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Mirrors and Mirroring 
in Graphic Frankenstein 
Narratives
Lisa Diedrich

Figure 1. Peter Brooks’s diagram of the narrative structure of Mary Shelley’s Fran-
kenstein. “What Is a Monster? (According to Frankenstein),” 369.

At the very center of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is the moment when 
the Creature first views himself in a transparent pool. This moment 
is in the middle of the Creature’s tale, which is itself nested in the 
middle of Victor Frankenstein’s tale nested in the middle of Robert 
Walton’s letters to his sister.1 In a remarkably condensed footnote in 
his important psychoanalytic treatment of Frankenstein, Peter Brooks 
notes that a “diagram of the narrative structure would look like this: 
{[()]}” (Fig. 1).2 Brooks’s diagram also looks to me like a graphic 
depiction of a mirror, and mirrors and mirroring are central to the 
complex processes of subject formation that Frankenstein enacts in both 
its form and content. Mirrors are also a key visual trope in graphic 
narratives; they are a prominent prop for staging the identity question 
“Who’s There?,” as Lynda Barry asks in an evocative drawing of one 
of her characters Maybonne staring into a mirror, in just one of many 
examples (Fig. 2). By analyzing Shelley’s Frankenstein together with 
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graphic Frankenstein narratives, I take up this key identity question 
(Who’s There?) and examine how that question is staged verbally and 
visually across Frankenstein texts ({[()]}).

Mirrors, both literal and figurative, create the effect of mise en 
abyme, a doubling operation integral to representations of the self-

Figure 2. Mirrors are a key visual trope in graphic narratives. Lynda Barry, “Who’s 
There?” Copyright Lynda Barry. Used with permission by Drawn and Quarterly.

becoming-self in written texts, photographs, film, and graphic narratives. 
In this essay, I discuss several mirror scenes in Shelley’s Frankenstein, 
including the creation or animation scene and the moment shortly 
after animation when Frankenstein and his progeny first make eye 
contact, as well as the later scene when the Creature sees his own 
reflection in a pool of water. I argue that these mirror scenes demon-
strate what I call being-becoming-monster, a phrase meant to emphasize 
that the being’s monstrosity is not an attribute of his beingness but 
emerges in relation to the gaze of others and his own view of himself 
through the eyes of others.3 I then perform an interior duplication of 
my own analysis by turning to reanimations of these mirror scenes 
in two graphic Frankenstein narratives—first, Frankenstein: The Graphic 
Novel, part of a series that attempts to make classic novels more acces-
sible and appealing to young readers, and second, comic artist Bernie 
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Wrightson’s magnificent large-format illustrated edition of Shelley’s 
novel.4 I engage in a method I have elsewhere called graphic analysis in 
order to examine how verbal and visual depictions of mirroring, or in 
some cases failed mirroring, operate as formal passageways—relational 
vestibules or transitional spaces—between interior and exterior, subject 
and object, self and non-self, and between sympathy or fellow feeling 
and its opposite, queer or ill feeling.5 In the spirit of Shelley’s text and 
the creature it amalgamates and animates, my essay assembles many 
component parts—mise en abyme, textual and graphic mirror scenes, 
animation and self-reflection, sympathy and ill feeling—in order to 
consider the comorbid conditions of the Creature’s being-becoming-
monster and the doctor-scientist Frankenstein’s becoming ill.6

{Mise en abyme}

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the phrase mise en 
abyme (translated literally as “placing into the abyss”) describes the 
heraldic device in which a shield includes a smaller version of itself 
at its center, an image within an image in infinite regression. French 
essayist and novelist André Gide borrowed the term from heraldry 
to suggest the device of self-reflection in psychological novels, and 
he discussed examples of “interior duplication” in literature and the 
visual arts. In a reading of philosopher Jacques Derrida’s use of the 
concept of mise en abyme as a “fundamental operation of the text” 
that is “synonymous with textuality” itself, art historian and critical 
theorist Craig Owens argues that what the mise en abyme does is show 
how representation is staged in a text.7 For Derrida, the mise en abyme 
stages the staged-ness of textuality—textuality en abyme. With this 
double operation in mind, Owens discusses photography in general 
and several photographs with mirrors in particular as “photography 
en abyme,” arguing that what is depicted in such photographs is not 
some truth of identity reflected in a mirror, but “the process of be-
coming self-reflective.”8 In his articulation of the concept and practice 
of photography en abyme, Owens discusses the function of mirrors in 
photographs by Lady Clementina Hawarden (“At the Window” [c. 
1864]), Brassaï (“Groupe joyeux au bal musette” [1932]), and Robert 
Smithson (“Yucatan Mirror Displacements [1–9]” [1969]). As his diverse 
examples from across a century of photography show, Owens is also 
interested in historicizing the device of photography en abyme in rela-
tion to the changing understanding of subjectivity in modernity and 
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postmodernity. Or, put another way, Owens helps us think about how 
photography en abyme enacts humans’ becoming-self-reflective in history.9

We might extend Owens’s extension of Derrida’s use of the 
concept mise en abyme in order to explore the double operation of 
what I call “drawing en abyme” in graphic narratives. Graphic nar-
ratives work formally to construct and deconstruct subjectivity, and 
they do so by juxtaposing the verbal and the visual, further multiply-
ing representation by working across modalities. By emphasizing the 
subject as becoming through drawing, as both material and symbolic 
process, graphic narratives render the subject not as something one is, 
but rather as something one does, drawn in relation to other subjects 
and objects, and within diverse and changing environments. I am, of 
course, drawing on Judith Butler’s theorization of gender, first articu-
lated in Gender Trouble, as something we do, and are compelled to 
do, not something we are or have as a kind of attribute.10 Through 
particular formal elements, including but not only drawing en abyme, 
graphic narratives demonstrate the ongoing and recursive processes of 
becoming and unbecoming subjects, gendered and otherwise.11

In both form and content, then, comics and graphic narratives 
might also be said to enact changing understandings of subjectivity 
in modernity and postmodernity. As Will Eisner explains in his now 
classic instructional book, Comics and Sequential Art, first published in 
1985, through the varied mix of panels and frames, as well as the 
lines, borders, and gutters linking and separating panels and frames, 
comics encapsulate events through their form as much as their con-
tent: as Eisner puts it, the panel “is used by the artist to capture or 
‘freeze’ one segment in what is in reality an uninterrupted flow of 
action.”12 In comics, time becomes spatialized, distinguishing comics 
formally from narrative or film. According to Eisner, success “stems 
from the artist’s ability (usually more visceral than intellectual) to 
gauge the commonality of the reader’s experience.”13 In Eisner’s realist 
formulation, then, successful comics present experience as self-evident 
reflection rather than as always already an interpretation that is open 
to further interpretation. Yet on a formal level, I would argue contra 
Eisner that many, if not most, graphic narratives work to represent 
and interpret, rather than simply reflect, “experience” as a category 
of analysis, by demonstrating both the desire to encapsulate an in-
dividual’s “experience” in history and also the impossibility of fully 
and finally doing so.

