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For Dr. Leslie Robicsek, to whom I promised long ago to
dedicate my first book. (I'm sure neither of us then envisioned
that my first book would look like this, but writing is full of
surprises and unexpected turns, which may be one reason why
Mary Shelley described it as “hideous progeny.”)






Even the most abstract categories, in spite of their validity
for all epochs—because of their abstract nature—are yet in
the precise terms of this abstraction themselves as much the
product of historical conditions and possess their full validity
only in respect of and within these conditions.

Karl Marx, Grundrisse ([1857] 1983, 390)

The Québec film-maker, Jean-Claude Labrecque, once said of
the threat of cultural obliteration posed by new technologies
of communication: “It’s like snow; it keeps falling and all you
can do is go on shoveling” Technology as snow, or maybe as
a nuclear winter; that’s the Canadian, and by extension, world
situation now.

Arthur Kroker, Technology and the Canadian
Mind (1984, 129)

The malicious horizon made us the
essential thinkers of technology.

Dionne Brand, No Language Is Neutral (1990, 23)
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Introduction

The question that animates this book might at first sound like the start of a
joke: what do modern technology, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and Canada
have to do with one another? The short answer is “Marshall McLuhan,” and
much of what follows will be devoted to explaining this punchline. I want
to venture a twofold argument: first, that Shelley’s Frankenstein effectively
“reinvented” the meaning of the word “technology” for modern English;
and, second, that Marshall McLuhan’s media theory and its receptions,
especially in Canadian popular culture, together constitute a tradition in
adaptations of Frankenstein that has globalized this Frankensteinian sense
of the word. So my two main tasks here are to provide a concrete account
of the historical origins and transformation of the definitively modern
word “technology” and, by closely reading Frankenstein and its Canadian
adaptations, many of which also adapt McLuhan, to model new directions
for adaptation studies.

I aim to show how Frankenstein, technology, McLuhan, and Canadian
popular culture relate to one another, in historical and cultural contexts,
and to explore the implications of this interrelation. I start with an histor-
ical account of the modern meaning of “technology;” a word that organizes
not only whole scholarly fields but also the political economies of whole
nation-states—yet a word whose meaning is often ambiguous in schol-
arly literature and ambivalent in popular culture. Technology, a term that
initially used to denote the study of any art or technique, has come, in
modernity, to describe machines, industrial systems, and media. Con-
trary to extant definitions (such as that in the OED), which locate the
word’s redefinition in the late nineteenth century, this book shows that its
modern “reinvention” emerged in the early nineteenth century—specific-
ally, in the wake of Frankenstein’s publication. The Medium Is the Monster
analyzes Frankenstein as a founding intertext for technology in its own
time and in adaptations that popularized the story by simplifying it as a
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cautionary tale of technology run amok (Baldick 1987, 7). My argument
then turns from Frankenstein in its period to its postcolonial adaptations
in Canadian popular culture, anchored in McLuhan’s work. If Frankenstein
helps us to understand the modern transformation of the discourse of
technology, then Canadian adaptations of Frankenstein help us to under-
stand the globalized transfer of this discourse, a transfer effected largely
by McLuhan’s media theory, together with its myriad adaptations.

The impetus for this investigation derives from two areas of interest:
first, a preoccupation with the rich variety of Frankenstein’s receptions
and adaptations, which abound in Canada and repay postcolonial study
in this national context; and second, an interest in—and a dissatisfac-
tion with—the ways the word technology is used in popular culture and
scholarly literature. In popular culture and everyday speech, references to
technology regularly strike a sometimes subtle, sometimes strident chord
of ambivalence. In scholarly literature on technology, and in popular lit-
erature too, the word enjoys great elasticity of meaning, as an abstraction,
sometimes a convenient one—sometimes even an unexamined one. It is
alternately presumed to be self-evident, defined commonsensically, con-
ceptualized idiosyncratically or speciously, or theorized critically. The
effects of the word’s ambivalence and multiple meanings have profound
and sometimes pernicious effects and implications. Prominent in human-
ities and social science scholarship, prevalent in everyday language, and
privileged in political policy, the word technology adapts readily to the
service of imaginative culture, incisive critique, or ideological mystifica-
tion. Discussing one of technology’s most intimately related counterpart
keywords, media, John Guillory states that his aim is “to describe the
philosophical preconditions of media discourse” (2010, 321). If we substi-
tute “technology” for “media” (a rhetorical switch that recurs throughout
McLuhan'’s work, incidentally), Guillory’s statement could aptly summarize
the aim of the first chapters here.

A representative instance of the word’s use in popular culture illustrates
the ambivalence and ambiguities of technology and suggests how to con-
nect the conceptual dots among technology, Frankenstein, and Canada.
The 2 February 2009 episode of Viacom’s cable news-comedy program
The Daily Show (Stewart et al. 2009) featured a segment called “Future
Shock”: a report on military robotics. Daily Show host Jon Stewart intro-
duces the segment like this: “Technology: technology’s allowed us to do
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everything from land on the moon, to fake landing on the moon. Now
technology may be about to solve one of our most vexing problems of all”
Over footage of assembly lines and vacuum cleaners, the segment’s corres-
pondent, Samantha Bee, says: “Robots. They’ve already revolutionized the
way we clean our homes and spot-weld. Now they’re about to help us cross
the last frontier of human unpleasantness: killing.” Bee’s segment reports
on a government military contract awarded to iRobot, the corporation
that makes the “Roomba” robot vacuum. The segment stages a satirical
drama of technological imperative versus technological risk, juxtaposing
interview footage with the iRobot CEO against an interview with Noel
Sharkey, a robotics professor at Sheffield, whom Bee names among those
who “actually see a downside to having robots do our killing” The seg-
ment’s production parodies the conventions of the cable-news “technology
report,” with quick cuts, footage of high-tech gadgetry, and strobe-like
interstitials flashing the segment’s “Future Shock” title. At one point in
the interview, the iRobot CEO describes a cyberpunk future straight out
of William Gibson’s 1984 novel Neuromancer: “Wouldn't it be cool to be
able to have, look, a memory chip that you could put in the back of your
neck. You could augment yourself with some robot technology—all of
a sudden you understood calculus” This speech shifts to voice-over as
the video cuts to a special-effects sequence that farcically visualizes it: a
wide shot of Bee cuts to a close-up of a prop-dummy head (a wig-draped
chicken carcass) being drilled and stuffed with wires. A wide shot turns
the figure around as Bee, now sporting horn-rimmed glasses and an arm-
load of textbooks, exclaims, “I totally get it!” Correspondent Jason Jones,
costumed as a “jock,” walks past, slapping the books out of her hand and
shouting “Nerd!” As Jones exits screen left, she frowns and points a finger
at him. Bee’s finger—visually referencing a joke about The Terminator from
earlier in the segment—then morphs, via computer graphic effects, into a
machine gun and opens fire.

The Daily Show sketch uses a mix of clichés, news genre conventions,
and satirical commentary and imagery to dramatize a symptomatic conver-
gence of subjects: the modern discourse of “technology”; the iconic figure
of Frankenstein; and the contribution of Canadian labour to globalized
popular culture. Stewart’s introductory invocation of the term technology
suggests its sensational “headline” value and presumes the transparency
of its meaning, in his illustrative references to space exploration and
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digital simulation. As the episode unfolds, it then dramatizes, in all its
ambivalence, the Utopian techno-fetishism of cyborg empowerment and
the dystopian techno-phobia of murderous robots run amok. The iRobot
CEO represents the former position, in statements premised in techno-
logical instrumentalism: the “most widely accepted view of technology,’
as Andrew Feenberg notes, “based on the commonsense idea that tech-
nologies are ‘tools’ standing ready to serve the purposes of their users”
(2002, 5). Professor Sharkey represents the latter position, with statements
suggesting the wary reservations of technological determinism: the view
that technology acts independently of human agency to determine social
conditions. This contrast in views on technology is dramatized according
to Frankenstein’s “skeleton story” of technology in revolt (Baldick 1987, 7).
This dramatization entails alluding to prior adaptations of Frankenstein,
which is a widely recognized source for the Terminator films parodied here
(Picart 2003, 9), for the discourse of robotics (Hitchcock 2007, 136), and
even for science fiction as such (Aldiss 1986, 26). Lastly, the episode dem-
onstrates the crucial—but characteristically inconspicuous—contribution
of Canadian labour to globalized popular culture: the episode features
Canadian actors Bee and Jones, and its “Future Shock” title reproduces the
title of Alvin Toffler’s 1970 book, a book that owed its success largely to the
prior success of McLuhan. One of the effects of the episode’s coordina-
tion of these subjects is to simultaneously reproduce and satirize the view
of technological substantivism, which goes further than determinism to
suggest that technology has become autonomous, or even that—in the
triumphal words of Henry Frankenstein in the iconic James Whale film
(1931)—“It’s alive!”

That 2009 Daily Show episode illustrates the connections among tech-
nology discourse, Frankenstein, and Canadian popular culture that this
book maps out. How such an episode makes these connections, in its
adaptation of multiple intertextual sources and references, is a question
of theory and method that chapters 1 and 2 take up in depth. Many such
popular cultural images of technology could be offered, and later chap-
ters will look at some key examples in detail. Likewise, in the scholarly
and popular bodies of literature on technology, we see similar presump-
tions of the word’s meaning and similar ambiguity and ambivalence in its
usage, as well as similar connotations of its uncanny autonomy. I want to
suggest that it has been one of the distinctive contributions of Canadian
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adaptations of Frankenstein to disseminate and popularize these presump-
tions, connotations, and ambiguities—which, taken together, I call the
modern discourse of globalized technology.

To put the matter plainly, I hold that we cannot talk about technology
without conjuring Frankenstein, and that Canadian adaptations of Frank-
enstein have popularized, even globalized, this modern, fundamentally
Frankensteinian discourse of technology. Adaptations of Frankenstein have
long proliferated, and continue to proliferate, across media and around
the world. What this study hopes to contribute to the literature on Frank-
enstein adaptation is a historicized analysis of Frankenstein’s founding
traces in the modern discourse of technology and attention to the inter-
stitial and liminal fields of cultural production—between extensive and
ephemeral modes, between scholarly and popular registers—at which
much contemporary Frankenstein adaptation takes place. As we'll see, in
the contexts of technology discourse and Canada’s postcolonial popular
culture, Shelley’s hideous progeny has engendered a diffuse and decidedly
strange brood of mutations, replicants, and other intertextual adaptations
of its story, both extensive and ephemeral. As globally significant articu-
lations of technology discourse, Canadian Frankensteins reveal a strange
interface of postcolonial literary adaptation and techno-Romantic popular
culture. Canadian adaptations of Frankenstein organize popular ideas of
technology and structure images of the global technological crises in which
Canada is embroiled—from copyright to climate change.

To argue and illustrate this claim, The Medium Is the Monster unfolds
as follows. Before examining Frankenstein or its adaptations in detail, the
first chapter elaborates on two key discursive and social contexts for my
argument—technology discourse and Canadian culture—and, in the pro-
cess, contextualizes how subsequent chapters triangulate these terms with
Frankenstein and its numerous popular cultural progeny.

Chapter 2 further develops this study’s premises and method by elabor-
ating on my approach to the theory and practice of adaptation studies—the
analysis of how different media, genres, and other cultural forms are used
to tell and retell a story like Frankenstein. My approach to adaptation stud-
ies challenges some key premises of the field in order to build its capacity
to analyze the many forms adaptation can take, from the extensive (like
feature film versions of Shelley’s novel) to the allusive or ephemeral (like
pop songs that sample audio from Frankenstein films, or even just develop
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instrumentation traditions that evoke Frankenstein). A critical term I adopt
to theorize such a range of adaptations is the “Frankenpheme”: an image
or idea derived from Frankenstein, represented in another text or form
(Morton 2002, 47). This chapter surveys a spectrum of sound and image
adaptations—focusing on Afro-Futurist music and Canadian rap—for a
few reasons: to model an approach to adaptation studies that is sufficiently
expansive and materialist to account for the vast cultural diffusion of a
text like Frankenstein, to detail textual and contextual criteria for reading
texts as “Frankensteinian,” and thus to suggest how Canadian Frankenstein
adaptations both circulate globally and inform the discourse of technology.

Chapter 3 focuses on Mary Shelley’s novel, documenting the moderniz-
ation of the meaning of technology as a discursive effect of the novel and its

“«

early stage adaptations. I retrace the word’s “reinvention” (from describing
the study of any art or technique to describing industrial machines and
systems) and argue that Shelley’s characterization of the monster through
five tropes—shock, revolution, utility, inhumanity, and contagion—in turn
characterizes the “reinvented” meaning of technology with affective anx-
iety and a negative moral valence and contributes to its fetishization (that
is, the treatment of technology as if it were a living thing). Transatlantic
Frankenstein adaptations and technology references in the period then
represent technology in terms of industrial monstrosity, and the period’s
theatrical Frankenstein productions dramatize technology’s uncanny
liveness in their spectacular use of special effects. The chapter tracks the
discursive origins of a word now valorized as a policy imperative and nat-
uralized as virtually biological.

