoanalytical framework, it may imply the fact that
Frankenstein’s unnatural manner of giving life prevents him from performing his duty as a husband, as
the creature is the embodiment of the isolation that has led to his creation and that keeps him emotionally
away from Elizabeth.
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By sexually violating Frankenstein’s wife before killing her, the Creature transitions
from the mirror-stage into the Symbolic Order by performing the only act he can
in terms of his gender, as he was denied a more tender love-relationship. He aims
to step into the role that his creator was supposed to have: that of the man uniting
with a woman to secure an everlasting bond between the two. The monster’s viola-
tion of the moral codes stems from the hate he feels for his creator and the love he
feels a need for; and ironically, the transgression is realised by the physical union that
Frankenstein was never interested in. The scientist’s lack of interest is perceived by
Elizabeth as unnatural, since her husband is drawn to creating life with the help of
science instead of the natural method people practice.

The rape scene is very stylised: we see the Creature holding a phallos-shaped knife,
which he keeps sticking into Elizabeth’s body. The knife penetrates Elizabeth’s abdo-
men several times, slowly, while both bodies shudder after each thrust, suggesting the
woman’s lack of power to resist and the Creature’s physical satisfaction. The knife is
a phallic object to replace the monster’s penis, its bloody edge signalling both kinds
of violations: taking away Elizabeth’s virginity and killing her.” That the penetration is
indeed not only murderous but also sexual in kind is confirmed later, when in the final
scene the Creature remembers his transgression. ‘I can still taste her lips, her straw-
berry lips ... I can feel her warm breasts ... her thighs,” he tells Frankenstein in scene
thirty (DEAR 2011). The stylisation, however, reminds us that the Creature’s sexual
drive is more of an expression of his emotional condition than the fact that he pos-
sesses a male genital organ (which is not part of the giant puppet’s physical form).

This version of Elizabeth’s death helps the audience understand the psychoana-
lytical dimensions of the creator-creature relationship. ‘Frankenstein’s astonishing
psychic achievement,” argues Paul Sherwin (1981: 886), ‘in Freudian terms, is the
construction of a primal repression, whose constitutive role in psychic development is
to structure the unconscious as an articulate erotogenic zone. [Frankensten’s] sorrow
is that this catastrophically global repression, or rerepression, is so radically alienated
from the ego that it disqualifies any attempt at integration’. The stylised presentation
accentuates that in this scene, the Creature almost ritualistically performs his role as
Frankenstein’s ‘dark double’ (SHERWIN 1981: 886). He consumes what Frankenstein
should have consumed, and it is, therefore, a most unnatural act. As the playwright
explains, ‘It’s another mirror scene, another reversal. As Victor is emasculated, the
Creature becomes virile’ (DEAR and MELLOR 2020: 794). The distance created by
the use of the knife replacing his phallus suggests that what he seeks in his act is not
sexual satisfaction but ‘to inflict the very worst psychic damage’ to Victor (DEAR and
MELLOR 2020: 794), delivering a very clear message about the kind of void that he
experiences and now wants Frankenstein to experience it, too.

7 Such a symbolic presentation evokes the vampire kiss of the monster tradition, which may be
interpreted as replacing ‘standard intercourse’ with ‘a different type of erotic penetration - that of the
teeth into the flesh’ (AMES 2010).
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The use of masks and screens: the monster’s perspective

Besides the giant puppet and the diverse manner of exploiting the giant puppet/
bunraku technique, there are several other puppet theatre methods that elaborate on
the monster’s role and characteristics in the narrative, especially those that convey his
perspective on the external world or project his inner world.