Drawing en abyme, then, provides a method-image for thinking 
about how graphic narratives stage identity as a process of becom-
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ing. What we see in many examples is a rendering of the notion of 
identity as fantasy—fantasy understood here in psychoanalytic terms 
not as “the object of desire, but its setting.”14 The set and props of 
this staging of identity are multiple and formally complex; yet one 
prominent prop or visual trope in many graphic narratives is the 
mirror, as in Lynda Barry’s image of Maybonne with its caption 
stating, “Maybonne stares in the mirror a lot. What is she looking 
at? I don’t think it’s just her face” (Fig. 2). With their index fingers 
touching through the glass, Maybonne and her mirror image appear 
to search for something beyond self-evident reflection, and although 
what this might be is not drawn in Barry’s comic (there could be a 
thought balloon expressing this, but there isn’t), the absent presence 
of this image might be read as the desire for mirroring itself, as a 
sign of relatability and care. A similar verbal and visual operation is 
at work in Shelley’s Frankenstein and graphic Frankenstein narratives 
as a way to ask and attempt to answer the question: “Who’s there?” 
In the mirror and mirroring scenes I examine below, we witness the 
staging of this question as constitutive of the dual and interrelated 
processes of being-becoming-monster and Frankenstein becoming ill. 
The “nested narrative structure” of Shelley’s novel, as Peter Brooks 
describes it, is an extended mise en abyme, demonstrating the process 
of becoming self-reflective through several transferential relationships 
in which a listener (and also the reader) is in the position to receive 
with sympathy (or not) the testimony of another.15 It seems to me that 
this transferential aspect of the text is one reason the novel has been 
so adaptable into other popular cultural forms, especially visual ones, 
as has been made apparent by the incredibly rich and wide-ranging 
discussion of Frankenstein and its many afterlives in celebration of the 
bicentennial year of the monster’s birth in 2018.16

Frankenstein and his monster are ubiquitous in popular culture, 
and cartoons and comics are no exception. As Susan E. Lederer notes 
in her catalogue for the National Library of Medicine’s exhibition Fran-
kenstein: Penetrating the Secrets of Nature, Frankenstein’s monster became 
almost immediately useful in political cartoons beginning in the mid-
nineteenth century as a recognizable and frightening metaphor for an 
uncontainable force that could be unleashed. In one example Lederer 
discusses from the period, that monstrous force is the possibility of 
the English working class gaining the right to vote.17 In her important 
work on Frankenstein in United States cultural and political contexts, 
Elizabeth Young explores more recent examples of Frankenstein and his 
monster as political metaphor, citing examples from US foreign policy 
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and domestic race relations of Frankenstein and its many adaptations 
as a “story of blowback.”18

In contemporary culture the cartoon figures of Frankenstein 
and his monster have become iconic—googling “New Yorker cartoon” 
and “Frankenstein” generates thousands of hits. These immediately 
recognizable cartoon monsters are of course based not on Shelley’s 
description of the Creature’s appearance in the novel but on Boris 
Karloff’s appearance and embodied performance in the 1931 film 
directed by James Whale. Most early comic book versions also draw 
on the Karloffian image, including, to name just one example, Dick 
Briefer’s Frankenstein, first introduced in Prize Comics #7 in December 
1940 and creating a monstrous mix of horror and humor that was, as 
the cover proclaimed, only “[s]uggested by the classic of Mary Shel-
ley.”19 As I will show below in my discussion of scenes from two 
recent graphic narratives, unlike these cartoon and comic Frankenstein 
monsters, graphic Frankenstein narratives tend to take us back to the 
novel, in the sense of encouraging a reading or re-reading, as well 
as by drawing on Shelley’s visual description of the Creature rather 
than using the iconic film image as visual shorthand.

Let’s turn now to the story of Frankenstein itself and some of its 
mirror scenes: the first is the scene of the being’s animation or birth 
in volume 2, and the second is the Creature’s scene of self-reflection 
in volume 3. I will first look at each scene in the 1818 version of 
the novel, before analyzing the scenes in the Classical Comics and 
Wrightson illustrated graphic Frankenstein narratives. By analyzing the 
same mirror scenes across texts, I intentionally perform my own inte-
rior duplication—the textual mirror scenes are doubled and redoubled 
verbally and visually. Put another way, the mirror scenes themselves 
are multiply mirrored in order to help us think about the process of 
being-becoming-monster and Frankenstein becoming ill that Franken-
stein enacts.