In chapter 4, I turn from Shelley’s time to the postwar period, McLuhan,
and his media theory. This chapter details the intertextual and historical
contexts of McLuhan’s work and closely reads how McLuhan represents
technology as a Frankenpheme in his best-known texts. The reading
illuminates the underappreciated Romanticism in McLuhan’s media theory,
and its focus on some of his most popular statements highlights the global
influence of his work in shaping and popularizing the modern discourse of
globalized technology, a discourse that I summarize as the McLuhanesque
Frankenpheme of technology. A crucial globalizing dimension of McLuhan’s
popularization of a Frankensteinian sense of technology is his press pres-
ence and counterculture influence in the 1960s. This chapter documents
the receptions of McLuhan by the journalistic establishment and the
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performative, mediatized scenes of the counterculture, which mobilized
McLuhan’s ideas for social change, but, in the process, also furnished the
corporate news media with sensational images of “tuned in” radicalism that
amplified McLuhan’s idea of technology as a Frankensteinian menace and
caricatured McLuhan as a kind of mad scientist of media.

In chapter 5, the work of US expatriate novelist William Gibson links
the counterculture of the 1960s to the technoculture of the 1980s. Gibson
has openly acknowledged McLuhan’s counterculturally informed influence
on his 1984 novel Neuromancer (see Foster 1999 and Rapatzikou 2004).
A close reading of Neuromancer’s borrowings from both McLuhan and
Frankenstein invites a comparison of Gibson’s work to David Cronenberg’s
contemporaneous “cult” film Videodrome (1983). In these texts—both
globally renowned touchstones for digital culture—I identify a shared
pattern of intertextual adaptation, narrative strategy, and new media
theorization. Gibson and Cronenberg combine and juxtapose references
to Shelley’s novel and McLuhan’s theory—not only in Neuromancer and
Videodrome but also throughout their oeuvres—and so consolidate and
reproduce McLuhan’s Frankenpheme of technology.

Chapter 6 tracks this distinctive pattern of pairing Frankenstein and
McLuhan references through Canadian science fiction, with readings of
illustrative works by writers like Larissa Lai (2009), Nalo Hopkinson (1998),
Margaret Atwood (2003), and Peter Watts (2006). How these writers’
texts adapt both Frankenstein and McLuhan echoes the adaptation pat-
tern established by Gibson and Cronenberg and shows the propagation of
McLuhan’s Frankenpheme of technology across Canadian science fiction.

In chapter 7, I shift from print adaptations of the McLuhanesque Frank-
enpheme of technology to its amplifications in electronic dance music
(EDM) culture, where the work of several key producers and DJs both
evokes the technological sublime of ghosts in the machine and enacts what
music critic Simon Reynolds calls “techno-Romanticism” (1999): the sub-
cultural synchronization of hedonism and high technology. Two notable
acts in this respect are the house music producer Deadmaus (a.k.a. Joel
Zimmerman) and the Paladin Project (a.k.a. Len Jaroli), a spectacular DJ
persona who played “dark and hard” dance music at Canadian raves and
clubs. These performers reveal the subcultural circulation of McLuhan-
esque Frankenstein adaptations, as does Matthew MacFadzean’s 2001
fringe play richardthesecond, whose dance culture milieu points to the
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further amplification of McLuhan’s Frankenpheme of technology in Can-
adian pop culture.

Chapter 8 analyzes how the Frankensteinian discourse of technol-
ogy has informed and structured popular cultural representations of the
Alberta tar sands industry. It is the world’s biggest resource extraction
project, and, as such, it presents a vast industrial spectacle of “the techno-
logical sublime”: the experience of “awe and wonder, often tinged with an
element of terror, which people have had when confronted with particular
natural sites, architectural forms, and technological achievements” (Nye
1994, xvi). Accordingly, a variety of cultural representations of Big Oil and
the tar sands do not just evoke the industry’s technological spectacle, but
do so in ways that amplify its Frankensteinian aspects too.

Finally, the conclusion moves beyond Canadian texts and contexts to
survey an international selection of scholarly receptions of McLuhan as
an important means of globally distributing McLuhan’s Frankenpheme of
technology. Langdon Winner’s Autonomous Technology (1977) and Avital
Ronell’s Telephone Book (1991) both explicitly link McLuhan and Franken-
stein. I then consider the reception of McLuhan in Europe—acknowledging
the difficulties of translation—with reference to Jean Baudrillard (1983)
and Friedrich Kittler ([1986] 1999). The study then closes by reflecting on
the implications of Canadian adaptations of Frankenstein for reconceiv-
ing Canada’s “technological nationalism” (Charland 1986) as technocratic
transnationalism in order to better describe the increasingly corporate and
globally focused priorities of Canada’s governance and cultural production.
This proposed notion of technocratic transnationalism helps to highlight
some notable commonalities among Canadian Frankenstein adaptations:
besides their consistent pairing of Shelley and McLuhan, they also share
preoccupations with media, corporate business, and globalization. Finally,
I point to some further directions for studying Frankenstein adaptations,
and for reconceiving adaptation studies more expansively, which richly
rewards paying close attention to more varied forms of adaptation in cul-
tural production.

10 Introduction
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1. Technology, Frankenstein,
and...Canada?

Because of technology’s ambiguities, the scholarly literature that takes
technology as its main subject sometimes pays special attention to defin-
itions and terminology, and, in the process, it articulates different premises.
One thing many writers agree on is that, as W. Brian Arthur says, “we have
no agreement on what the word ‘technology’ means” (2009, 13). Langdon
Winner observes that the word “is applied haphazardly to a staggering
collection of phenomena” (1977, 10). For French cultural theorist Jacques
Ellul ([1954] 1964) and Wired cofounder Kevin Kelly alike, the word is
“too small” (Kelly 2011, 11), too specific for their purposes, so they coin
more expansive terms that encompass and exceed technology, like Ellul’s
concept of technique. For Alvin Toffler, the inverse obtains: “Technology,
he specifies, “includes techniques” (1970, 25).

Technology: A Shape-Shifting Signifier

Three major premises for definitions and theories of technology pre-
vail: the instrumentalist premise sees technology as mere, value-neutral
tools that can be put to different uses, ethical or otherwise, by users; the
determinist premise holds that technology is not value-neutral but rather
determines and organizes its uses according to its own logic or priorities;
and the substantivist premise “claims that not only does technology oper-
ate according to its own inherent logic, but also that this logic is at the
expense of humanity” (Lorimer, Gasher, and Skinner 2008, 253). McLuhan,
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in his writings, defines and theorizes the terms technology and media,
which are major keywords and closely related in his work; McLuhan’s
thinking on technology has been characterized sometimes as determinist,
sometimes as substantivist.

Other definitions are worth glossing here for their variety. Winner
provides a pragmatic, three-part definition of technology as apparatus,
techniques, and organizations (1977, 11), on which he then builds a substan-
tivist theorization. Carl Mitcham excavates an exhaustive etymology of the
word and its meanings, from its ancient roots in Aristotle to the nineteenth
century, in his survey of the philosophy of technology (1994, 128). George
Grant, in Technology and Empire, defines the word as follows: “by technol-
ogy I mean ‘the totality of methods rationally arrived at and having absolute
efficiency (for a given stage of development) in every field of human activ-
ity
into English as The Technological Society (1964). But Ellul and his English

»

(1969, 113). Grant is quoting from Ellul's 1954 La Technique, translated

translator take pains in the English edition to specify that the keyword is not
technology but technique, which “does not mean machines, technology, or
this or that procedure for attaining an end” ([1954] 1964, xxv), but the afore-
mentioned “totality of methods”” For Grant, technology is synonymous with
aword that, for Ellul, surpasses and subsumes it; Grant’s English misappro-
priation of French theory resonates with Canadian irony.

Samuel Weber (1989) notes a similar contingency of translation with
“The Question Concerning Technology,” the prevailing English trans-
lation of Martin Heidegger’s 1954 essay “Die Frage nach der Technik,” by
William Lovitt, published in 1977. Heidegger’s essay has become a found-
ing text for contemporary fields of technology studies; however, Weber
argues, technology is narrower and more theoretical than the German
Technik, which also means “technique, craft, skill” (1989, 981). Cursory as
this critique of translation is, in the context of Weber’s larger argument,
it has wide-reaching implications for the considerable amount of schol-
arship on technology that has been influenced by Heidegger’s essay since
its anglophone debut. Even the translator’s decision to translate Technik
as “technology” set a scholarly precedent; it recurs, for instance, in the
English translation of Arnold Gehlen’s “Philosophical-Anthropological
Perspective on Technology” ([1983] 2003, 213).

Perhaps strangely, there are also major contributions to scholarly liter-
ature on technology that offer neither working nor detailed definitions of

12 The Medium Is the Monster
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this pivotal keyword, but instead leave its fundamental meaning presumed
and implied. Donna Haraway’s 1991 essay “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science,
Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century” uses
technology as a keyword throughout, referring variously to telephones,
housework, and biotechnology. Most often, Haraway pairs the word with
science, to describe the nexus of practices privileged by white capitalist
patriarchy. But the reader must infer from these references what’s meant
by technology: Haraway supplies neither definition nor theorization, only
references amidst which the reader must triangulate the term’s usage and
meaning. Late in the essay, Haraway acknowledges something of the par-
ticular moral valence of the term—a valence I will argue here belongs to
its Frankenstein-conditioned history—in her suggestive closing advisory
that we should refuse “a demonology of technology” (1991, 181).

Theorizations are sometimes offered in lieu of concrete defin-
itions. Scholars often take a position on technology, contextualize their
approaches to it, or reflect on its place in critical, philosophical, or political
tradition, without considering its linguistic contours: its denotations and
connotations, its material referents. In Transforming Technology, Feen-
berg (2002) argues for a critical theory of technology that transcends what
he sees as a dialectical stalemate between instrumental and substantive
theories. Feenberg develops a critique of the assumptions and functions
of both these schools of thought, as well as his own persuasive and sig-
nificant critical theorization, but, throughout, he refers to technology in
a way that presumes the reader comes to the discussion already knowing
what is meant by its key term of reference.

What is vexing about such ambiguity and presumption is the malle-
ability they afford a writer to make one’s own idea of technology into a
convenient abstraction that can best suit one’s own research project, critical
argument, or ideological agenda. Kevin Robins and Frank Webster, in Times
of the Technoculture, introduce the subject of their study as “the discourse
of technological revolution” (1999, 1), and their ensuing critique extensively
problematizes the cultural functions and political contexts of change and
“revolution” in representations of modern technology. But they take the
term technology to be self-explanatory and derive from it a constellation of
coinages, like “technoscape” (Appadurai 1990) and “technoculture” Where
Robins and Webster do pause to clarify how they “think about the nature of
technologies,” they make this clarification in theoretical terms: they reject
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instrumentalism and situate their approach as more deterministic or sub-
stantive, emphasizing that “technologies always articulate particular social
values and priorities” (1999, 4). But what they mean by “technologies” per se
goes unspecified, although the context of their discussion implies that they
use the term as abstract shorthand for the information and communication
technologies (ICTs) that serve and structure capital.

Definitions often make an appearance in books about technology for
general audiences too, where they also produce variable results and conclu-
sions. In The Real World of Technology, Ursula Franklin defines technology
as system and practice, more “multifaceted entity” than merely “material
components”: “It includes activities as well as a body of knowledge, struc-
tures as well as the act of structuring” (1990, 14). Technology is more than
anything else here a scalable theoretical tool, as easily invoked to discuss
the specific “technology of Chinese bronze casting” (15) as to conclude with
the vast generalization that “the world of technology is the sum total of
what people do” (123). And although Franklin takes care in her arguments
to emphasize social context and to resist determinism (57), such deter-
minism nevertheless flashes through, in the statement that “technology
has muddled or even destroyed the traditional social compass” (14), or the
claim that “many technological systems, when examined for context and
overall design, are anti-people” (76). The ideological implications of popu-
lar writing on technology can be particularly pronounced.

Arthur’s The Nature of Technology surveys and rejects dictionary defin-
itions—and claims (rather preposterously) that “a theory of technology” is
“missing” from the literature on the subject (2009, 14). Arthur proposes a
three-part definition of technology—as purposive means, as combinations
of practices and components, and as a culture’s totality of said combina-
tions (28)—which then establishes the basis for what he claims is a new
theory of technology as an evolutionary system (its “nature”). And yet
neither Arthur’s definition nor theory are actually new: the former clearly
echoes Winner’s three-part definition, while the latter extends the sub-
stantivist theoretical tradition of Ellul—and of McLuhan (whose theory of
technology is of central concern in what follows). Similarly, Kelly’s What
Technology Wants grounds an argument for technology’s autonomy as a
“living system” (2011, 15) in an unfortunately oversimplified synopsis of
Mitcham’s account; while Mitcham traces the meanings of technology
through medieval and early modern Europe, Kelly claims that the term
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simply vanished after Aristotle and was spontaneously “resurrected” by
the late-eighteenth-century scholar Johann Beckmann (8). The language
of resurrection is noteworthy here, in the context of the present study’s
claims for Frankenstein’s role in framing how we talk about technology.

