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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect showprints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen him, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon ... informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves.

New Statesman & Society
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Boris Karloff (the Monster) takes tea
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For Rupert, true son of his father,

whose humour he understands, most of the time,

with much love – always.

To have seen this film when one was a child, in 1935 when it first appeared, is one of the privileges of being no longer young.

Leonard Wolf


MEETING THE MONSTER
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I met the Monster was I was ten years old, in 1958, in Buenos Aires. That was the year I was granted the privilege of wearing long trousers and, almost as important, I and a couple of friends were allowed to attend, unaccompanied by an adult, the afternoon-long Sunday shows at our neighbourhood theatre, the Cabildo. Everything about these Sunday shows was generous. The theatre itself seemed to us the height of luxury, its interior a 1930s version of a vaguely rococo Italian palazzo, with gilt mouldings, old plush red seats that smelled of urine on the main floor and newly upholstered vinyl seats that smelled of bleach in the mezzanine, a heavy wine-coloured velvet curtain framing the stage, and six suspiciously Oriental caryatids that made us titter lasciviously because, above their green and gold girdles, the olive-skinned beauties showed their tits. For a few prehistoric pesos you could buy a ticket that allowed you to sit through a live opening act, several shorts and three full-length films, and still have enough change to buy either an Aero bar, made of equal parts of chocolate and air, like a miniature Gruyère cheese, or a box of Sugus, chewy fruit-flavoured caramels of which the best were the red (strawberry) and the worst the green (toothpaste-tasting mint). We stamped our feet demanding that the safety curtain, covered in advertising for local shops, be lifted; we booed and hooted at the miserable pianist who had come to perform for us Offenbach's Barcarolle; we laughed uproariously during the cartoons or the Chaplin sketches; and then we settled down for serious business. Listed that first afternoon was a Frankenstein trilogy: Frankenstein, Bride of Frankenstein and Abbot and Costello Meet Frankenstein. We had never seen a Frankenstein movie before but, as if it were a Platonic archetype, the knowledge of what Frankenstein was (in Boris Karloff's definitive incarnation) seemed rooted within us. We were ready to be afraid.

What preparation did we have for fear? None. The gloomy landscapes on the screen were as distantly Mittel-Europa as Hollywood could make them, far removed from our pseudo-Parisian city. Night, the Monster's stalking-time, with its wild howling storms and banging shutters, was never ours – at least in our memory – as if the weather of childhood were protected from high winds. The terror in those films was properly alien, as constructive terror should be, quickening our pulse with a presence that was awe-inspiring and, in the Romantic sense of the word, sublime. It is unfortunate that the word 'horror' was chosen over 'terror' to define the genre meant to explore the dark side of the imagination. In a classic distinction between terror and horror, Ann Radcliffe, the author of The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), noted that terror and horror are of opposite characters since one dilates the soul and sharpens all our faculties, while the other contracts them, freezes them and somehow extinguishes them. 'Neither Shakespeare nor Milton in their fictions, nor Mr Burke in his reflections, never sought in pure horror a source for the sublime, while recognising that terror was one of the highest causes of the sublime; where then is that important difference between terror and horror except that the latter is accompanied by a feeling of obscure incertitude towards the feared evil?'1 '"Horror"', said Boris Karloff, the Monster himself, 'connotes loathing and revulsion. I prefer the term "terror".'2

The word 'monster' – from moneo, 'to warn', or monstro, 'to show'– seems to imply that monsters hold up a sign that says in large letters, 'Here thou shalt not come'. Since society must define itself by that which it excludes, every social definition carries implicitly – or explicitly – the definition of its reverse. Normality requires abnormality, common bonds circumscribe the notion of the alien, appropriate behaviour reflects the inverted mirror of unacceptability. The conventional image of our social being is surrounded by pariahs, foreigners, freaks. It isn't surprising that monsters have lurked outside our city gates since the oldest vestiges of literature. A Babylonian text from 2800 BC divides monsters into three classes: monsters by excess (giants), monsters by default (such as dwarfs or limbless creatures), and double monsters (Siamese twins). While the birth of a monster of the second and third classes could bode either good or ill, depending on circumstances, a monster born in the first class always signified misfortune.3 In European folklore, from Ulysses' Polyphemus to the giant in Grimm, the monster is a creature who acts instinctually, a brute easily tricked, whose size doesn't lend him the regal qualities of other large beasts. Frankenstein's Monster is the paradigm of this excess: not only are his bodily parts enormous and his entire form that of a giant, but he himself is an exaggerated result of human creative powers, the product of an imagination bursting across its borders, beyond all social limits, into the margins of that which has been banished and is therefore forbidden.

In an essay on 'The Body of Frankenstein's Monster', Cecil Helman remarked on the curious reciprocity, noted by anthropologists and historians, between the images of our personal body and those of the body politic. For Helman, the society that produced Frankenstein (either Shelley's early nineteenth-century England or Whale's America and Europe of the 1930s) is 'a purely male society, violent and inarticulate, that emerges against a background of feudalism and peasant life. It is a collage of ancient elements, gathered from different pasts, and sutured together within the same body politic. It is animated by science, and by electricity, but it has the brain of a criminal.'4 Yes, but the metaphoric richness of the Monster's image is far vaster. It embraces a technocratic society of body implants and genetic miracles, as well as their precursors, the satanic mills and the laws of Malthus, but it also reflects the no-man's land beyond society's borders, a land for which we have no vocabulary and whose geography we only dimly recognise in dreams.

Perhaps, vaguely, this was something of what we felt, ten years old and sitting in the adult theatre: that beyond the limits set to us by parents and teachers, beyond acceptable behaviour and the laws of everyday life, was something else, tacitly forbidden and therefore tempting, unspeakable and therefore terrifying, larger than life and twice as natural.
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