Mirror Scene 1: [Animation]

The reader first encounters Victor Frankenstein in Shelley’s text 
when he is rescued by Robert Walton and his crew from a sledge 
drifting on a block of ice in the Arctic sea. In the letter to his sister 
describing the bizarre encounter, Walton states, “I never saw a man 
in so wretched a condition” (14). Thus, Frankenstein first appears in 
the novel as a wretched, etiolated figure. On board the ship stranded 
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in ice, he slowly recovers some of his strength and eventually shares 
with Walton the story of his scientific breakthrough and its aftermath: 
his reanimation of lifeless matter, a process that Frankenstein explains 
he worked long and hard to master. In telling this incredible tale, 
Frankenstein feels compelled to begin by assuring his interlocutor of 
his credibility: “Remember, I am not recording the vision of a mad-
man,” he tells Walton (32). Although this statement is made with the 
certainty of a scientist confident in his knowledge and skill, Fran-
kenstein’s assertion of his sanity nevertheless draws our attention at 
the outset to the possibility that his credibility might be precarious 
or diminished, his story perceived by others as the vision not of a 
rational scientist but of a madman. In his introduction to the Second 
Norton Critical Edition of Frankenstein, J. Paul Hunter notes that, 
“through experiments with points of view (with Walton, Frankenstein, 
and the Creature successively presenting their perspectives), we get 
both a shifting sense of authority and doubts about the reliability 
of authority itself.”20 Shelley’s experiment is especially compelling if 
we consider that the author herself is experimenting with points of 
view—in the text she becomes explorer, scientist, and Creature. Hers is 
the outermost frame of this tale, containing all the others, and she is 
clearly aware that her femaleness is potentially discrediting.21 Shelley 
wants us to be attentive to who is speaking and how narratives are 
framed. In this respect, the novel itself might be described as graphic. 
The graphic form materializes the frame and the process of framing 
and it can show multiple perspectives simultaneously, as I will discuss 
in more detail below.

Frankenstein refuses to reveal his secret method for bestowing 
animation and admits that his obsessive determination to create a new 
being exhausted and isolated him, ultimately making him sick with 
anxiety. In the passage immediately preceding the description of the 
moment of the being’s animation, Frankenstein tells Walton, “Every 
night I was oppressed by a slow fever, and I became nervous to a 
most painful degree; a disease that I regretted the more because I had 
hitherto enjoyed most excellent health, and had always boasted of the 
firmness of my nerves” (35). Although many scholars have noted the 
problem of Frankenstein’s hubris and his isolation from community at 
this crucial moment, what is also important to consider is how Victor’s 
illness functions throughout the novel as a sign of the self—Victor’s 
once self-assured self—becoming strange to itself. I read Victor’s illness, 
then, as another kind of (de)animation—an enervation that enfeebles 
him. We see this enervation and enfeeblement on a number of occasions 
in the text, usually at moments after an encounter with the Creature, 
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as though Victor and his progeny are both beings-becoming-monster 
via the transmission between them not of sympathy but its opposite, 
ill feeling.22

Importantly, the moment of animation in the novel is also a mo-
ment of seeing and being seen. “With an anxiety that almost amounted 
to agony,” Frankenstein finally infuses “a spark of being into the lifeless 
thing that lay at my feet,” and in “the glimmer of the half-extinguished 
light” of a nearly burnt-out candle, he sees “the dull yellow eye of 
the creature open; it breathed hard, and a convulsive motion agitated 
its limbs” (35). As he beholds his creation, Frankenstein is horrified by 
“this catastrophe,” this “wretch”—what he had thought were beauti-
ful “luxuriances” (proportionate limbs, lustrous black hair, and pearly 
white teeth) are now seen in “horrid contrast with his watery eyes, 
that seemed almost of the same colour as the dun white sockets in 
which they were set, his shriveled complexion, and straight black 
lips” (35). Tellingly, it is the moment of eye contact that most terri-
fies Frankenstein and sends him running away. Frankenstein states, “I 
beheld the wretch—the miserable monster whom I had created,” and 
the Creature looks back and beholds his creator. In horror and shock, 
Frankenstein is unable to return and hold the being’s gaze, to feel 
sympathy and kinship with him, or to show him care and concern. 
Utilizing terminology from theories of object relating, we might say he 
is unable to create a holding environment and that he is not a good 
enough carer for the being he has animated. We might also describe 
this as a failure to mirror, and it is this failure that inaugurates the 
being-becoming-monster and intensifies Frankenstein becoming ill.23

Graphic renderings provide another look at this scene and work 
to draw out the visuality of Shelley’s written text.24 First, to the Clas-
sical Comics version of Frankenstein published in 2008 with linework 
by Declan Shalvey. Classical Comics is a UK publisher whose “main 
aim is to make classical literature appealing to all,” by providing 
“exciting, yet realistic artwork” and three levels of text—original, 
plain, and quick—to accommodate a range of reading abilities.25 An 
important aspect of this particular graphic Frankenstein narrative is 
that the Creature doesn’t appear to be radically other than his hu-
man creator, and in some of the images he appears almost hunky, 
in a Marvel Comics superhero/villain kind of way. In the head-shot 
drawings of the dramatis personae of the story, Victor Frankenstein 
and Frankenstein’s monster are placed side by side, with their heads 
positioned similarly. In these thumbprint images, Frankenstein looks 
frankly more monstrous than his monster, who appears soulful and 
almost handsome (Fig. 3).
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These thumbprint images are details taken from specific scenes in the 
story, and the choices are revealing. Frankenstein’s monster is repre-
sented by a detail from the animation scene, at the precise moment 
before the “lifeless thing,” as Frankenstein calls it, is infused with a 
“spark of being” (22), while the portrait of Victor is taken from a 
scene at the end of the novel when Victor, “possessed with a mad-
dening rage,” reacts violently to what he perceives as the magistrate’s 
unwillingness to “credit his narrative” (115). The dramatis personae, 
then, suggest the passage between a pre-spark-of-being thing and a mad 
Frankenstein, and from pre-feeling potentiality to ill feeling before the 
law as Frankenstein’s credibility is diminished. This is the doubling of 
the being-becoming-monster that the narrative presents rendered vis-
ible in snapshots that freeze Frankenstein and his Creature at specific 
moments in time and in a mirroring relation to each other—before 
the being-becomes-monster and after Frankenstein becomes discredited 
and potentially mad.