What the monster encounters is an alienating human world, a not at all welcom-
ing environment, manifest in variations of the grotesque, is primarily ensured in the
Budapest production by using masks.® Most human characters that the Creature en-
counters wear masks, which puts the unmasked characters in focus. As Anna-Aletta
Lokodi claims, non-masked characters are mostly those who are innocent, and thus
become victims in the narrative: De Lacey, William, and Elizabeth. Lokodi’s reading,
however, ignores Frankenstein as an unmasked character here.? In my reading, un-
masked characters seem to be perceived as real and of emotional significance to the
Creature. De Lacy, for instance, replaces the creator Victor as a father figure - played,
amazingly, by an actress, Gyongyi Blasek, which highlights the blind teacher’s signifi-
cance as a nurturing character, something that Frankenstein should have been for
the Creature. The monster considers Frankenstein’s close relatives as extensions of
his creator, suitable for torturing the scientist with. Ironically, then, these characters
without a mask become the Creature’s puppets. In a similar manner, De Lacey’s un-
masked son and daughter-in-law are, to the Creature, the blind man’s extensions. As
Frankenstein’s family is punished for the scientist’s sin, in a reverse manner, De Lacy
dies together with his family as a result of his relatives’ sin of rejecting the Creature.
It must also be noted, though, that all characters, even those without masks, look
puppet-like or like the living dead, as the unmasked characters appear with faces
painted pale, dead white (LOKODI 2023). The masks that the characters wear aim
to underline the grotesque aspect of the theatrical vision. Masks that show distorted
faces match disfigured bodies, which, as Lokodi notes, projects a distorted perception
of the events - from the perspective of the Creature (LOKODI 2023). The grotesque
aesthetic resulting from the use of masks, where facial gestures are unseeable and
only the eye holes remind the spectators of the human face hidden behind its cover,
calls attention to the importance of the perspective: it is the shocked gaze that trans-
forms the subject of the gaze into a monster, which in turn reveals the monstrosity
of the one who looks because, as Anna Kérchy (2015: 33) observes, ‘monstrousness
does not correspond to the horrifying nature of the monster but arises from the hor-
rendous nature of the onlookers’," their inhumanity, and their lack of solidarity and
sympathy.

8 The masks were designed by Karoly Hoffer.

9 The first human character the creature meets beside his creator - the prostitute, whose non-normative
difference is established by her ragged clothes and ugly makeup - is also a notable exception, but the
makeup on her face functions as a mask, covering her real features.

10 Translation by the author.
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Fig. 4: Tamas Keresztes, Frankenstein, the use of full-face masks. © Marcell Piti,
Budapest Puppet Theatre.

An alternative expression of a similar sentiment may be seen in the use of masks
that emphasise not disfigurement but an emphatic lack of expression and lack of
individuality. Side characters wearing such white full-face masks that show the same
features represent the crowd; this function of these characters is reinforced by the use
of further masks on the hands of the actors, creating an effect opposite to what we
may expect from a traditional glove puppet, which would be for them to appear ‘ex-
tremely agile’ and have a ‘charm [that] lies in the fact that its proportions are not those
of a human being, but of a human hand’ (BUDAPEST BABSZINHAZ s.a.). Instead,
this solution highlights the manifestation of the grotesque, allowing us to see the body
of one actor with three heads, or rather, full-face masks. Presenting the masses with
no individual features or visible emotions, appearing as self-same mask-faces growing
out of the human body establishes the eerie and the creepy that corresponds to the
emotional content of the scene when, for instance, people are looking for little Wil-
liam’s dead body.

The masked faces work to highlight either a shared similarity (e.g. perceived mon-
strosity in the case of the grotesque bodies) or, more frequently, a contrast between
those who are masked and those who are differently masked or do not wear a mask.
The unique mask worn by Frankenstein’s father grants the character individuality (and
indicates wealth and power, too) within a household of people whose servitude is sig-
nalled by the lack of individuality expressed by the uniformising masks. The contrast
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between Elizabeth and her maid Clarice is amplified by Clarice’s mask - worn not on
her face but on the back of her head, creating a new manifestation of the grotesque,
making her two-faced and forcing her to move unnaturally, which highlights the mask-
less, night gowned Elizabeth’s humanity and vulnerability in their shared scenes.