So we find similar notes of ambivalence, amorphousness, and anxiety
both between and within the bodies of popular and scholarly writing that
focus on technology as their main subject. With this observation, I don’t
mean to denigrate the valuable work done by scholars, critics, and other
writers and artists on the subject of technology, let alone dismiss science
and technology studies (STS) or other fields of study organized around
this subject. Language, definitions, and discourse are not everyone’s main
concern, and understandably so—given the prevailing “technological
imperative” of modern state governance and economic policy, the deter-
mining force of technology in everyday life, the myriad current problems
and crises of technological risk, and the need to assess, make sense of, and
critique these and technology’s other social roles, relations, and functions.
But in the quite variable forms of attention given to and worked out of the
language of technology, discourses on technology pose their own risks to
public knowledge and epistemology, in the ease or eagerness with which
such discourses can produce and reproduce not clearer understandings of
technology but, rather, further fetishizations, reifications, and other mysti-
fications of it. Technology has been fetishized and reified even by analyses
that are otherwise quite cogent critiques of technology, its political eco-
nomic functions, and its socio-cultural effects. Examining technology first
and foremost as a discourse, instead, this book offers a genealogy of this
discourse, from the redefinition of technology at the advent of industrial
modernity to its current privilege as a central keyword in the hegemony
of globalized neoliberal capitalism.

Numerous examples of this privilege abound: for instance, in the
contemporary, corporatizing university’s relative political and economic
prioritization of science, technology, engineering, and mathematical disci-
plines (as well as professional fields) over those of the humanities and social
sciences (Sigelman 2016). One striking, concise illustration of the privilege
technology enjoys in policy and business—and in their mutual constitution
under global capital—is provided by a 2017 Canadian government press
release, which states that “technology and the innovation it helps promote
are key to the future of Canada’s economy” (Canada 2017). Yet even here
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a Frankensteinian shadow looms, in this press release’s specification of
investment in “clean technology”—this is a common enough compound
noun meaning energy production that doesn’t exacerbate climate change,
but as a compound it also implies that there may be something dirty about
“technology” per se.

As dramatized by the example of The Daily Show, the privilege so widely
enjoyed by technology today has its countervailing shadow; as Neil Post-
man put it, “every technology is both a burden and a blessing” (1993, 4). To
borrow a fitting metaphor from the field of STS itself, the word technology is
its own linguistic “black box”: it works effectively and persuasively in every-
day speech, popular culture, and scholarship, even when its inner workings
remain unexamined or inaccessible. The elastic and ambiguous word tech-
nology combines with successive waves of technological development—and
with technology discourse’s nontextual vocabulary of sound and image—to
give rise to generalized representations of technology per se that are based
mainly in specific, current “high tech” trends and developments of the day.

The sound and image vocabulary of technology discourse complements
the textual vocabulary of technology in that the word evokes a certain
visibility of novelty in what it’s applied to—as, by the same token, certain
sound- and image-based social and cultural practices evoke the techno-
logical more clearly or conventionally than others. The word technology,
in everyday language, usually refers to tools, systems, and products that
are new, that exhibit a spectacular quality, that are made via industrial
and postindustrial processes—tools, systems, and products that are, in
other words, “high tech” In contemporary parlance, “technology” is not
a term commonly applied to, say, wheels or chalkboards, although both
could qualify as such according to the varied theoretical parameters and
criteria mentioned above. Observing this “shorthand” use of the word,
Jeremy Gilbert and Ewan Pearson identify a hierarchizing function in the
language of technology, what they call technology’s effect as an “index of
visibility” “Some items,” they write, “are considered more technological in
status than others”; for example, “a drum machine is more technological
than a drum? Conversely, more established tools and systems are rendered
“invisible as technologies” (1999, 112).

Correspondingly, some image- and sound-based practices of rep-
resentation appear and sound more technological than others. Films that
make extensive use of computer graphic imaging (CGI); images of industry,
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machinery, computers, motorized vehicles, automation, robotics, and
cybernetics; holograms: these images visualize what is now seen as “high
tech”—as, for earlier historical audiences, did images of automata, silent
films, and jukeboxes. In the milieu of sound, the electronic dance tracks
of Deadmaus sound more technological than the country songs of Taylor
Swift, although very similar instruments and sound engineering practices
may be used in the recording and performance of each (for instance, drum
machines, multitrack recorders, mixing boards, and speaker towers). The
audibility of technology has long belonged to popular music’s politics of
authenticity, from the first phonographs—which were understood by band
musicians as a direct threat to their livelihood, the threat of automation—
to the complex fallout of disco’s “death” at the end of the 1970s: rejected
ostensibly for its artifice, but ideologically for its queerness, disco returned
to the dance underground, where its artificiality was not jettisoned but
rather intensified, to re-emerge in the 1980s as house, techno, and the
spectrum of sounds now known as “EDM”—electronic dance music. The
complexities EDM has brought to pop music’s politics of authenticity, in
terms of “liveness,” are explored in chapter 7.

Given the cultural functions and effects of technology’s “index of visibil -
ity the discourse of technology as I theorize it in this book includes some
sound and image productions and practices as well as textual articulations.
While Deadmaus’s house tracks make only scant reference to “technol-
ogy” in their lyrical content, the discourse of technology audibly pervades
the production, performance, and reception of this music. “Technology”
occurs only once in the script of Cronenberg’s 1983 film Videodrome—
but the discourse of technology visibly permeates the whole film, in its
sensational imagery of consumer home electronics that grow grotesquely
monstrous. So this study investigates Frankensteinian figures of technol-
ogy, not exclusively in textual constructions but also in selected sound- and
image-based cultural productions: film, music, and photography, some
examples of which are compared in chapter 8.

This visibility or spectacular character of technology discourse has its
epistemic roots in Frankenstein’s monster and the nascent industrialism
it figures. As David Nye notes, in the nineteenth century, “the English
were prone to view industrialization in terms of satanic mills, franken-
steinian monsters, and class strife” (1994, 54). Marxist readers of Shelley’s
novel have shown how Frankenstein’s monster, as a reanimated collage of

Technology, Frankenstein, and . . . Canada? 17

doi: 10.15215/aupress/978177199224.4.01



corpses, became legible as a monstrous image of the working class. “In
the anatomist’s assembly of the monster;” writes David McNally, Shelley
“imaginatively reconstructs the process by which the working class was
created: first dissected (separated from the land and their communities),
then reassembled as a frightening collective entity . . . the proletarian
mob” (2011, 95). But Shelley’s monster was composed—not coincident-
ally—during the Luddite machine-breaking disturbances of the mid-1810s
(O’Flinn 1986), so the monster has also become legible as a figure of the
industrial, technological mode of capitalist production that yielded the
working class: a mode of production that incorporated alienated labour,
automation, Fordist assembly lines, Taylorist management, the increas-
ing mobility of capital and labour, and the consolidation and ascent of
corporate business structure. Sometimes figuring the “vampiric” leader-
ship of corporate capitalism, sometimes figuring the zombie-like labour
of industrial workers, and sometimes figuring both at once—as in Marx’s
famous, grotesque image of capital as “dead labour which, vampire-like,
lives only by sucking living labour” ([1867] 1976, 342)—Shelley’s vividly
imaginative construct has spawned its own “hideous progeny” in many
representations and mediations of technology and technological change
under capitalism.

As illustrated by the many examples found in major compendia of
Frankenstein in popular culture (for instance, Forry 1990; Hitchcock
2007; Morton 2002), Frankenstein has established and disseminated a
vivid vocabulary of not just textual but multimodal, multimedia images of
technology: from an 1821 cartoon placing a bound edition of Frankenstein
among dental instruments (fig. 1), to the oeuvre of Cronenberg’s “body
horror” films, discussed in chapter 5, to the cultural hostilities over the
aura of “liveness” versus the audibility of automation that are perennially
enacted between new and established music-making practices (see chapter
7). As mediated by the classic cinematic adaptations of Frankenstein, even
the image of throwing a switch exemplifies an image of technology that
embeds an evocative Frankensteinian subtext. “When all is ready, I throw
this switch”: this line from a 1938 radio show about Superman, sampled by
Coldcut in their 1987 remix of Eric B. and Rakim’s rap track “Paid in Full,
occurs early, right before the first instance of the lyrical refrain “Pump
up the volume” The sample about switch throwing thus lends a Franken-
steinian tone to the rest of the track as a dense collage of audio samples
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all grafted together and fused with major components of the rap artists’

original single.
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Figure 1 A. E. “Tugging at a High Eye Tooth.” Coloured etching by G.
Cruikshank, after A. E. 1821. Note the copy of Frankenstein on the bookshelf.
Image courtesy of the Wellcome Collection. Photo CC4.0 licensed from Wellcome
Collection.

Sometimes, textual articulations of technology combine with visual and
other representational strategies to reinforce and reify the popular under-
standing of technology as the latest in high tech, which as of this writing
encompasses largely consumer-oriented, digital, networking tools and
systems, things like mobile devices and social media. And sometimes,
too, these multimodal representative strategies converge to suggest
something else about what technology means. Consider Larry Rosen’s
2012 book iDisorder: Understanding Our Obsession with Technology and
Overcoming Its Hold on Us. The title and subtitle themselves suggest a lot
about what’s meant here by “technology”: the “i” in “iDisorder” connotes
Apple’s branding, which together with the word “obsession” suggest that
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by “technology,” Rosen means consumer digital electronics and systems.
Furthermore, “obsession” and the trope of “overcoming its hold” suggest
a dialectic of desire and danger; technology is implied to be an agent or
enabler of something like addiction. The trope of “overcoming” a “hold”
suggests that technology is an adversarial power the reader is wrestling
with or struggling against. The cover image shows the black silhouette of
a tortured soul trapped in the white screen of a Blackberry-like device
(which maybe also suggests the book isn’t just blaming Apple?). The vague
and inclusive “us” commonly found in general-audience and self-help
books implies the book’s target market to be middle-class users of net-
worked mobile devices who think there’s a problem with their use. In his
boolk’s introductory chapter, Rosen quickly establishes that by technology
he means digital, networked devices. He sums up his book’s aim as an
effort to “demonstrate how the technologies that we use daily coerce us to
act in ways that may be detrimental to our well-being” and “to recognize
the craziness that technology can promote and discover new ways to stay
sane” (2012, 5-6). Or, as the publisher’s blurb about the book, quoted on
the author’s webpage, puts it, “Rosen teaches us how to stay human in an
increasingly technological world” (Rosen 2011). I am neither supporting
nor disputing Rosen’s ideas or his expertise in technophobia and what
he has termed “technostress” (2012, 6); my point here is that his study
of technology-conditioned psychological disorders and how to alleviate
their “symptoms” (6) itself exhibits a symptomatic sense of technology,
in not only its writing but also its visual design and marketing media,
engaging a multimodal vocabulary of technology discourse that figures
technology not only in terms of “revolutionary” newness but also in terms
of danger, globalization, contagion, and opposition to humanity. As I hope
the following chapters here will show, this discourse has a distinctively
Frankensteinian (and a less obviously but no less significantly Canadian)
provenance.

Given the coordinated arrays of textual, visual, and other representa-
tions of technology that inform and structure arguments like these about
technology—arguments which often implicitly refer to contemporary,
more visibly “technological” technologies—close and carefully contextual-
ized reading demonstrates that such arguments, far from novel, reproduce
long-embedded cultural assumptions about technology’s definition and,
as importantly, about its fetish character—the uncanny apprehension that
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“it’s alive!” In the process, such arguments retell the old but perennially
relevant story of Frankenstein.

It’s a story well enough known and discussed in both the schol-
arly and popular traditions. Winner ends Autonomous Technology:
Technics-out-of-Control as a Theme in Political Thought with a chapter
called “Frankenstein’s Problem”—an explication of Mary Shelley’s novel
that brings home his own point about “our involvement with technology,
namely, that “we are dealing with an unfinished creation, largely forgot-
ten and uncared for, which is forced to make its own way in the world”
(1977, 316). Edward Tenner starts Why Things Bite Back: Technology and
the Revenge of Unintended Consequences with a chapter called “Ever Since
Frankenstein,” in which he adopts Shelley’s novel as a framing allegory for
his tour of the “revenge effects” of technology in medicine, computing,
and other high-tech areas of modern life. “It was Mary Shelley’s Franken-
stein,” Tenner writes, “that first connected Promethean technology with
unintended havoc. . . . Mary Shelley wrote prophetically at the dawn of
technological systems thinking” (1996, 14, 15). In his book, Tenner isn't
interested in the linguistic or theoretical aspects of technology: he briskly
defines it, in his preface, as “humankind’s modification of its biological
and physical surroundings” (xi). But his claim that Frankenstein “first
connected” technology and backlash might well describe the claim of
the present study, in terms of language and discourse as well as culture.
Likewise, Winner’s proviso—that his claim is “not, as the boosters may
conclude, that technology is a monstrosity or an evil in and of itself” (1977,
316)—is one my argument inverts, in terms of how the word is used and
what discourses are involved in its construction and meaning making. In
the chapters that follow, I aim to show that Frankenstein and its Canadian
adaptations have constructed the modern English word technology as a
figure of manufactured monstrosity and have globally popularized this
sense of it.