The thumbprint pre-spark-of-being thing in the dramatis personae 
is taken from a splash page that opens volume 1, chapter 4—the anima-
tion sequence (22). Frankenstein’s pre-animated Creature hangs from the 
ceiling by chains attached under his arms in a scarecrow-like pose. The 
candle- and lamp-light in the room gives his face, arms, and muscled 
torso a yellow glow. Frankenstein is drawn standing below his creation 
and holding a large sharp needle-like tool that drips what appears to 
be blood and is connected by a hose to a bathtub full of blood to 
be infused into the lifeless being. The next page depicts the moment 
of animation and the composition of the page works to highlight the 
prominence of the being’s eyes and gaze (Fig. 4). Two panels at the 
top of the page show Frankenstein sticking the needle into the being’s 

Figure 3. Detail of Dramatis Personae, in Shelley, Frankenstein: The Graphic Novel, 
4. Reprinted by permission © Classical Comics (2008).
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arm. To do this, Frankenstein holds the being’s hand, his own hand 
dwarfed by the being’s enormous, still lifeless, one. The next panel 
shows only the being’s large disembodied hand in the foreground with 
Frankenstein in the background as he pumps blood from the bath. 
In an example of the capacity of comics to animate speech through 
the shape of speech balloons and the size and style of lettering, we 
see that Frankenstein’s initial reaction—“Beautiful!”—is delineated in 
ordinary lettering and contained in a regular oval-shaped speech bal-
loon. This one-word speech balloon is connected to another one by a 
jagged line. That balloon contrasts visually with the first, suggesting 
an explosion of ill feeling and containing the words “GREAT GOD!” 
in emphatically larger and bolder lettering. Overlaying the gutter be-
tween the top tier of panels and the single horizontal panel below is a 
caption with these words from Shelley’s novel, already quoted above: 

Figure 4. Animation scene from Shelley, Frankenstein: The Graphic Novel, 22. Reprinted 
by permission © Classical Comics (2008).
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“I saw the dull yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, 
and a convulsive motion agitated its limbs” (23). The panel below, 
which is at the very center of the page, shows a close-up image of 
the being’s eyes, his right eye in shadow and the left with a pupil-
less yellow glow as it stares back at the reader, hauntingly. Another 
caption links this panel to the next, which zooms out a little to show 
the creature’s whole face and head, both eyes glowing and oozing a 
yellowish liquid, suggesting both pus and tears. The final image on 
the page zooms out further to show the convulsive motion of the be-
ing’s powerful body as he attempts to break free of his chains. One 
key characteristic of comics and graphic narratives is that a page is 
meant to be read sequentially and simultaneously, both/and.26 Or, put 
another way, graphic narratives formalize the relationship between parts 
and wholes. Focusing simultaneously on both the composition and the 
content of the page, we see parts becoming whole: framed panels of 
the not-yet-animated being’s hand, eyes, and head are amalgamated 
on the page and become animated into a whole at the bottom. On 
this page, the Creature is being and becoming at once.27

Turning the page, we see the Creature has freed himself from 
his chains and violently disconnected the tubes connecting his body 
to the blood source. He is now extremely animated and makes a loud 
growl as his body lunges downward towards Frankenstein who falls 
back away from him, shielding his face. The next page has three small 
panels at the top. The first two depict the Creature crashing to the floor. 
The panels themselves are tilted, as if the space of the laboratory itself 
has been knocked askew, visually suggesting the disruption that the 
being’s animation has created. The third panel on the top tier, in the 
same position as the “Beautiful!—GREAT GOD!” panel on the preceding 
right-hand page, is upright and shows the moment Frankenstein and 
his Creature make eye contact. The newly animated being is in the 
left foreground of the panel, in profile, his hand reaching out towards 
Frankenstein who is in the right background on the threshold of the 
laboratory door, also reaching his hand out in a gesture that mirrors 
the Creature’s (Fig. 5). This panel contains a caption that reads, “Un-
able to endure the aspect of the being I had created, I rushed out of 
the room” (25). Thus, the graphic narrative visually stages this moment 
of encounter as a mirror scene, the two figures drawn to physically 
resemble each other and with Frankenstein framed in the doorway 
as if in a mirror. But rather than responding with sympathy to the 
appeal from the being he has brought into the world, Frankenstein 
repulses him, refusing to return the gaze and rejecting any possibility 
of a sympathetic or caring relationship.
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Figure 5. The graphic narrative visually stages this moment of encounter as a mir-
ror scene. Shelley, Frankenstein: The Graphic Novel, 25. Reprinted by permission © 
Classical Comics (2008).
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The next panel shows Frankenstein hurtling down the stairs, 
having slammed the door with a violent “CRASH!” In this sequence 
the door stands in for a mirror and the crash suggests it has been 
shattered. Frankenstein escapes as if by disappearing into the depths 
of the mirror. The page ends with a panel of Frankenstein in bed. The 
caption explains that he sought “a few moments of forgetfulness. But 
it was in vain; I slept, indeed, but I was disturbed by the wildest 
dreams” (25). He dreams that he sees his companion Elizabeth “in 
the bloom of health” and moves to embrace her. When he kisses her, 
she changes into the corpse of Frankenstein’s dead mother, who had 
become ill and died after nursing Elizabeth when she was sick with 
scarlet fever. At the moment Frankenstein awakens in horror from this 
contagion dream, the Creature comes crashing through the window of 
his bedroom. The dream/waking sequence, then, moves from Victor 
facing Elizabeth who transforms into his sick mother (in the dream) 
who then transforms into his monstrous progeny (in waking).28 Visually, 
the Creature appears to have followed Frankenstein into the mirror 
(we see that his arm is pierced by numerous shards of glass from the 
window/mirror), and in an echo of the earlier scene, he makes an 
appeal, reaching out to his creator. Frankenstein mirrors this motion 
but as a refusal of mirroring by raising his arm to deflect the appeal, 
shielding his eyes from the Creature’s gaze. “He might have spoken, 
but I did not hear,” Frankenstein explains in the caption. “One hand 
was stretched out, seemingly to detain me, but I escaped . . .” (28). 
Doubling the earlier scene, Frankenstein again rejects the opportunity 
to mirror, in the sense of responding with sympathy to an appeal 
from his progeny. And once more, the effect of this encounter and 
his refusal to care is that Frankenstein himself becomes ill, in what 
appears to be a kind of post-partum depression, in which he can only 
shrink away, emotionally and physically, from appeals for sympathy. 
In Frankenstein: The Graphic Novel, then, there is a direct visual link 
between failed mirroring, Frankenstein becoming ill and needing to 
be cared for, and his being-becoming-monster.