Contrast between reality and dream/fantasy is presented with another theatrical
solution, that of projection on the screen. What makes this approach particularly
interesting is the inclusion of two different types of such projections. The perfor-
mance begins with Frankenstein’s dream coming true - accordingly, before the
birth of the monster, a video film of microscopic life (suggesting cell life, cell divi-
sion) is projected on a big screen, indicating the dream’s attachment to technol-
ogy and science. This kind of dream, that of the overreaching scientist, contrasts
with the Creature’s dream about his humanity that would be guaranteed by a love-
relationship - a bride whom he could love and who would love him. This dream is
presented as shadow theatre, where the form projected onto the stretched canvas is
an actress’s body, beautifully lit.

The two types of projection are neatly juxtaposed: Frankenstein’s dream focuses on
the biological components of human life, implying that the biophysical mechanism
and the science behind human life is the secret that he wishes to unlock. In contrast,
the Creature’s dream targets the emotional dimension of human life, the component
that is as invisible as our cells, yet manifests in the human form, suggesting the need
for company and union. The Creature thus wishes to experience what he thinks makes
one human - the ability to love and the feeling of being loved in partnership. Franken-
stein’s ‘inquiries were directed to the metaphysical, or in its highest sense, the physical
secrets of the world” (WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY 2018: 33), so his mind concen-
trates on the attainable scientific project that transforms matter. The Creature’s mind,
in contrast, projects what is forever unattainable for him: emotional and spiritual har-
mony within partnership. Dear deliberately built up this contrast between master and
monster: He presents Frankenstein as a ‘cold fish [. . .,] not very interested in sexual
relations with his wife. The Creature, on the other hand, does develop a fuller sexual-
ity and, alongside that, a terrible, dawning realization that he might also understand
love’ (DEAR and MELLOR 2020: 798).

These projections underscore the fundamental difference between creator and
creature in their approaches to human emotions and romantic relationships. In the
novel, while Frankenstein keeps insisting on how much he loves Elizabeth, he is more
occupied with his divine project that had a daemonic outcome. It is not by accident
that both his father and his fiancée suspect that his postponing the wedding is due to
a secret (romantic) affair."! Frankenstein and the Creature are aware of how romantic
partnership is anchored to one’s humanity. Yet Frankenstein thinks of Elizabeth as
a prize, a kind of promise of the tranquillity that humans appreciate once he has man-
aged to close his divine project. For him, Elizabeth is a means to return to humanity;

11 In fact, Paul Sherwin’s psychoanalytical reading links the scientist’s project to romance, arguing that
‘Frankenstein’s descent is a grotesque act of lovemaking, the son stealing into the womb that bore him in
order to implant his seed” (SHERWIN 1981: 885).

25



lldikd Limpar
The Monstrous and the Human: Puppetry in Budapest Puppet Theatre's Frankenstein

the marriage is something that he is committed to rhetorically but is ready to enter
only once he thinks that the fiend will kill him (so the marriage will not be a lasting
bond anyway). In a similar manner, the Creature thinks of his bride to be created as
his return to humanity that he abandoned with the murders he committed;'? however,
he is indeed committed to sharing his life with someone and does everything in his
power to force Frankenstein to create a companion for him so as to allow him to find
the happiness that overwrites his urge to take revenge on people. In the play, Franken-
stein’s recurring expressions of love, which in the novel seem rhetorical, are silenced
in the play; instead, what we see in the scientist and his bride’s private scenes is one
plausible explanation of what the repeated self-convincing declaration of love in the
novel may mask.