Logocentrism and “Revolutionary Technology”

The cultural and epistemological space that Frankenstein opened for the
modern meaning of technology must also be contextualized according
to a broader historical order of Western discourse that it has been the
project of deconstruction to critique: the hierarchical ordering of speech
over writing, logos over techné. The reinvention and reconfiguration of
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the globalized discourse of technology that began in Mary Shelley’s time,
and accelerated in McLuhan’s, both built on and transformed the epis-
temology and language of this deeper cultural logic of logocentrism, of
the privileging of voice and presence and “the debasement of writing”
(Derrida [1967] 1976, 3). As McLuhan described his work as a footnote to
that of Harold Innis, I might describe this work as a footnote to that of
Jacques Derrida.

As Derrida has exhaustively investigated ([1981] 1988), criticisms of
new media are anything but new. In the third century BCE, Plato, in Phae-
drus, famously wrote against writing, in Socrates’s account of the mythic
encounter between the Egyptian god Theuth, inventor of writing, and King
Thamus, who warns that the invention will not preserve memory but rather
destroy it. This ancient parable has become a primal scene for representa-
tions of media and tools in terms of change and supplementation, of new
tools not just replacing old but threatening and overthrowing them, in pro-
cesses we would now call innovation and obsolescence. Correspondingly,
this parable furnishes a primal scene for the perennially hostile response of
established cultural and economic interests to new technological develop-
ments. Friedrich Kittler points out that the oldest known image of a print
shop, from 1499, depicts it “as a dance of death” ([1986] 1999, 5). David
Thornburg’s Edutrends 2010 (1992) recounts a history of hostile reactions
from educational institutions to new media technologies, from criticisms
of paper (in favour of slate and chalk) in 1815, to criticisms of ink (in favour
of pencils) in 1907, to criticisms of disposable ballpoint pens in 1950. Before
dismissing the apparent absurdity of this litany of objections to what might
now seem the most unobjectionable, most commonplace media tools,
consider that the litany has continued more or less unabated, from early
twentieth-century criticisms of film, radio, television, and home recording
(as seen in Cronenberg’s Videodrome), through mid-1990s concerns over
email, to today’s anxieties about mobile devices, texting, and social media.

The popular music business demonstrates a dramatic and ongoing
history of perennial recoil from new media for their perceived threat to
established systems and vested interests. The music industry’s campaign
against file sharing reproduces historical campaigns: audio engineers
against samplers, vinyl producers against cassettes and CDs, and musi-
cians against phonographs and jukeboxes, which, as Sarah Thornton
(1996) documents, were constructed as a similar threat to live—meaning
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authentic—musicianship; in chapter 7, this study looks at how this politics
of presence and authenticity is now reproduced, however ironically, in the
context of DJ culture, which is organized predominantly around the play-
back of recordings. Tellingly, Thornton’s book reproduces an image from
DJ Magazine that echoes the 1499 picture of a skeleton-surrounded print
shop—an image of “the death of vinyl,” showing one shrouded skeleton
clutching a record, and another clutching a CD and a sampler (1996, 64).
In this long tradition, the major record labels’ current copyright campaign
tries to win public sympathy by appeals on behalf of the recording artists’
labour that the labels actually exploit. The labels and their intermediaries
make appeals to authorial originality as a principle of “making one’s living”
(a disingenuous appeal, given that corporations, not artists, hold music
recording copyrights in the overwhelming majority of cases), in oppos-
ition to technologies figured as theft, as the privation of “honest” labour
and its replacement by inhuman, automatic processes. Today’s “copyfight”
sees this dialectic of Romantic individualism versus monstrous technology
being deployed by all interested parties: while the corporate entertainment
lobby paints Romantic portraits of “starving artists” staving off a global
horde of pirates armed with a Pandora’s box of digital technology, the
so-called pirates, a pejoratively defined group that includes a great many
legitimate, noninfringing media consumers and users, mobilize grassroots
defences of expressive freedom and personal privacy against the digital
locks, kill switches, trolling, cease-and-desist notices, and suspensions of
service imposed by “Big Media” acting more and more like Big Brother.
This long-standing historical pattern of public conflicts between
established interests and upstart innovation has furnished Western cul-
tural history with scenes of Luddites versus technocrats, of “dinosaur”
industries versus nimble entrepreneurs, and indeed of “zombie econom-
ics” wielding a dead hand’s power over new attempts by the living to
make a living (Quiggin 2010). This pattern has thus also furnished the
English language with figures of technofetishists and technocrats, and
has installed a sensational rhetoric of revolution in the discourse of tech-
nology: a rhetoric of rivalry and replacement in modes of production
and consumption, in industrial and communication developments. As
David McKitterick (2003) points out, the historical record shows not
that new media replace old and render them obsolete, but rather that
new and old media enter into more complex negotiations and mutual
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accommodations, adapting to one another in a changing media ecology.
Nevertheless, the more arresting figure of revolution dominates popular
culture and the hegemonic social imaginary, driven in part by mod-
ernity’s distinctive ambivalence toward technological innovation. This
ambivalence—which inflects the modern usage of “technology” itself,
through the popular mediations of Frankenstein—marks the reception
and representation of successive media and communication technologies
as though competing for supremacy in a zero-sum mediascape, rather
than coexisting and sometimes collaborating (as well as occasionally
competing, to be sure) in an increasingly complex mediascape.

This sensational (and durably market-tested) image of “revolutionary
technology” tends to trump more nuanced understandings of techno-
logical change in the popular imaginary. The rhetoric of “revolution” that
marks so much public and commercial discourse surrounding technology
(especially consumer technology) can be attributed in part to Mary Shelley;
as will be discussed in chapter 3, the creature that stands as an anticipa-
tory figure of technology is characterized significantly through tropes of
revolution (among others). And this rhetoric can be also attributed in part
to Marshall McLuhan’s media theory; his writing emphasizes an epochal
rhetoric of change, in which new media come to replace old, and in the
process inaugurate new epochs that succeed old ones, and new forms of
subjectivity and society that supplant earlier ones. So it is not only because
of the capitalist structuring of an economic world-system around competi-
tion and rivalry but also because of the discursive figuration of technology
as a manufactured monster run amok that, as Kevin Robins and Frank
Webster assert, “the idea of technological revolution has become norma-
tive—routine and commonplace—in our technological times” (1999, 1).

Canadian Popular Culture in Postcolonial Context

So what do these concerns with the discourse of technology have to do
with Canada in particular? Quite a lot, I hope to show: Canada is a modern
nation-state whose social fabric is deeply interwoven with defining pre-
occupations with technology, media, and globalization. Establishing the
Canadian context for this argument means attending to the continuum
of national and global cultural relays and relations that position and pres-
sure Canadian popular culture, according to a postcolonially informed
revision of two concepts: technological nationalism, which describes
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Canada’s ambivalent investment in technology for nation building; and
media imperialism, which describes Canada’s equally ambivalent rela-
tionship to cultural globalization, sometimes as the colonizer but more
often as the colonized.

Canadian Frankenstein adaptations, like Canadian popular culture
more generally, invite a postcolonial perspective. As I have argued else-
where, the literatures of Indigenous and other racialized minorities have
generally occupied a more prominent place in postcolonial analyses of Can-
adian nation building than have the popular culture and literature of the
white, anglophone mainstream (McCutcheon 2009, 765). To redirect post-
colonial attention to Canadian popular culture intends “neither to contest
nor to dismiss the growing and critically self-reflexive foci on diasporic and
indigenous literatures” (2009, 766)—these foci remain urgently important.
Rather, the purpose in paying postcolonialist attention to Canadian popular
culture is to rethink Canada’s mobilizations of popular culture for political
economic projects in nation building and globalized capital (which gov-
ernment policy, in the age of neoliberalism, has increasingly considered to
be the same thing). Such rethinking means both working with and moving
beyond the traditional triangulation of Canadian popular culture between
its “British and American ‘parent’ formations” (Bodroghkozy 2002, 568):
working with this triangulation, by acknowledging its political economic
map of Canada’s cultural industries, and moving beyond it, by interrogating
its nationalist premises in the tracking of diasporic, transnational, and net-
worked cultural practices and processes. That is, a postcolonialist premise
and the subject of adaptations bring considerations of cultural and eco-
nomic globalization to bear on the study of Canadian-based institutions,
producers, and practices of popular culture making. What postcolonial
attention to Canadian popular culture can provide is a way of “doing the
national differently” (Pennee 1999, 83), articulating connections among
Canadian culture and policy, the transnational corporate interests that
pressure and colonize them (Hedges 2012), and the globally and digitally
distributed scenes and communities that use them.

The need for more postcolonialist critique of Canadian popular cul-
ture specifically accords with Vijay Devadas’s and Chris Prentice’s general
observation that “popular culture is one of those neglected domains of
enquiry for postcolonial studies” and their consequent assertion that popu-
lar culture and postcolonialist critique matter profoundly to each other
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(2011, 687). Identifying the globalized capitalist world-system as (among
other things) a legacy of colonialism, they write:

Popular culture today is of significance for postcolonial studies as it
is the terrain of struggle between a dominant capitalist force . . . and
resistances to it. . . . Popular culture provides the ground for consti-
tuting forms of resistance to hegemonic (often nationalist) power
structuring social and political relations, and cultural expression, in
the wake of colonialism. (2011, 690)

In the context of Canada’s resource extraction-based economy and its
nation-building cultural policy tool kit (e.g., Canadian content quotas and
public investment supports for cultural production across media; see Grant
and Wood 2004), Canadian popular culture is inevitably invested in and
intertwined with global forces, both economic and cultural. A postcolonial
analysis thus entails situating Canadian popular culture between techno-
logical nationalism, on the one hand, and media imperialism, on the other.

Technological Nationalism and Media Imperialism

“Technological nationalism” is a term coined by Maurice Charland to
describe a “Canadian ideological discourse” that “ascribes to technology
the capacity to create a nation by enhancing communication”—but, in the
process, “ties a Canadian identity, not to its people, but to their mediation
through technology” (1986, 197). Postmodernist scholar Arthur Kroker
took up the term and developed it in his 1984 book Technology and the
Canadian Mind. Here, Kroker identified an “original, comprehensive, and
eloquent discourse on technology” (1984, 7) in the work of George Grant,
Harold Innis, and Marshall McLuhan, a discourse that Kroker saw reflected
in Canadian culture generally, citing as just a few examples, the music of
Rush, the fiction of Margaret Atwood, and the brutalist-futurist architec-
ture of urban Canada, like the iconic CN Tower. Reading technological
nationalism less as a nation-building ideology and more as a widely diffused
cultural discourse, Kroker finds in this discourse notes of ambivalence and
anxiety; he sees technological nationalism as “the essence of the Canadian
state and . . . the Canadian identity,” an effect of Canada’s geohistorical
position between “the ‘technological imperative’ in American empire and
the classical origins of the technological dynamo in European history” (7,
10). In its positioning of Canadian nation building amidst the cross-border
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proximity of the United States, the transatlantic reach of Europe, and the
unevenly developing regime of globalization, technological nationalism is
not unlike a theory of Canada’s postcoloniality. The “Canadian discourse
on technology,” according to Kroker, “thrusts us into the centre of a debate
of world significance” over issues of “neotechnical capitalism” and “global
media system[s]” (18)—issues now widely recognized as integral to post-
colonial globalization.

Questions of the global occur with special stress in Kroker’s discussion
of McLuhan, in whose work Kroker sees an ambivalent “technological
humanism”: a markedly ambivalent mix of optimism for a better techno-
logical tomorrow and anxiety over the present “processed world of
technology” (60). In Kroker’s account, McLuhan keeps a wary but hopeful
ear pressed to the ground of the global village. The concept of technological
nationalism thus demonstrates a rudimentary Canadian postcolonial
perspective, and sets a suggestive ideological scene for this reading of
Canadian adaptations of Frankenstein, in which the work of McLuhan
and the discourse of technology figure prominently. Tellingly, a 2010 public
opinion poll described its “statistical amalgam” of “the qualities Canadians
have told us they want in a leader” as “an ideal political Frankenstein”
(Graves 2010).