Horror comic artist and illustrator Bernie Wrightson offers a very 
different adaptation of Frankenstein from the Classical Comics version. 
First published in 1983 and reprinted in an oversized hardcover format 
in 2008, this graphic Frankenstein narrative includes over 40 detailed 
black-and-white, pen and ink, full-page illustrations. Wrightson’s 
drawings were conceived by the artist to look like they might have 
been made in the nineteenth century to, as Wrightson explains in an 
interview, “dovetail visually with the book itself, and maybe create 
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the illusion that the book and the illustrations were done at the same 
time.”29 Wrightson’s illustrated Frankenstein is itself an adaptation of a 
collaboration between Wrightson and Steve Niles on the comic series 
Frankenstein Alive! Alive! In an introduction to the text, Stephen King 
asserts that most readers, himself included, tend to be disappointed 
upon first encountering Shelley’s text. He believes this is because they 
come to the text with expectations “formed by half a hundred lurid 
movies, from the original James Whale Frankenstein to Blackenstein to 
Frankenstein Meets Godzilla” (5)—that is, they come to the text with vi-
sual expectations. King makes a case that Wrightson’s graphic treatment 
enhances Shelley’s novel and vice versa. For King, the verbal and the 
visual together help to formally reanimate the story Frankenstein tells.

We see the importance of mirroring and the operation of drawing 
en abyme in several of Wrightson’s illustrations. Along with the content 
and formal aspects of the drawings themselves, which I will look at 
in more detail below, a visual device in the overall structure of the 
text draws the reader’s attention to mirrors and mirroring, and indeed 
to what I am calling being-becoming-monster. On the reverse side of 
each of the one-panel-per-page drawings, a detail from the drawing 
is repeated in faded grays and contained within an oval, mirror-like 
cut-out on an entirely white background, creating a peephole effect 
as if we are looking at an image in a mirror or perhaps, because of 
the verso position of the image, as if we are looking out from within 
a mirror. This duplicating visual effect works to remind us of the 
importance of the gaze and mirrors and mirroring in Shelley’s text. 
Wrightson’s Frankenstein, then, contains repeated images of what I 
have been calling drawing en abyme, forcing us to look at mirrors in 
Frankenstein and the text itself as a kind of mirror of ourselves. In this 
graphic effect the being-becoming-monster and Frankenstein becoming 
ill become us.

Wrightson’s animation scene is quite different from Declan 
Shalvey’s Classical Comics version, not just in terms of the gothic-
influenced drawing style, but also in terms of the composition of the 
pages and visual details of Frankenstein’s laboratory space, his work, 
and the once lifeless thing that he has amalgamated and animated. 
The drawing immediately before the animation scene shows Victor 
examining a body in a crypt. He holds a lamp above his head with 
his left hand while his right hand holds the hand of the lifeless body. 
He holds the hand close to his face, examining it with care and inti-
macy, almost as if he is about to kiss it in greeting. The corpse’s two 
huge feet stick up from the table in the foreground of the drawing, 
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acting as a frame for Victor’s hand holding the hand of the corpse. 
In the intricately lined and inked shadows in the background, a statue 
of death appears with skull, cape, and staff next to a large gargoyle 
hanging from the ceiling, both part of the crypt’s gothic reliquary, as 
well as symbols of hauntings to come for Frankenstein. The drawing 
is captioned with Shelley’s words, “To examine the causes of life, 
we must first have recourse to death” (53). The verso mirror image 
gives us a closer look at the two hands clasped together and Victor’s 
examining gaze. One foot of the corpse is also shown, but the hand 
and foot are now disembodied visually, giving an eerie impression 
that these must be the hands and feet Victor will take and reanimate 
for his amalgamated being. Comics critic Hillary Chute has described 
comics as a “haptic form” because drawing indicates the literal touch 
of the hand on the page as an embodied means of animating a scene.30 
This also recalls again Barry’s image of Maybonne at the mirror—the 
finger and its mirror-image touching is a metaphor for the process of 
drawing the self into being. Wrightson’s image of Frankenstein’s liv-
ing hand touching a dead hand that he will reanimate is also a kind 
of metaphor for drawing as bringing to life. Here, though, the care 
Frankenstein shows for the part (hand) will not extend to the whole 
(Creature), and this disjuncture between care-in-death and care-in-life 
will lead to being-becoming-monster and Frankenstein becoming ill.

The very next image follows thematically and compositionally 
from the image before, as if a continuation of the overall scene of 
death becoming life. Victor appears again at the “bedside,” but now 
the being he observes closely comes to life with a convulsion. In this 
moment of animation, we see Victor’s right eye in profile, agape, 
seeming almost to pop out of his skull (59). In the foreground a 
once lifeless, now clenching, hand grips a bar connected to the table 
from which the Creature rises, pulling himself upwards, while Victor 
reaches across the Creature’s muscled body gripping the bar, as if 
attempting to hold the Creature down as it appears to seize into be-
ing. As with the previous image, here Frankenstein looks intently, but 
the impassive yet intimate expression of the earlier examination has 
changed to one of shock and fear. The being’s eyes have opened, but 
stare upwards, not yet meeting the eyes of his creator. The Creature’s 
face grimaces from the effort of coming into being. Wrightson draws 
the being’s animation scene as somewhat similar in appearance to a 
generalized grand mal epileptic seizure, creating a visual link between 
the experience of convulsive illness and being-becoming-monster. In 
the background, a skull is propped on a lab vessel, looking down 
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on the scene, its lifeless features and expression resembling those of 
the newly animated creature, death mirroring life. “I had selected his 
features as beautiful,” the caption reads and, as we turn the page, the 
verso image frames and magnifies Frankenstein’s gaze, his face and 
eye looking in horror, startled not by death but by life.

The last image in the animation sequence is a drawing of the 
moment of eye contact. Frankenstein has retired to his bed and is 
awakened by a visitation from his creature into his bed chamber. In 
Wrightson’s rendering, Frankenstein is in bed in the foreground of the 
drawing, his back to us. He lifts his head and upper body off the 
bed and one hand reaches behind him toward the edge of the page, 
gripping the bed sheets in a gesture that shows his terror but also 
echoes the being’s clenched fist in the earlier moment of his convulsion 
into life. The nude Creature stands over the supine Frankenstein; his 
chiseled torso and grimacing facial features are bathed in a light that 
seems to emanate from his own body. A window in the background 
frames the Creature’s head and upper body. The caption refers to the 
moment of eye contact: “his eyes, if they may be called eyes, were 
fixed on me” (63), creating a graphic shot-reverse-shot of the earlier 
examination scene. The power of the gaze is now reversed, and 
Frankenstein is enervated and enfeebled, unable to return the being’s 
imploring gaze. The verso image now shows the Creature’s face in 
close-up, looking back, not at Frankenstein, who is cropped out of 
this mirror image, but at us.