There are countless approaches to explaining the roots of Frankenstein’s hubris
in the novel. Dear chose to emphasise - or, I should say, pathologise - the epony-
mous protagonist’s solitude, which is recurrently highlighted in his own first-person
singular narrative in the novel. His painful loneliness (linked to his mother’s death
that his betrothed is, unfortunately, partly responsible for) results in his complete
isolation not only from other humans, but from his own humanity, leaving him with
an intense relationship with the monster that he unnaturally created and an emptied
relationship with Elizabeth, who would like to take part in the natural act of (human)
creation. Dear’s interpretation is clear: while pursuing the secrets of metaphysics,
Frankenstein gradually loses his interest in the ‘natural’, hence common and boring
method of reproduction. This attitude is magnified as a pathological God-complex,
but it is also shown as naturally rooted in the patriarchal mindset of the era.” Frank-
enstein’s dream to create life is, conceptually speaking, is (a) female (version of the
male) Gothic (of the overreacher), argues Ellen Moers (1976: 94-95), as it opts to
focus on giving birth instead of acquiring longevity/ immortality. It demonstrates
however, that such a dream in the contemporary context is unquestionably a male
narrative, as the idea of creation is linked to science, the access to which was mostly
denied for women at the time due to the prejudice towards the female sex. As Dear
adds the articulation for emancipation of women to the ‘trauma of afterbirth’ (MO-
ERS 1976: 93), it augments what Elaine Showalter (1985: 266) calls the ‘double-voiced

12 Cf. His words: ‘I was benevolent; my soul glowed with love and humanity’ (WOLLSTONECRAFT
SHELLEY 2018: 114).

13 In fact, this interpretation does not contradict the feminist reading that Frankenstein’s focus on
creation may be linked to the ‘male womb envy’ (JOHNSON 1982: 8, LEHMAN 1992: 50). This approach
relies on Bruno Bettelheim’s study that finds that while both sexes envy the other’s reproductive organs, men
repress their desires because of the ‘patriarchal dominance which puts them on top’ (BETTELHEIM 1962:
11). In this context, Frankenstein may be seen as one overcompensating his envy, believing in the validity
of patriarchal superiority that could come up with a scientific (and thus specifically male) creation method
surpassing the one needing a woman’s womb. Other psychoanalytical readings highlight his transgression to
the missing mother figure. See, for instance, Jerrold E. Hogle’s argument about Frankenstein’s dream that
merges his bride with his mother: ‘In making his creature without involving a woman, this dream reveals,
Victor has ironically produced a heterogeneous construct that recalls what most deeply motivates him and
so what he has tried his utmost to throw off, his desire to be half-distinguishable from and half-rejoined to
his own deceased mother’ (HOGLE 2019: 110).
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discourse’, the strategy that women had to apply to articulate themselves in a patri-
archal society."

The scene in which Elizabeth and Frankenstein have an argument - Dear’s addition
to the narrative - is pivotal in highlighting social expectations of the era concerning
gender (that needed no explanation to the novel’s contemporary audience). Elizabeth
not only wishes to marry her fiancé and give birth to children in the most natural way,
but she also longs to join Frankenstein in his scientific endeavours, feeling that she
would be capable of understanding any project if she had the opportunity to study,
as Frankenstein did. But this emotionally charged dialogue is not just a feminist nod
to today’s audience - it accentuates Wollstonecraft Shelley’s dual, difficult position as
a woman who did not only give birth to the famous poet Percy Bysshe Shelley’s chil-
dren but was also bold enough to write and publish.

While Dear felt that earlier representations of Elizabeth are ‘wrong, because they
try to imbue her with aspects of Mary Shelley herself, or make her really feminist and
very, very spirited” (DEAR and MELLOR 2020: 794), presenting Frankenstein’s patri-
archal mindset in the argument scene does remind the more learned audience of the
injustices Wollstonecraft Shelley had to suffer as a woman writer. Beyond emphasising
the very conventional desires of a woman in the era, the dialogue reveals that Eliza-
beth’s other ambition is to be seen as an equal partner. This points to Wollstonecraft
Shelley’s situation as a loving wife and a partner who shares the passion for creation
(creative work) with her husband but was always questioned by society because of
her gender. And while Shelley was supportive of his wife, the publication history of
Frankenstein gives an eye-opening testimony about the age’s misogyny that was rooted
in a general belief in women’s intellectual inferiority. The first edition did not show
the author’s name on the front cover so as not to discourage readers who had doubts
about a woman’s creative abilities. The most infamous review of the novel, published
in the April 1818 issue of The British Critic, did acknowledge female authorship, but did
not even try to mask the sexism that prevented fair evaluation of the novel: ‘The writer
of [Frankenstein] is, we understand, a female; this is an aggravation of that which is the
prevailing fault of the novel; but if our authoress can forget the gentleness of her sex,
it is no reason why we should; and we shall therefore dismiss the novel without further
comment’ (THE BRITISH CRITIC 1818: 438). However, this misogynistic critique is
not much worse than the one by Walter Scott in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, which
automatically attributed the anonymous work to the husband (SCOTT 1818).