However, as with so much other critical writing on technology, Kroker
leaves this and other core keywords unproblematized. And, besides tech-
nology, Kroker holds Canada and nation to be self-evident. This nationalist
assumption is problematic for both postcolonial criticism and Canadian
popular culture alike. Postcolonial studies in Canada have mounted some
of the most forceful critiques of nationalism, especially as manifested in
official multiculturalism: the Canadian state’s policy to promote cultural
and racial diversity. Popularly and officially celebrated as a defining char-
acteristic of Canadian nationalism, multiculturalism is also “the strict
ideological correlate of transnational capitalism” (Lazarus 1999, 223). For
postcolonial critics, Canadian official multiculturalism amounts almost to
a Frankensteinian figure: an experimental, ideological state apparatus that
assembles a culturally differentiated body politic into a national “fantasy
of unity;,” while mystifying the neoliberal political economy of precarious,
privatized, and poorly paid work that this apparatus serves. Multicultur-
alism’s fantasy of diversity masks the realities of racialized difference; it

Technology, Frankenstein, and . . . Canada? 27

doi: 10.15215/aupress/978177199224.4.01



mobilizes and manages the flows of exploitable labour that sustain the
flexible accumulations of global capital (Bannerji 2000, 87).

The problematization of nationalism in Canadian popular culture
assumes a more conventional, even colonial character, encapsulated in
the diffident, sardonic slogan “as Canadian as possible under the circum-
stances”: the winning entry in a 1970s CBC contest to complete the phrase
“as Canadian as. ... Such a slogan signals both the colonially conditioned
cliché that Canada has no culture, and the perennially present danger that
the United States poses to Canadian sovereignty. To appreciate this slogan
as a good synopsis of Canadian popular culture, though, we need to explore
how the thesis of media imperialism describes Canadian popular culture’s
historical and economic conditions.

As theorized by Oliver Boyd-Barrett (1977), the media imperialism
thesis posits “the unidirectional nature of international media flows
from a small number of source countries” (Lorimer, Gasher, and Skinner
2008, 287). Although the thesis has been challenged for its deterministic
model of unilateral cultural power—thus neglecting the appropriations
of “imperial” media products by its target audience “colonies”—I think
that a postcolonial approach to analyzing Canadian cultural production,
amidst the high-pressure state of US-Canadian trade relations and their
implications for Canadian sovereignty, warrants a critical retrieval of the
media imperialism thesis, which not only describes a model for cultural
exportation but suggests that such trade is intimately connected to political
takeover. A postcolonial redeployment of the media imperialism thesis
recognizes these processes: the uses of cultural production as a tool of
empire and hegemony; the adoption of imperial structures and strategies
by transnational conglomerates; and the constant, increasing pressure by
US corporate lobby groups to liberalize trade with—or, in other words,
exploit—Canada in everything from cultural products (viewed by corpor-
ate lobbies as multiplatform intellectual property), to health care (viewed
as a market, not a public service), to water (viewed as a commodity, not
a human right). Since US hegemony propagates the notion that capital-
ism and democracy are mutually constituted (not mutually antagonistic,
as political economic analysis actually shows them to be), the difference
between media and political imperialism collapses, when viewed from a
Canadian perspective.
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On the political, economic, and cultural fronts, Canada depends on
US interests and industry in material ways that compromise the northern
state’s political sovereignty and render its relationship to its southern
neighbour ambivalent and conflicted, as well as effectively nonnegotiable.
This relationship is analyzed anxiously from north of the forty-ninth par-
allel, while being ignored or misrecognized from the south: “Americans
have an amazing tendency to assimilate Canadian work to American
experience. . . . Canada doesn't exist as a national entity to the U.S” (John
Greyson, quoted in Marks 2005, 198).

If Canada doesn't exist as a nation from the US perspective, then it can
hardly claim a distinct cultural existence on that account. In fact, in a global
context, the US entertainment industry has become virtually synonymous
with “popular culture” itself; the United States is the global leader, by a
wide margin, in net royalty and license fee exports—the earnings made in
payments for the authorized use of intellectual properties (SASI Group
and Newman 2006). Hollywood was one of the first globalized cultural
industries, and Canada’s relationship with Hollywood is long-standing and
conflicted (Gasher 2002). Canada provides Hollywood with cheap and
abundant film industry services, labour, and resources. Canadian shoot-
ing locations are not just conveniently close to Hollywood, but actively
promote themselves as stand-ins for US locations, as sites primed for col-
onization: “largely unpopulated place[s] full of scenic wonders and infinite
resources” (Rutherford 2005, 106). The predominance of the United States
in popular cultural production is indicated by Canadian media and culture
consumption patterns: English-speaking Canadians consume far more
American than domestic media products. The predominance of US con-
tent on Canadian screens is about more than what Aniko Bodroghkozy
calls, however rightly, “our taste for American popular culture” (2002, 570);
it is, more importantly, a specific material effect of neoimperial trade eco-
nomics. US media companies export their products to foreign carriers for
a fraction of what they charge US carriers, making it cheaper for Canadian
broadcasters to buy US imports than to finance domestic production—
however popular that domestic content may be.

As Peter Grant and Chris Wood explain, these “curious economics”
of globalized popular culture have occasioned state policies that protect
cultural sovereignty and diversity of expression, which would otherwise be
destroyed by narrow adherence to free-market ideology. Canada has kept
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its own cultural sector exempt (so far) from free-trade agreements, and it
has developed a policy tool kit for stimulating domestic popular cultural
production, on the premise that state investment in cultural production
builds nationalism and sovereignty (2004, 386—88). In economic terms,
the popularity of a cultural product is productively theorized as a paradox:
what is popular is what a publisher or company thinks will sell well; how-
ever, no one can predict what will sell well. But popular culture is a matter
of ideology as well as “curious economics” (2004, 44). Popular culture is a
“self-conscious term created by the intelligentsia and now adopted by the
general public to mark off class divisions in the generic types of culture and
their intended audience” (Jenkins, McPherson, and Shuttac 2002, 28). This
class-based concept of popular culture remains as ideologically powerful
as mass production is economically material to the ways in which popular
culture can articulate national imaginings.

And in Canada, the discourse and production of popular culture relate
to nationalism under postcolonial and neocolonial Anglo-American
paradigms of culture. Canada’s tool kit of public media, content quotas,
and funding agencies also includes some instruments for supporting
Canadian scholarly as well as popular culture; however, Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) funding for Canadian cul-
tural studies research has only been formalized within the last decade.
This belated recognition of Canadian cultural studies is a symptom of the
field’s own postcolonial historical neglect by a national intellectual elite
that has privileged Arnoldian ideals of culture over and against American
industries of entertainment, seen as a threat to Canada’s national sover-
eignty (Rutherford 2005, 105).

Notwithstanding the dismissal of media imperialism by communica-
tions scholars, cultural and literary studies have picked up and built on it
in researches informed by theories of nationalism, postcolonialism, and
globalization (Mookerjea, Szeman, and Farschou 2009). Postcolonial read-
ings of Canadian popular culture sustain the media imperialism thesis not
despite but due to Canada’s ambivalent relationship to US popular culture.
In a critique of Canadian cultural policy, Donna Pennee recounts how
Canadian foreign policy has deployed “culture’ from the Cold War to ‘the
Market Wars, from the explicitly ‘ideological” threats to national security,
to the explicit but apparently nonideological threats of global capitalism”
(1999, 196). As Pennee shows, one paradigm of culture is represented by
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the state’s leverage of culture as security: “The history of the nation-state’s
use of culture in foreign policy,” Pennee writes, “can be read as a sort of
barometer of change in the status of nation-statism, in the means of inter-
national relations, and in determinations of what is at stake in security
debates as power relations shift from the Cold War to the (unnamed as
such) Market Wars” (1999, 196).

Laura Marks employs Homi Bhabha’s model of pedagogy and per-
formance in national identity to explore how “the little performances
that constitute Canada insinuate themselves into the massive national
fiction that constitutes the United States” (2005, 197). Marks explores
American images of Canada, and observes what she calls the “little bit
oft’ quality in Canadian images, seen from a U.S. perspective”: Canada’s
identity-with-a-difference, in metonymic terms, poses a “subversive
potential” in “American contexts,” with “the detail” of Canadian differ-
ence making “it possible to question the whole” ideological apparatus
of US nationalist identity (2005, 198). This kind of ironic signification is
represented in the performances of Daily Show reporters Bee and Jones,
whose Canadian citizenship was a running joke on the show. Conversely,
looking at Canadian images of America, Bodroghkozy arrives at a simi-
lar conclusion: “It is a foundation of fine details, typically unnoticed by
non-Canadians, upon which Canadians have built their shaky edifice of
national identity” (2002, 579).

Diana Brydon has forged important links between postcolonial-
ism and globalization studies; alluding to the vexed question of national
sovereignty and the US government’s targeting of postcolonialism “as yet
another enemy of US patriotism,” Brydon succinctly reaffirms the urgency
with which “postcolonial critique continues to pose a challenge to the new
incarnations of Empire” (2004, 693). The perspectives on nationalism and
media imperialism developed in postcolonial research like that surveyed
here represent one way of “doing the national differently” (Pennee 2004,
83), by adding a nuanced sense of cultural and economic globalization to
Canadian cultural studies’ established materialist focus on the institutions
and media of cultural production.

An adequately nuanced postcolonial reworking of media imperialism
amidst globalization can also recognize that it is not a one-way process.
While the exponentially larger cultural economies of the United States
and the United Kingdom have historically colonized and continue to
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colonize Canadian popular culture, there are ways in which Canadian
popular culture has infiltrated, occupied, and colonized the global flows
of cultural production and reception. Canadian Frankensteins represent
one trajectory for such infiltrations. Likewise, a properly nuanced post-
colonial approach to Canadian popular culture needs to remain critically
self-reflexive in how it handles texts drawn from a spectrum of class,
gender, and racialized positions across the field of cultural production—
how it contextualizes both mainstream and marginalized texts in relation
to power structures. Postcolonial studies in Canada have conventionally
eschewed popular cultural subjects on account of their very popularity,
their centrality to the mainstream culture of the implicitly white, cap-
italist, patriarchal “Great White North” That is, the cultural centrality of
Canadian popular texts has relegated them to the margins of postcolonial
studies, which are centred in mapping the cultural margins. But because
postcolonial methodologies are demonstrably among those best equipped
to attend to globalization, adaptation, and culture’s articulations of power,
a postcolonial perspective can and should be brought to bear on texts and
practices on the cultural peripheries and on those at the cultural centre,
as well as on the feedback between them.

Canada and Globalization

Outlining the postcolonial contexts of Canadian popular culture in this way
means simultaneously outlining Canadian popular culture’s involvements
with globalization, understood here as an intensification of international
flows of money and labour, whose chief beneficiaries are multinational
corporations (Appadurai 1990, Sassen 2000).

Globalization is important for contextualizing Canada’s political and
cultural economies, and for understanding the popular discourse of
technology: virtually any technological risk or threat is represented as
an intrinsically global threat. The popular understanding of technology
in a global sense is prefigured in Shelley’s novel, as Victor Frankenstein
imagines, as the ultimate result of his research, that a “race of devils would
be propagated upon the earth” (Shelley [1818] 2012, 174). Since then,
Frankenstein has been used to sound the alarm over technologies typ-
ically understood as global in their reach and risks, from nuclear power
(Morton 2002, 56) to file sharing: “digital piracy is Hollywood’s own digital
Frankenstein,” writes one film industry observer (Sickels 2009, 22). Even
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the chief agent and institution of globalization itself, the modern corpor-
ation, has attracted Frankenstein analogies and figurations since the Great
Depression. Mitchell Dawson’s 1930 magazine article “Frankenstein, Inc”
expresses the author’s thoroughgoing suspicion of corporations in most
sectors, such as “the gigantic press Frankensteins which now control the
news and public opinion” Dawson envisions “the corporate Frankenstein”
inaugurating an age in which “law and government will be nullified” (1930,
276, 279): an age that scholars have since theorized as that of present-day
globalization. Frankensteinian representations of corporate business
after the Depression resonate profoundly today, in Canada and globally
(McCutcheon 2011).