Mirror Scene 2: (Self-reflection)

The second mirror scene I want to discuss takes place in volume 
2, chapter 4 during the Creature’s recounting of his immersive educa-
tion in spoken and written language and sympathy and fellow feeling 
through his attentive observation of the everyday life of a family living 
in a cottage who are unaware of his presence. Volume, chapter, and 
scene are smack in the middle of the text. Using the online Gutenberg 
full text Frankenstein, we discover that the word mirror is used only 
once in the text and is word number 35,535 of 75,118, excluding the 
preface and front and back matter. So, not precisely the word at the 
center of the text (that would be 37,559), but pretty close.31 This puts 
a mirror—word and image doubled into the abyss—at the center of 
the nested narrative structure that Brooks diagrammed as {[()]}, and 
thus we might say the process of mise en abyme—as a verbal-visual 
doubling—is literalized formally in Shelley’s text.
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The paragraph in which the Creature describes the moment of 
seeing his reflection in a pool of water is preceded by one in which 
he explains how he came to realize what reading is. Observing the 
cottager Felix read to his father and sister, he conjectures that Felix 
“found on the paper signs for speech which he understood, and I 
ardently longed to comprehend these also; but how was that possible, 
when I did not even understand the sounds for which they stood as 
signs” (78). The Creature reasons that by learning language he might 
be able to prevail upon the cottagers to “overlook the deformity of 
[his] figure” (78). This scene is already working on many levels, of 
course. We are reading the Creature’s own words, passed on to us via 
Frankenstein’s testimony and Walton’s recording of that testimony in 
a letter, and these words describe his wish to learn language to com-
municate with the cottagers about his feelings. He reasons language is 
the route to sympathy despite his appearance—words freeing things. 
In his essay “What Is a Monster?” Brooks notes that Shelley makes 
“the Monster the most eloquent creature in the novel.” He adds, “As 
a verbal creation, he is the very opposite of the monstrous: he is a 
sympathetic and persuasive participant in Western culture. All of the 
Monster’s interlocutors—including, finally, the reader—must come to 
terms with this contradiction between the verbal and visual.”32 We 
read with sympathy the Creature’s entreaties to Frankenstein and to us 
the reader, even two hundred years on. Shelley has staged an identity 
question—Who’s there?—that reverberates into the future, only to be 
restaged and reanimated by graphic narratives as hybrid verbal and 
visual form, doubling the contradiction Brooks sees in Shelley’s text.

This multi-layered depiction of the Creature’s desire to learn to 
speak and read is followed by his first encounter with a reflection of 
his own monstrousness, staged as a traumatic experience of subjectivity. 
Because he has “admired the perfect forms” of the cottagers—“their 
grace, beauty, and delicate complexions” (78)—he is terrified when 
he encounters the monstrous difference of his own image: “At first I 
started back, unable to believe that it was indeed I who was reflected 
in the mirror; and when I became fully convinced that I was in real-
ity the monster that I am, I was filled with the bitterest sensations 
of despondence and mortification. Alas! I did not yet entirely know 
the fatal effects of this miserable deformity” (79). What is fascinating 
about this scene is that it condenses so much into a single image of 
self-reflection—the hope and horror of (mis)recognition, an aesthetic 
lesson on what counts as perfect form, and the threat, but also reality, 
of deformation, and a textual link between practices of reading and the 
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capacity to become something other or more than one appears to be. 
In this scene, the mise en abyme becomes monster en abyme—or being-
becoming-monster. Shelley crafts a well-drawn mirror scene framed by 
verbal and visual conditions of possibility for subjectification and de-
subjectification. I contend that graphic Frankenstein narratives amplify 
what Shelley has already rendered visually in her writing. Graphic 
depictions of this mirror scene demonstrate formally the complex lay-
ering of the Creature’s experiences of desire, identification, and ways 
of becoming and seeing that Shelley presents textually—in terms of 
both narrative content and formal structure. I will now turn again to 
my two graphic Frankenstein narratives to briefly draw out the verbal 
and visual complexity of this mirror scene.

As in Shelley’s novel, the graphic mirror scene takes place at 
the center of the Classical Comics text and brings together through 
juxtaposition on the page the Creature’s thrilling moment of coming 
to language and his growing love and fellow feeling for the cottagers 
(Fig. 6). In the bottom left corner, we see the Creature in a thoughtful 
pose, preoccupied with his paradoxically immersive yet distant lan-
guage learning through an intensive regime of observing the cottagers 
go about their lives. Drawings of everyday objects—fire, milk, bread, 
wood—float above his head and portraits of the cottagers identified 
by their names and familial positions form a semi-circle around him 
on the right side of the page, visually suggesting his immersion in 
words and things and family (63). The layout and drawings depict 
different gazes. The Creature’s eyes are downcast as he listens and 
learns, suggesting humility and concentration, while the cottagers’ 
gazes are varied: the father’s cloudy eyes stare upwards in a visual 
trope of blindness, unseeing yet attentive; Agatha’s coy yet direct gaze 
looks out of the page towards the reader; and Felix’s suspicious side 
eyes gaze towards the figure of the Creature.