Frankenstein recreates this hostile, misogynistic attitude, which renders Elizabeth
really small in (felt) significance, especially in contrast with the magnitude of Frank-
enstein’s hubris, embodied by the monster. The woman’s unique innocence, which
comes from the lack of sexual experience and scientific education, is signalled by her
white dress and her maskless humanity that clearly mark her different from the rest of
the people who live in the household. Her white dress is not just an indicator of her

14 Dear acknowledges the influence of the feminist discourse concerning Frankenstein and, interestingly,
explains that it resulted in how he re-envisioned the creator-creature dynamics and how he gave a more
prominent role to the female creature (DEAR and MELLOR 2020: 791, 793).
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purity but may be seen as the reality (attainable to Frankenstein) that is juxtaposed
with the darkness of the shadow-dream that the Creature has of his bride. The Crea-
ture’s shadow dream-girl is as delicate as Elizabeth is in reality. Reminding us of how
much Elizabeth stands for what the Creature longs for, the shadow theatre establishes
a visual connection between the monster and Elizabeth, implying a shared suffering
from solitude paired with an utmost desire for love and procreation. However, the
Creature’s dream as dark shadow on a white canvas is a dream denied, which prompts
the monster to undo the reality and turns Elizabeth’s shining whiteness into the dark-
est moment for Frankenstein.

Conclusion

Dear’s adaptation of the novel Frankenstein is masterfully crafted ‘to do justice to Mary
Shelley’s “handbook of radical philosophy™ in a very condensed form, with a deliber-
ate focus on ‘the Creature’s point of view’ (DEAR and MELLOR 2020: 789, 791). Both
set goals, the focus on philosophy and the unique perspective (absent from the film
adaptations to this date) are successfully supported by the various techniques in pup-
petry applied in the Budapest Puppet Theatre’s production. The modified bunraku
technique that moves a giant puppet, the varied use of masks, as well as the video
projection contrasted with shadow theatre create a combination that signals depths
and aspects of the source text and the play adaptation that seem impossible to be
mediated without puppetry on stage (and would pose a significant challenge to film
adaptations, as well).

The performance relies on the various, parallelly presented juxtapositions be-
tween the human and the monstrous, whether that relationship is explored between
characters or within the self. This is the aim that the two central protagonists’
dream-projections serve when they establish a difference via screen projection and
shadow theatre to differentiate between high aspirations and ecstasy beyond human
limitations and the human desire for the intimate and the emotional experience.
The same contrast is supported by how the light and the dark are created and used
on stage, accompanied by music, the complex analysis of which would be beyond
the scope of this paper. But the main tool of this demonstration is the giant pup-
pet, the use of which enables us to visualise the philosophy of embedded humanity
within the monstrous body, the struggle between the two selves within one entity,
as well as the conflicted connection between the creature and the creator. The mon-
strous, threateningly huge body not only confirms the demonic aspect of divine
aspirations but also remains a constant reminder of the magnitude of the damage
that such aspirations may lead to.

The giant puppet, however, is only one - though very complex - example of exhibit-
ing the grotesque, which the director aims at creating throughout the production to
emphasise the Creature’s perspective of the human world. The use of masks also con-
tributes to creating grotesque scenes with an eerie atmosphere that comes either from
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distortions or the loss of individual features and emotions - suggesting, ultimately, not
only the uncanniness of humanity from the Creature’s point of view but also how the
whole narrative derives from Frankenstein’s distorted humanity.
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