Pertinent to the present discussion is the interdependence, even the
mutual constitution, of technology and globalization discourses: neither
term would mean entirely what it does, today, without being echoed in the
other. Globalization theory privileges technology in its models of trans-
national political and cultural economy, chiefly for facilitating the mobile
exploits of capital. Jonathan Beller reads the technological imperative as
a core value of globalization in the popular Frankensteinian image of the
cyborg, which he describes as “the intersecting of the human being from
anywhere in the world . . . and the technology (military, industrial, and
informational) endemic to transnational capitalism” (1996, 195). Arjun
Appadurai coins the term “technoscape”’—among other related “-scapes”
of globalization (e.g., “financescape,” “mediascape”)—to name “the global
configuration, also ever fluid, of technology, and of the fact that technol-
ogy, both high and low, both mechanical and informational, now moves
at high speeds across various kinds of previously impervious boundaries”
(1990, 297). Appadurai’s usage of “technology” here, like his coinage of
“technoscape;” exploits a sense of technology as uncontainable leak—as
contagion—that, as the subsequent chapters will show, arises from the
characterization of Frankenstein’s creature as modernity’s founding image
of technology, and from McLuhan’s imagery of technology as manufac-
tured, monstrous, and global in its impact.
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2. Refocusing Adaptation
Studies

Modern Myth and “Frankenpheme”: Adapting Frankenstein

Shelley’s novel has long furnished a grotesque, sensational figure for the
routine representations of technology in general, or a given technol-
ogy in particular, as some kind of risk or danger. As Jay Clayton notes,
Frankenstein is an “obligatory reference in any attempt to challenge the
technological pride of the modern era” (2003, 128). This kind of allusive
signification constitutes one of the text’s major functions as a “Franken-
pheme” (Morton 2002, 47), and, thus, as a reason for thinking about how
to refocus adaptation studies. Tenner’s aforementioned use of Frankenstein
exemplifies this kind of “obligatory reference” Moreover, in describing
the novel as “prophetic,” and in using it to frame his own Frankensteinian
stories about technology’s “revenge effects,” Tenner’s series of stories, with
their freight of commentary, recalls the narrative structure of Frankenstein
as a sequence of stories recounted and commented on by Walton, the
ship captain. Tenner’s book thus adopts the image of the monster, as an
allegorical figure of technological risk, and (intentionally or otherwise)
some of the narrative elements from Shelley’s novel. Does this mean we
might position Tenner’s book itself as an adaptation of Frankenstein? In
this section, I want to explore this kind of question with reference to the
literature on adaptations of Frankenstein, and with reference to the theory
of adaptation studies.
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Almost as soon as it was published in 1818, Frankenstein began fuel-
ling an extraordinarily rich and varied tradition of adaptations, across a
spectrum of media, genres, and intertextual, intercultural networks; this
tradition now almost constitutes a cultural industry unto itself. Franken-
stein resonates throughout Western culture as a unique “modern myth”—a
definitively modern text that has paradoxically assumed the power of myth
(Baldick 1987). Ironically, it is perhaps not Shelley’s novel itself so much
as its multimedia adaptations that have secured this peculiar privilege
for the story. As William St. Clair recounts, the book was out of print
through much of the nineteenth century and was best known through its
stage—and, more recently, its screen—adaptations (2004, 367). The text
itself has been doubly marginalized: not only eclipsed by its adaptations
and the vicissitudes of copyright, but exiled from the English literary canon
and relegated to “pulp” status until the 1970s and 1980s, when feminist,
Marxist, and other theoretical and political trends in English literary stud-
ies revisited it and precipitated a great deal of research and criticism that
has promoted it to canonical status (Hitchcock 2007, 281). Frankenstein is
now one of the most widely taught English novels in secondary and post-
secondary English curriculum. (I had to read a comic-book adaptation in
Grade 8, and the novel’s 1831 edition in an undergraduate seminar.)

Major contributions to the study of Frankenstein adaptations—literary,
theatrical, and otherwise—emerged as part of the novel’s overall academic
rehabilitation in the latter quarter of the twentieth century and have
striven, ambitiously, to survey the scope and diversity of Frankenstein’s
receptions, reworkings, and recontextualizations. Among the first studies
of Frankenstein adaptation was Levine and Knoepflmacher’s anthology The
Endurance of Frankenstein (1979), which argued the novel’s value on the
basis of its impact on and reworkings in popular culture. In 1973, science
fiction writer Brian Aldiss argued that Frankenstein is the foundational
ur-text of modern science fiction: it resituated Gothic fiction in a modern
setting, it transformed fantasy into extrapolation, and it told an iconic,
allegorical story of hubris clobbered by nemesis ([1973] 1986, 26). Aldiss’s
cogent argument achieved as close to a consensus on the origins of science
fiction as is likely to be found among scholars of the form (see Freed-
man 2002). Developing Aldiss’s interpretation, George Slusser theorized
science fiction as a narrative literature of “the Frankenstein barrier”: the
foreclosure of future possibilities by present contingencies, played out in
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plots “where the present, lurking all along, rises up to avenge the sins of
our uncreated future” (1992, 71).

Other studies have turned from page to stage, documenting the prolific
performance traditions of Frankenstein adaptation. Steven Forry’s Hideous
Progenies (1990) historicizes and reprints several nineteenth-century dra-
matic adaptations; Caroline Picart’s The Cinematic Rebirths of Frankenstein
(2002) details the twentieth century’s Universal and Hammer franchises
and other film versions. The proliferation of new media forms since the
latter twentieth century has prompted some studies to conduct broader
surveys that sample the diversified mediascape, as in Susan Tyler Hitch-
cock’s Frankenstein: A Cultural History (2007) and Timothy Morton’s
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: A Sourcebook (2002).

The present study builds in particular on Morton’s idea of “Franken-
phemes” and Christopher Baldick’s theory of Frankenstein’s modern myth,
as well as Pedro Javier Pardo Garcia’s (2005) argument for expanding the
scope and vocabulary of Frankenstein adaptation studies—on which more
below. The value of Morton’s idea comes into clearer focus if we consider
Baldick’s first. Baldick’s In Frankenstein’s Shadow: Myth, Monstrosity, and
Nineteenth-Century Writing theorizes Frankenstein as a modern myth and
thus as a paradox: a text that is at once modern, and a critique of mod-
ernity, and a “household name” imbued with mythic symbolism (1987, 1).
Baldick argues that Frankenstein has achieved this modern mythic status
via reductive reproductions of its basic “skeleton story,” comprised of two
pivotal plot points: first, the good doctor makes a living creature out of bits
of corpses; and second, this creature turns on him and runs amok (3). Bald-
ick then shows how this skeleton story gets fleshed out through two main
lines of popular interpretation: a psychological interpretation in which
the creature represents the “return of the repressed”; and a “technological
reduction” of the story as “an uncanny prophecy of dangerous scientific
inventions” (7). Moreover, while these reductive popularizations constitute
practices of creative adaptation, they also represent strategies of interpret-
ive control and closure, as illustrated by the fixing of the creature’s image
in Boris Karloff’s iconic film portrayal (5). The technological interpretation
of Frankenstein is most salient to my purpose here, because Frankenstein
helps us interpret the modern meaning of technology. It also seems the far
more predominant of the two interpretations, among the text’s receptions
and adaptations.
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Baldick’s argument is resolutely and productively materialist; he argues
that the Frankenstein myth manifests in the material accumulation of all
the “adaptations, allusions, accretions, analogues, parodies, and plain mis-
readings which follow upon Mary Shelley’s novel” (1987, 4). The inclusion
of allusions is significant here. Baldick’s analysis of Frankenstein’s legible
impact on nineteenth-century writing and rhetoric is preoccupied with
what Linda Hutcheon calls “palimpsestic intertextuality”: the layering and
modulation of textual referents and their sometimes recognized, some-
times latent links with one another that produce, in audiences, “intertextual
expectations about medium and genre, as well as about specific work”
(2006, 22). But while Hutcheon reserves these “multilaminated” receptions
for extensive, acknowledged adaptations (21), Baldick excavates some of
this specific work’s more ephemeral references and esoteric reworkings.
He attends, for instance, to the first documented use of Frankenstein as
an “object of political allusion,” which occurred in British parliamentary
debates over abolition (60). As Baldick argues, the “kind of connection”
found in tracking such a widely popular text as Mary Shelley’s is not always

”

“one between a given writer and a literary ‘source” but more often a Fou-
cauldian genealogy of “subterranean and invisible diffusion in the cultures
which adopt them” (9).

The “subterranean” circulation of Frankenstein’s central characters and
“skeleton story” in adaptations as extensive as film series and as ephemeral
as allusions thus finds an apt encapsulation in Morton’s concept of the

“Frankenpheme”:

“Frankenphemes” is the name I have chosen to give to those elements
of culture that are derived from Frankenstein, but that are less than

a work of art in completion or scale. Some kernel of an idea derived
from Shelley’s novel has been repeated in another medium. . . . They
demonstrate the extent to which the novel has permeated the ways in
which we see the world. (2002, 47—48)

Morton’s examples of “Frankenphemes” include TV commercials, movie
scenes, and allusive portmanteaus like “Frankenfoods,” which emerged
to frame debates over genetically modified organisms (GMOs) in agri-
business (2002, 48). The coinage, then, encapsulates the intertextual and
appropriative practices of condensation and encoding that further the
popular dispersal of Frankenstein’s modern myth in allusions, quotations,
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piecemeal or fragmentary adaptations, and other miscellaneous ephemera
that abound in popular culture. The present study undertakes to explore
several such popular cultural Frankenphemes, together with the discursive
and cultural practices that produce and reproduce them in specific contexts.

Frankenphemes may not qualify as extensive, acknowledged adapta-
tions, but they can be intensive, sometimes profoundly so. Explicating
them as such means both developing and departing from Baldick’s and
Morton’s interpretive practices. What distinguishes the present study from
Baldick’s and Morton’s might be described as a matter of putting the pro-
verbial horse before the cart, in light of textual evidence from Frankenstein
in its period. My reading extends Baldick’s argument into a chiasmus:
if Frankenstein is so widely interpreted as “the first and most enduring
symbol of modern technology” (Tropp, quoted in Baldick 1987, 7), it is
because the novel conditioned the interpretation and usage of technology
that began to emerge in Shelley’s own time. In addition, this study follows
Baldick’s work in paying attention to the nuances and implications of allu-
sive and other nonextensive adaptations, but breaks with it in treating
them, through the lens of adaptation studies, as adaptations.

Positioning this work in adaptation studies (to which the next section
turns) prompts a preliminary reflection on the interdisciplinary formation
of adaptation studies and this formation’s peculiar relationship to studying
Frankenstein.

Morton acknowledges the basis of his coinage in the vocabulary of
linguistics, the technical vocabulary of phonemes, graphemes, and so on.
He adds the suffix -eme, which denotes a specific structural unit, to the
first part of a name that signifies at once the text’s title, the name of its
protagonist, and the creature—according to the long-standing identifi-
cation of the nameless creature with the name of its creator. The coinage
pointedly echoes Richard Dawkins’s 1976 coinage of the meme, “a unit of
cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation”—an idea that catches on,
basically ([1976] 1989, 192). Dawkins’s meme idea has caught on itself, as
the common name for the ideas and texts that are said to “go viral” in
digital culture. Introducing her theory of adaptation, Hutcheon discusses
the aptness of Dawkins’s suggestion of “a cultural parallel to Darwin’s bio-
logical theory” (2006, 31) for the study of intertextual reproduction with
difference, and emphasizes culture’s crucial distinction from biology: that
mutation is the exception (albeit a critical one) in the process of genetic
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replication; however, in cultural transmission, it is much more the rule
(32). As Morton’s example of “Frankenfood” shows, the notion of Frank-
enphemes brings this interdisciplinary, linguistic borrowing full circle: if
the life sciences have supplied elements of the vocabulary of evolution to
the discourse of cultural adaptation (“I want a monosyllable that sounds

”

a bit like ‘gene” [Dawkins 1976, 192]), then the discourse of Frankenstein
adaptations has returned attention to life sciences that are now exploited
to manipulate biological evolution itself. Thus Emily Ryall observes of “the
language of genetic technology” that, “as Frankenstein himself is often
depicted in popular conceptions of the fictional story as an eccentric and
renegade scientist, the scientists who carry out genetic experimentation
today are represented similarly” (2008, 369). Ryall’s observation is also
noteworthy here for its tightly paired references to the text’s “popular con-
ceptions”—its “technological reduction”—and the news media’s “similar
representations” of scientists—that is, as Frankenphemes.

These formally and thematically connected details of terminology and
discourse in reconfiguring and redistributing Frankenstein—and in ana-
lyzing these reconfigurations and redistributions—thus make the case
of Frankenstein adaptations both a challenge and an opportunity for the
theory and methodology of adaptation studies more generally. Adaptations
that are reduced to “skeleton stories,” condensed in allusions, and encoded
as memes occupy a shifting analytic shore, between the field of adapta-
tion as it has been conventionally theorized and the ocean of open-ended

intertextuality and heteroglossia.

Attuning Adaptation Studies to Nonnarrative and Nonextensive
Cultural Forms

Adaptation studies is a field where literary, media, and cultural studies
intersect, and it first emerged to investigate the negotiations and appro-
priations of literature by film. But like the mediascape itself, adaptation
studies have diversified: to address more media and genres; to document
specific oeuvres and traditions; to move from one-way to multilateral
models of adaptation (between canonical and popular forms, old media
and new); to account for social and political contexts; and to take stock of
its own theory and practice.

Some of the most productive recent work in adaptation studies has
focused on specific authors, like Shakespeare. Adaptations of Shakespeare,
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for instance, is a critical anthology of dramatic adaptations of Shakespeare’s
plays, and yet despite its strict focus on theatrical productions, editors
Daniel Fischlin and Mark Fortier offer one of the most expansive working
theories of adaptation, as “almost any act of alteration performed upon
specific cultural works” (2000, 4). Taking stock of the overall character of
adaptation practice in the context of Frankenstein’s proliferating multi-
media progeny, Pedro Javier Pardo Garcia suggests the term “cultural
intertextuality” to better capture the breadth of citational, generic, discur-
sive, and dialogic practices of interpretation, selection, and recombination
that go into adaptation, especially postmodern adaptations like Kenneth
Branagh’s 1994 movie: “it is not just that the film perfectly exemplifies the
concept,” Garcia writes, “but also that its representation of the creature
turns it into a walking metaphor of cultural intertextuality” (2005, 240).
The figurative suitability of the text and its main character for commenting
on textual production and adaptation—their “perfect correspondence of
matter and form” (240)—is something of a commonplace in Franken-
stein criticism, as Garcia acknowledges. It is a commonplace well worth
rehearsing here, in order to inform my similarly expansive refocusing of
adaptation studies methodology, a refocusing undertaken in response to a
major theoretical statement on the field, which sets rather more restrictive
parameters for adaptation that invite some critical discussion.