The page ends with the Creature expressing happiness in acquiring 
an increasing vocabulary, as well as his realization that the meanings 
of many words still elude him—these words don’t name things or 
persons but suggest qualities of feeling. From the bottom of the left-
hand page to the top of the right-hand page, time passes, and in this 
passage of time spatialized by the structure of the page, the Creature 
acquires both words for feelings and the feelings themselves. We get a 
close-up of the Creature’s face at the top with a tear, as he describes 
beginning to love the cottagers, which includes sharing in the feeling 
of both their suffering and pleasure. Echoing the page on the left, these 
coming-to-feeling panels surround the mirror scene, which creates a 
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Figure 6. Graphic mirror scene at the center of Frankenstein: The Graphic Novel, 
62–63. Reprinted by permission © Classical Comics (2008).

visual parenthesis on the page. In the drawing of the mirror scene, 
the Creature’s head and face are cut off by the top of the panel, and 
thus not visible except in reflection in the pool, although the panel 
above, dominated by the feeling Creature’s teary face, hovers above the 
headless body. Text balloons above and below the Creature’s reflection 
in the pool add to the parenthetical effect of this panel: the Creature’s 
words of terrified and despondent recognition of his difference from 
the cottagers literally act as a frame for the image, condensing the 
concentric effect of the book’s overall structure. The lesson in fellow 
feeling contains within it an encounter with ill feeling. The ambigu-
ity of the image is important. Taken at face value, the image in the 
pool is not exactly readable as monstrous. We have to learn that it 
is, through instruction in language and reading, feeling and visuality.

In Wrightson’s illustrated Frankenstein, this scene also occupies 
the exact center of the book. Interestingly, and in a reversal of the 
Classical Comics image, we see only the Creature contemplating his 
reflection in the pool; Wrightson has chosen not to show the Creature’s 
mirror image in the drawing (125–26). The Creature’s face is drawn 
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at the center of the page; emerging from blackness, it is difficult to 
tell where his body begins and ends in the darkness that engulfs 
him. One arm is draped around a large boulder at the water’s edge, 
almost as if he is hugging the large object close to him for comfort. 
The Creature’s other arm appears to rest on the water, as he leans 
down over it and contemplates the reflection on the glass-like surface. 
The line from Shelley that captions the image is from the Creature’s 
testimony to Frankenstein already quoted above, capturing the ill 
feeling generated by the vision in the mirror: “. . . I was filled with 
the bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification” (125). The 
verso image duplicates and frames the Creature’s face, forcing us to 
look again and closer, to see ourselves in the feelings of despondence 
and mortification.

Brooks’s psychoanalytic reading of the scene from Shelley is 
helpful in contemplating the image Wrightson has drawn of this key 
moment in the text. Brooks explains that the scene is clearly meant to 
recall Ovid’s Narcissus, but he also notes that it “anticipates Lacan’s 
scenario of the infant’s discovery of his reflected self—both same and 
other—at the mirror stage.”33 According to Brooks, however, the Crea-
ture’s mirror scene reverses Lacan’s formulation, and is experienced 
as “anti-narcissistic”—that is, unlike Lacan’s description of the mirror 
stage, the mirror image here is not an orthopedic misrecognition that 
brings the subject into being, but a mortifying recognition that brings 
the monster into being.34 I would argue, however, that what is missing 
from Lacan’s theory and Brooks’s reading of Lacan in relation to the 
monster’s mirror scene is that it forgets that the infant in most instances 
will have been mirrored by its mother (or carer) prior to seeing itself 
in the mirror. Thus, the maternal mirroring—good enough care—from 
the moment of birth is what produces the orthopedic effect, enacting in 
D. W. Winnicott’s terminology a holding environment for the creation 
of a self. Shelley’s Frankenstein and the graphic Frankenstein narratives 
I discuss here show the repeated desire for this kind of mirroring, as 
a means of not only meeting the material needs of another, but the 
emotional needs as well. The Creature seeks such mirroring, but his 
appeals to Frankenstein and others for sympathy are repeatedly rejected. 
This is what puts in motion a process of being-becoming-monster.

Coda: Downcast Eyes

I conclude by analyzing one more image from Wrightson’s graphic 
Frankenstein, the image on the front cover, which is also a detail from 



408 BEING-BECOMING-MONSTER

the last drawing in the text (251). We see a close-up of the monster’s 
face in a contemplative, sympathetic pose. He appears haggard and 
sad, his hand in a fist against his forehead, which is creased with 
lines. His eyes are slightly downcast, not making eye contact with 
the viewer. He looks worried, thoughtful, not angry or evil. On the 
cover this image is contained in an embossed, oval-shaped frame on 
a black background, larger but in the same shape as the verso pages 
of the drawings within the text. The final verso image of this final 
image gives an even closer view of the monster’s eyes, in fading gray 
(252). The viewer gets a closer look at his sad eyes, but the image 
of the monster now appears to be fading away, disappearing into 
the mirror, a visual sign of his social death and impending biologi-
cal death. In this graphic edition, the text of Shelley’s Frankenstein is 
thus nested between two mirror images of the monster with downcast 
eyes, a meta-mirroring device, reflecting the sadness of the missed 
opportunity for fellow feeling that is not just Frankenstein and his 
Creature’s loss, but ours.

NOTES

1. Shelley, Frankenstein, 2nd Norton Critical ed., edited by J. Paul Hunter.
Subsequent references are to this edition and will be cited parenthetically in the text.

2. Brooks, “What Is a Monster?” 369.
3. In this essay, I use several terms for the being that Victor Frankenstein

creates in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, including being, creature, and monster. These 
are all terms used in the text. While some Frankenstein critics identify the Creature 
as a monster, as Brooks does, because I am making an argument about how a 
being becomes a monster, I take the being’s monster-ness not as self-evident, but 
as enacted in relation to the gaze of others and the self. In a letter to a friend 
after attending a performance of the play Presumption based on the Frankenstein 
story, Shelley expressed appreciation for the fact that, in the dramatis personae, 
the being/creature/monster character was listed as (------). In the letter, Shelley 
writes that, “this nameless mode of naming the unameable [sic] is rather good” 
(qtd. in Lederer, Frankenstein, 32). In her letter, Shelley mentions the ------ but not 
the parentheses around it, which I think becomes yet another evocative graphic 
image of being-becoming------.

4. See Shelley, Frankenstein: The Graphic Novel and Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley,
Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus with pictures by Bernie Wrightson. Subsequent 
references to both are cited parenthetically in the text.

5. Diedrich, “Graphic Analysis.” In her densely layered words and images, 
Bechdel uses the therapeutic concepts and practices of object relating as developed 
by British child psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott to do graphic analysis. Mirroring is 
important to Winnicott’s theories, as I will show below.