In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon surveys the field and
argues for “a more restricted . . . definition of adaptation” (2006, 9) than
that of Fischlin and Fortier, which she cites as indicative of the field’s over-
all tendency. Concerned that such a theory is too vast for critical practice,
Hutcheon defines adaptation as both a product—an acknowledged, exten-
sive, and specific transcoding of a given text, usually a narrative text—and
as a process, a navigation—whether knowing or unknowing—of different
modes of textual and intertextual engagement with modes categorized as
telling (e.g., print), showing (e.g., film), or interactivity (e.g., video games).
Of the adaptor, this navigational process requires creative interpretation;
for the audience, it entails “palimpsestic intertextual” engagement (22).

By problematizing the multidirectionality of source and derivation,
and by covering a wide range of forms and media, Hutcheon’s theory
breaks with the field’s tradition. Her idea of interactivity crystallizes
around video games and theme parks, for instance. But the theory
also reinforces tradition, mainly in its orientation to story as the field’s
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“common denominator” (2006, 10) and its corresponding delimitation of
adaptation’s definition as acknowledged, specific, and extensive.
Confining adaptation to story-based forms and texts seems unnecessar-
ily restrictive in and of itself, as it forecloses considerations of adaptation
in nonnarrative forms: lyrical forms like poetry, critical forms like schol-
arship, forms that occupy a range of genres and media. In a manner that I
hope is both analogous and adequate to that whereby technology discourse
encompasses sound and image as well as textuality, I want to theorize
adaptation and its study more expansively than restrictively. Adaptation
study affords interpretive tools for critiquing varied, divergent, and inter-
secting orders of discourse and media forms, as the above discussion of
Tenner’s (1996) nonfiction prose has suggested. The point is material to
our purposes here in so approaching McLuhan’s work, among that of other
Canadian artists and thinkers. McLuhan actually makes a great initial
case study for adaptation practices in critical (or otherwise not “creative”)
bodies of work. McLuhan himself and McLuhan scholars alike have rec-
ognized the strong artistic strain in his writing. As Richard Cavell says, “If
McLuhan’s critical reputation declined severely during the 1970s . . . what
I can only call his artistic reputation has continued to grow” (2002, xvi).
McLuhan’s self-consciously unorthodox writing style, with its “probes” and
its “mosaic” structures, may account for his dramatically divergent recep-
tions, but it also lends itself to the protocols of close reading and theoretical
contextualization that literary studies normally reserve for more straight-
forwardly “creative” texts. Conversely, studies of adaptation in cultural
production also help to illuminate the critical practice in creative texts,
including nonnarrative, lyrical, condensed, or otherwise short forms, and
different media, like popular music. The emphasis on extensiveness that
reinforces this theory’s prioritization of story explicitly excludes a wealth
of other cultural modes and forms—Ilike theory or music—that warrant
consideration as adaptations. For instance, Hutcheon specifically excludes
“musical sampling” from her theory, on the basis that it “would not qualify
as extended engagement” (2006, 9). Since the book undertakes a theor-
etical synthesis of the field of adaptation in cultural production, such
parameters seem somewhat arbitrary: why can’t a broadly scoped theory
of adaptation address adaptations that are less extensive, more like memes?
As the analysis unfolds, interactivity—a mode of engagement that
ostensibly signals a more inclusive approach to the field—ironically
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becomes a more exclusive category, by coming to refer predominantly to
video games. Even the broader digital milieu goes underexamined for its
interactive and adaptive practices. Admittedly, the “2.0” interactivity of
social web media was only emerging at the book’s time of publication, but
other forms of interaction and adaptation available then for analysis do
not receive it. The web also gives good cause to be included in a theory of
adaptation for what had become, even by the turn of the century, one of
its major cultural forms: the “Internet meme”” This book treats the “Frank-
enpheme of technology” as a kind of cultural meme, and it considers a
few selected Internet memes in its later chapters, but a theorization of
the Internet meme as such is beyond its scope (although theorizing the
meme is something I've taken up elsewhere; see McCutcheon 2016, 178).

Hutcheon’s stipulations for extensiveness and interactivity also repro-
duce adaptation studies’” implicit privileging of the visual, over and against
the audible. Hutcheon does discuss several music examples throughout
the book and details one specific case of musical scoring, but most of
these examples are taken from Hutcheon’s formidable repertoire of opera
expertise. In addition to opera and musical theatre examples, song covers
get some consideration (2006, 90—93), but songs and other musical pro-
ductions that adapt other forms remain unaddressed and omitted—even
those that might qualify as extensive, acknowledged, and narrative-based:
albums like The Alan Parsons Project’s Poe-inspired Tales of Mystery and
Imagination (1976) and Janelle Monde’s Afro-Futurist concept albums
(2010, 2013), or inverse cases, like Joshua Dysart and Cliff Chiang’s Neil
Young’s Greendale (2010), a graphic novel based on the eponymous 2003
album by Neil Young and Crazy Horse.

Like Internet memes, popular music adaptations open up all kinds of
implications for Hutcheon’s emphases on extensiveness and interactivity.
If extensiveness is about creative interpretation of a whole narrative, is not
the Eurythmics’ single “Sexcrime (1984)” (1984) a condensed, lyrical retell-
ing of Orwell’s whole novel? If extensiveness is about duration, what about
the repetitive reception labour put into consuming and appropriating this,
or any pop song, which, as Leonard Cohen (quoted in Kennedy 2006) puts
it, one can “place into the air and have it last twenty years”? Such different
reception modes problematize interactivity, as well. In A Theory of Adap-
tation, Hutcheon repeatedly makes the double gesture of acknowledging
that all modes of engagement are interactive to an extent, while insistently
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distinguishing the interactivity of computer games and theme parks for
their physical involvement: “enacting or participating replaces telling”
(2006, 138). The recurring double gesture in its very insistence suggests
something unresolved about this argument—perhaps the claims of games
and parks on physical, participatory interactivity are ultimately not exclu-
sive after all. To return to the counterexample: what kind of interactivity is
represented by listening to “Sexcrime” at a dance club? Or while out for a
jog? These points are not about theoretical hairsplitting, or about diluting
the analytic power of adaptation theory; rather, these points are offered
as notes towards thinking through the limits of a productive theory, and
building deliberately on its own more incidental use of sonic vocabulary, in
the interests of improving its theoretical comprehensiveness, consistency,
and applicability.

Popular music resounds with adaptation practices, in ways that warrant
refocusing a theory of adaptation to account for nonnarrative, nonvisual,
and nonextensive adaptations, and to rethink what such parameters
mean—to rethink, that is, what can count and be studied as adaptation. I
want to explore the matter of popular music in detail here, partly because
the book considers music later on (see chapter 7), but mainly for two
more important reasons: first, the sonic and acoustic register is critical
for understanding of McLuhan’s theory; and second, the vocabulary of
sound processes and music recording supplies a peculiarly useful termin-
ology for analyzing adaptations, especially less extensive, more citational,
and differently interactive adaptations. Modulation and variation (as in a
variation on a theme) are terms that aptly capture the sense of repetition
with difference that Hutcheon sees as crucial to adaptations; as with sev-
eral of the terms suggested here, Hutcheon uses the term variation in her
own arguments (2006, 35, 86). Sampling and remixing, borrowed from the
parlance of DJ-based music-making, can be borrowed to describe brief,
ephemeral, and more meme-like adaptations, and formal rearrangements
and recontextualizations, respectively. Amplification is a useful way to
describe how a meme like a Frankenpheme can “catch on” and reproduce
both its forms and its cultural functions (Hutcheon also uses this term in
this way [2006, 3]). Feedback, gain, and loss—borrowed more from com-
munications than from music discourse—suggest different kinds of effects
that adaptations can achieve, on audiences and on source texts alike.
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As T've discussed elsewhere, popular music is an important cultural
vehicle for adaptations, including those of Frankenstein (McCutcheon
2007). This and other prior investigations of adaptation in popular elec-
tronic dance music inform the use of the above terminology for adaptation
studies—not just for popular music adaptations, either—and also suggest
an interpretive framework in orders of adaptation. For example, I suggest
that if Star Wars can be considered a “primary” Frankenstein adaptation
(as the 2005 prequel [Lucas 2005] spelled out in its Frankencliché back-
story—in case you hadn’t already picked up on all the Frankenphemes of
clones, cyborgs, and planet-destroying weapons), then a dance record that
samples Star Wars can be considered a “secondary” adaptation—that is,
an adaptation of an adaptation (McCutcheon 2007, 260). Depending on
how well documented or poorly decayed is the line of attribution among
specific texts (and mindful of adaptation’s “subterranean” circuits), we
can posit further orders of remove and remix: tertiary, quaternary orders,
or more. Call it six degrees of adaptation? But the point is not necessar-
ily to fix, taxonomize, or hierarchize particular lineages of adaptation as
some kind of effort to combat what William Gibson has called “attribution
decay” (so common especially in our copy-paste digital culture of reposts
and “viral” memes), but rather, more broadly, to document and theorize
patterns and trajectories of intertextual appropriation and amplification.
How these patterns materialize and relate to each other will be illustrated
in a sample case detailed below and over the course of this book.

Neither developing a more expansive critical vocabulary for adaptation
studies based in digital and music practices, nor tracking the “subterran-
ean” diffusions of adaptation, means diluting or emptying the principle of
adaptation. The notion of orders or degrees of adaptation, together with
acknowledgements of attribution and its vicissitudes, represents a way
to uphold and extend Hutcheon’s stipulation that adaptations be defined
in relation to specific texts, in order for analysis to stay grounded in con-
crete historical and material contexts (2006, 21). Another means to keep
the analysis grounded in concrete textual details and material contexts
is to itemize some of the common, even cliché images, tropes, and plot
points that mark specific texts as Frankensteinian, or specific textual ele-
ments or fragments as “Frankenphemes” Common figures or characters
among these adaptations would include “mad scientists” of all kinds; gro-
tesquely assembled, “patchwork,” or corporate subjects; and mechanical
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or otherwise manufactured monsters—artificial intelligences, genetically
engineered organisms, rebellious robots, cyborgs, clones, and other such
technological doppelgidngers. Common plot elements would be those that
reproduce or vary the reduced “skeleton story” of the novel: stories of
technological backfire; robots in revolt; resurrections gone awry; uncon-
trollable experiments; human-made catastrophes of technology, biology, or
ecology; and the awakening to self-awareness of machines—an event that
some thinkers, such as Ray Kurzweil (2005), expect as a real-world even-
tuality, which they call “the technological singularity” Common images
and tropes would include scenes of profane or at least ill-advised cre-
ation, of technological backfire, or artificially induced apocalypse; motifs
of Faustian bargains for forbidden knowledge, of a creature overwhelming
its creator; recursive reflections on the text’s own composition or facti-
city—especially acknowledgements of composition as collage, “mongrel,
or otherwise synthesizing or appropriative; and images or evocations of the
technological sublime (Nye 1994), that is, representations of technological
prowess that test or defy the limits of representation. In some cases the
adoption of certain narrative or genre conventions may be worth consid-
ering: epistolary, Gothic, or science fiction modes; unreliable narration; or
regressive framing devices, stories embedded within stories. References or
allusions to Frankenstein or other adaptations are also significant textual
elements of adaptation, even where used sparingly or in passing.

To be read together with these formal, textual criteria are a number of
contextual criteria, aspects of the cultural and economic conditions of pro-
duction that inform or augment a given text’s adaptation strategies. Criteria
like these include the following: production modes marked by ambivalence
over technology, especially new media and automation; globally oriented
or distributed scenes or conditions of production; forms that privilege spe-
cial effects above other production values; and postmodernist approaches
that use and call attention to pastiche, or otherwise comment on their own
production processes, especially with self-reflexive reference to media,
technology, or globalization.

Moreover, bringing critical terms from music and communications
disciplines to adaptation studies can orient the present study more firmly to
the overarching cultural studies principle of articulation, a methodological
principle of analyzing the “relationships of relationships” between popular
culture and power structures, of probing “the ways in which everyday life
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is articulated by and with the specific forms and formations, the material
deployments and effects, of popular discursive practices” (Grossberg 1997,
229). The term articulation also harbours a crucial double meaning for a
study of Frankenstein: a meaning drawn from the technical language of
anatomy, for which it describes the jointed connection of bones in a body.