6. In the introduction to Black Frankenstein, Elizabeth Young argues that
Frankenstein can be condensed into three key elements: “a monster is amalgamated 
from body parts; a monster is reanimated from corpses; and a monster engages in 
revolt against a creator,” 5. I like Young’s synthesis, although I would suggest that 
it is not a monster that is amalgamated and reanimated but a being that becomes 
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a monster through a failure of mirroring.
7. Craig Owens, “Photography,” 20. Owens cites Derrida’s discussion of the 

abyss of representation, its “indefinite multiplication,” in Derrida’s Of Grammatol-
ogy, 163.

8. Owens, “Photography,” 22.
9. Although clearly beyond the scope of this article, I find Owens’s analysis 

useful in contemplating practices of self-reflexivity in the age of the selfie.
10. See Butler, Gender Trouble.
11. I contend that the graphic form is particularly well-suited for demon-

strating this recursive process of becoming and unbecoming subjects, especially in 
instances of illness and trauma. In her graphic narrative about sexual violence and 
its aftermath, for example, British artist Una articulates this phenomenon beginning 
with her brilliantly recursive title Becoming Unbecoming.

12. Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art, 39.
13. Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art, 39.
14. Laplanche and Pontalis; quoted in Scott, Fantasy of Feminist History, 49.
15. Brooks, “What Is a Monster?” 369.
16. This paper began as a presentation at one of many “Frankenstein at 

200” celebrations, the Frankenstein and Popular Culture Symposium organized by 
Lester D. Friedman and Susan E. Lederer at University of Wisconsin. Thanks to Les 
and Susan for the opportunity to think Frankenstein across popular cultural forms.

17. Lederer, Frankenstein, 35.
18. Young, Black Frankenstein, 4.
19. Yoe, ed., Dick Briefer’s Frankenstein.
20. Hunter, Introduction, xvii.
21. Thanks to comments from Lester D. Friedman and Allison B. Kavey for 

helping me to realize this point about Shelley’s narrative voice.
22. The inverse relationship between sympathy and ill feeling is important in 

Shelley’s text, and I would argue that this is one way that we might offer a queer 
reading of the text. Beginning with Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Coherence of Gothic 
Conventions, scholars have noted as subtext the possibility of repressed homosocial 
or even homosexual desire between Victor Frankenstein and his Creature, as well 
as between Victor and other characters in the novel, including his good friend and 
frequent caretaker Henry Clerval and his rescuer in the Arctic, Robert Walton. It 
seems to me that the novel stages a desire for sympathy or fellow-feeling between 
men, but that this is thwarted by a drive for power and knowledge which isolates. 
Victor’s recurring moments of weakness and illness—what I have called his ener-
vated and enfeebled condition—are embodied signs of queerness as a kind of ill 
feeling. Elizabeth Young calls Frankenstein a “foundational text for gay and lesbian 
studies” that “highlights complex patterns of homoerotic longing and homophobic 
recoil between men” (163). She offers a magnificent reading of one of the queerest 
Frankenstein texts, the Edison kinetogram directed by J. Searle Dawley in 1910, in 
which the monster appears to be an outward sign of Victor’s homosexual desires 
which can only be cured by heterosexual marriage. This short film also features a 
mirror as key prop and mise en abyme as extended visual trope.

23. My terminology here—“object relating,” “holding environment,” and 
“good-enough” care”—is drawn from the work of D. W. Winnicott, Playing and 
Reality. In her important feminist criticism of Frankenstein first published in the 
New York Review of Books in 1974, Ellen Moers describes one of the main themes 
of the novel as “retribution visited upon monster and creator for deficient infant 
care. Frankenstein seems to be distinctly a woman’s mythmaking on the subject of 
birth precisely because its emphasis is not upon what precedes birth, not upon birth 
itself, but upon what follows birth: the trauma of afterbirth” (“Female Gothic,” 321).

24. In her analysis of several Frankenstein films and the black Frankenstein 
metaphor, Elizabeth Young argues that Frankenstein is both a highly visual novel 
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and even “protocinematic,” especially in its use of close-up (Black Frankenstein, 160).
25. Accessibility to young readers is of course one of the arguments made in

favor of using graphic narratives in the classroom. The Classical Comics version of 
Frankenstein is not the only graphic novel version of Shelley’s Frankenstein. Another, 
Michael Burgan and Dennis Calero’s Mary Shelley’s “Frankenstein”: A Graphic Novel, 
is even more condensed, but still remains true to the narrative and form of the 
original. As with the Classical Comics version, this provides background informa-
tion about how Shelley came to write the book and even discusses Frankenstein in 
film and the fact that the iconic image we have of the monster is from the 1931 
film with Boris Karloff as the monster.

26. In his meta-comic about the hybridity of the comics form, Nick Sousanis
discusses the sequential and simultaneous as performing “two distinct kinds of 
awareness” emerging from left and right brain functions (Unflattening, 63).

27. Thanks to Catherine Belling for helping me clarify this key aspect of the 
graphic form: it can render being and becoming simultaneously.

28. For a discussion of the many psychoanalytic interpretations of this scene in
particular and Frankenstein in general, see Friedman and Kavey, Monstrous Progeny, 4.

29. Steve Niles, “Frankenstein Alive! Alive!, np. Wrightson explains his process
further, “Always I tried to be as specific and as detailed and as faithful to the 
text (at least as well as I could interpret it) as possible. This was my first real 
attempt to completely serve the story and the author’s intentions, and I found it 
challenging as hell! I really tried to see the story as Mary Shelley wrote it, trying 
to stay in her time, in her ‘head-space,’ if you will, and not tart it all up or force 
my own gloss onto it, and at the same time, try to stay true to my own style 
and my own sense of drama and picture making. Like I said, a challenge” (Niles, 
Frankenstein Alive! Alive!).

30. Chute, Disaster Drawn, 130.
31. Thanks to Catherine Belling who thought to check the online version to 

determine the exact position of the word mirror in the text.
32. Brooks, “What Is a Monster?” 371.
33. Brooks, “What Is a Monster?” 376.
34. Lacan uses the term “orthopaedic” to describe the stability offered by 

the image of wholeness reflected in the mirror at the moment when the child feels 
itself to be fragmented not whole (Écrits, 5).
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