A Sample of Refocused Adaptation: Frankenstein’s Organ
Transplant

To put these terms to work, and to suggest the interpretive possibilities of
nonextensive “Frankenpheme” adaptation, let’s consider a specific pattern
of this kind of adaptation at work in postmodern Afro-Futurist music. This
pattern, in brief, consists of combining Frankensteinian imagery with organ
instrumentation in Afro-Futurist music making. As theorized by Kodwo
Eshun (1998) and John Corbett (1994), among others, Afro-Futurism is
a black diasporic music tradition of appropriating science fiction forms,
and principles of technological experiment, in black diasporic cultural
production: for example, we find science fiction tropes and experimental
appropriations of technology in black Atlantic music from Sun Ra’s jazz
to George Clinton’s P-Funk, from Lee Perry’s Black Ark studio to turntab-
lism and techno. But Afro-Futurism is also a theory—a critique of racist
ontology, especially in the music industry (Corbett 1994), and a challenge
to essentialist ideas of black identity, an avant-garde cultural practice of
liberation, countermemory, and transfiguration (Gilroy 1993). For Corbett,
the jazz band leader Sun Ra, the dub-reggae pioneer Lee “Scratch” Perry,
and George Clinton of Parliament and Funkadelic fame are three exem-
plary Afro-Futurist artists who establish and embody the Afro-Futurist
tradition in productions and performative personae that articulate a dis-
tinctively Frankensteinian “space madness”: these artists’ music articulates
a science fiction aesthetic while their personae represent a marginal and
self-consciously monstrous relationship to the mainstream music indus-
try. This “space madness” tradition has been revamped recently by Janelle
Monde, in albums like The ArchAndroid (2010) and The Electric Lady (2013)
that reimagine the African American experience in the imagery of androids
and artificial intelligence together with auction blocks and segregation.
In this context, a distinctive practice of combining Frankenstein refer-
ence and organ instrumentation in black diasporic music making emerges:
we hear it in Byron Lee and the Dragonaires’ 1964 ska tune “Frankenstein
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Ska”; in Parliament’s album The Clones of Dr. Funkenstein (1976); in Michael
Jackson’s 1984 single “Thriller”; in Rockwell’s single “Somebody’s Watching
Me” (1984); in Handsome Boy Modeling School’s “Once Again” (1999); and
in the extended “Power” mix of Canadian rap artist Maestro Fresh-Wes’s
single “Let Your Backbone Slide” (1989). So in six music productions
by Afro-Futurist artists from four different decades and three different
nations, we hear specific combinations of Frankensteinian imagery and
organ instrumentation. This diasporic pattern of musical combinations
prompts two questions that warrant preliminary consideration as a means
to contextualize the subsequent, more detailed discussion of the afore-
mentioned Afro-Futurist music texts that follows: first, how has the organ
become such a formulaic and familiar trope of musical metonymy for
Frankenstein? And second, what might be the cultural functions of this
metonymy for Afro-Futurist music?

To address the first question: Forry’s Hideous Progenies (1990) looks at
performance adaptations of Frankenstein since Richard Brinsley Peake’s
1823 play Presumption. In the process, he identifies a number of popular
adaptation strategies established by that play, and later made ubiquitous
by its successors: for example, the recasting of Shelley’s articulate and
well-read creature as a mute, raging monster. Relevant for our purposes
are two adaptation strategies in particular: the identification of Franken-
stein’s monster both with its creator and with the related Gothic icon of
the vampire, and the trope of the monster’s reaction to music.

The identification of the monster with its maker results from the
long-standing application of the latter’s name to the former, and so refer-
ences to the monster itself as “Frankenstein” persist in popular culture to
this day. For instance, take this rap from Kool Keith, in his “Dr. Octagon”
alter ego: “I'm strictly monster, with turtlenecks like Frankenstein” (1997).
Developing the story’s doppelgidnger theme in a different but related dir-
ection, stage and screen adaptations of Frankenstein have also consistently
identified the unnatural monster with its supernatural counterpart, the
vampire; this identification also derives from the famous primal scene
of the novel’s inception at the Villa Diodati in 1816, when Shelley started
her story while John Polidori composed “The Vampyre” (Forry 1990, 90).
In early adaptations, the identification of man-made monster and vam-
pire took place in paired presentations of Frankenstein and vampire plays,
and in literary works that referred to multiple monsters, in a way that
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Hollywood has made formulaic and routine in “monster mash” films from
Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943) to Van Helsing (2004). In early
film adaptations, this identification assumed a more industrial than inter-
textual character: in Universal’s Frankenstein and Dracula franchises of
the 1930s and 1940s, actors Boris Karloft and Bela Lugosi became virtually
interchangeable by performing similar monster and mad doctor characters
among different films. For the iconic 1931 Frankenstein film, Lugosi had
been considered first for the monster’s role that Boris Karloff would make
famous. Lugosi, who performed the figure of Dracula (in the 1931 film
Dracula) as influentially as Karloff played the monster, appeared in Frank-
enstein sequels as Dr. Frankenstein’s assistant, Ygor, and in Frankenstein
Meets the Wolf Man (1943) he played the Frankenstein monster. Similarly,
Christopher Lee played the roles of Frankenstein’s monster and Dracula
for the Hammer horror films produced in the UK in the 1950s and 1960s.
To refer to this process of “iconic identification” and “conflation” between
Frankenstein and Dracula, especially as dramatized in the careers of Kar-
loff and Lugosi, I'd like to suggest the portmanteau iconflation. I want to
suggest this term because the processes of icon production, identification,
and conflation that it links have significance not just for understanding
the popular cultural history of Frankenstein but for understanding the
function of organ music in this history. Iconflation becomes a significant
component of the musical metonymy in question here.

The iconflation of Karloft’s creature and Lugosi’s vampire is reproduced
in Universal’s franchise of Edgar Allan Poe adaptations, where it gets con-
nected to the trope of the monster’s reaction to music. Interestingly, the
Universal Frankenstein and Dracula film soundtracks do not feature any
organ music to develop its metonymic association with horror generally
and Frankenstein specifically. Bride of Frankenstein includes a gospel-style
organ arrangement in the scene where the monster meets the blind hermit,
but it augments the hermit’s ability to soothe the monster’s proverbially
savage breast with his own violin playing. While this scene of the sub-
limation of the creature’s rage by music was established by the earliest
adaptations (Forry 1990, 22), it is the opposite of what I'm investigating:
the use of organ music to amplify horror in general, and Frankensteinian
monstrosity more specifically. As it happens, it’s in other period films that
the metonymic association of organ music and Gothic horror emerges. In
Universal’s screen versions of Edgar Allan Poe’s The Black Cat (1934) and
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The Raven (1935), Karloff and Lugosi, respectively, play mad doctors who
also play Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor on the organ. Paramount’s
1931 film Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde also sits its mad doctor at the organ to
play this number. The diegetic use of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in films
like these has contributed greatly to the popular cultural association of
organ music with Gothic and horror narratives. There’s an earlier source
for this association: Universal’s 1925 silent film The Phantom of the Opera.
The scene in Phantom where the heroine unmasks Erik as he plays the
organ was a sensation with audiences, and the film’s popularity suggested
to Universal and other studios the potential market for Gothic and horror
films, like The Black Cat (1934), The Walking Dead (1936), and Return of the
Vampire (1943). Of course, it is ironic that this silent film contributes so sig-
nificantly to the metonymic link between organ music and Gothic horror.

Between these interwar film uses of organ music, especially Bach’s
Toccata and Fugue, and the postwar Afro-Futurist uses of organ music in
records that refer to Frankenstein, we find a proliferation of both horrific
and humorous Frankenstein figures throughout American popular culture.
Some possible sources for the metonymic link of organ music and horror
must be noted simply to be ruled out: Bobby Pickett’s 1962 “Monster Mash”
features piano, not organ; and the theme song of the 1964 Addams Family
television show features not organ, but harpsichord for its distinctive
melody. (Its competitor The Munsters featured a surf-rock theme.) But
later covers of the “Monster Mash” sometimes substitute organ for piano,
and organ music occasionally featured in the soundtracks and commer-
cials of the Addams Family and Munsters franchises. Warner Brothers,
Hanna-Barbera, and other cartoon producers, as well as their Saturday
morning advertisers like the General Mills line of monster-theme breakfast
cereals, also entrench and exploit this implicit association between organ
music and Frankensteinian monstrosity, which has become routine across
the media of American pop culture. For one popular postwar film example:
The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) includes a scene where Riff-Raff
teases the creature Rocky by chasing him around with a lit candelabrum.
Quoting a similar scene from the 1931 Frankenstein film, this scene in Rocky
Horror accompanies its action with organ music, suggesting Rocky’s fear
and Riff-Raff’s menace. For an Afro-Futurist film example: the opening
and closing credits of the 1973 film Blackenstein prominently feature organ
arrangements.

50 The Medium Is the Monster

doi: 10.15215/aupress/978177199224.4.01



This brings me to the second question, about the cultural function
of this music metonymy for Afro-Futurism, and the aforementioned
Afro-Futurist music productions that iconflate Frankenstein references
together with organ instrumentation.

First, the pianist Thelonious Monk created a series of remarkable
jazz-compositions built around his singularly angular phrasing, high-
lighted by unusual intervals, dissonance, and displaced notes. Amongst
fellow jazz artists, Monk’s musical language was sometimes known as
“zombie-music” Pianist Mary Lou Williams explains: “Why ‘“zombie
music’? Because the screwy chords reminded us of music from Franken-
stein or any horror film” (quoted in McNally 2011, 262). As David McNally
observes in his study of zombie and vampire images as responses to global
capital, Monk’s “screwy chords’ express the rhythms of a world out of joint,
a space of reification in which people are reduced to things”: “We hear not
only the jarring sounds of things coming to life; more than this, we hear
the rhythms of zombie-movement, the ferocious sounds of the dance of
the living dead” (2011, 263). Echoing the critique of racialization, exploit-
ation, and reification contained in the Afro-Futurist music of Ra, Perry,
and Clinton and the black diaspora theory of W. E. B. Dubois and Paul
Gilroy, McNally acknowledges the widespread recognition “that the entire
African-American experience is bathed in living death, in the ‘double con-
sciousness’ of being both person and thing. And Monk’s music captures
this in the monstrously beautiful cadences of the banging, smashing, crash-
ing chords of an emerging African-American protest-music” As McNally
and music critics like Eshun have discussed, the avant-gardism, aliena-
tion effects, and oppositional character of Monk’s music—Tlike that of Ra,
Perry, and Clinton—have refracted and extended throughout contempor-
ary black diasporic music, “in genres as diverse as hip-hop and Afrobeat”
(McNally 2011, 263—64). For just one example, Kool Keith’s “Wild and
Crazy” (1997) uses a “zombie-music” piano chord as the downbeat, in a
song that names Frankenstein (“Frankenstein’s still standing here”), a song
whose chorus overlays the dissonant downbeat with Psycho-soundtrack
high-pitched strings, as the singer croons, “The moon is out / Tonight it’s
time for experiments” Like Sun Ra before him and rap artists after, Monk
adapted and repurposed a selection of popular cultural materials, espe-
cially Hollywood film materials, to construct a musical language that would
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speak to a diasporic African American experience framed and haunted by
the legacy of racialized, institutionalized slavery.

Byron Lee and the Dragonaires’ “Frankenstein Ska,” released in 1964,
uses the organ to establish the “crooked beat” that is the signature of ska;
in ska’s successor genre, reggae, the rhythm guitar assumes responsibility
for keeping the crooked beat. In “Frankenstein Ska,” the rhythmic organ
arrangement evokes the clumsy, clunking step of Boris Karloff’s hulking,
heavy-booted creature. And in this arrangement, we also hear both echoes
of Monk’s dissonant “zombie music” and a foreshadowing of what the
UK band Madness, in the vocal introduction to their ska-revival cover of
Prince Buster’s 1964 song “One Step Beyond” (1979), would call “the heavy
heavy monster sound” (Interestingly, with reference to Afro-Futurism’s
playful, postmodern approach to black identity, it is worth noting that Lee
is a Chinese diasporic artist who played an influential role in popularizing
ska as a distinctively Jamaican, black diasporic sound.)

In The Clones of Dr. Funkenstein (1976), George Clinton and Parlia-
ment unfold a musically and referentially rich concept album, a space
opera, imagining America’s black population as “the children of produc-
tion” in possession of ancient secret wisdom; whether intentionally or
incidentally, the album resonates powerfully with other period produc-
tions like Sun Ra’s 1974 cult film Space Is the Place. The album opens with
a spoken-word “Prelude;” in which a campy-spooky organ arrangement
strikes up to lead in and accompany a monologue by George Clinton’s “Dr.
Funkenstein” persona, who describes “the concept of specially-designed
Afronauts, capable of funkatizing galaxies,” a concept awaiting to be
materialized by someone who can “release them to multiply in the image
of the chosen one: Dr. Funkenstein” (1976). Parliament’s Clones album in
turn has given rise to further amplifications—tertiary adaptations?—by
furnishing samples for electronic dance music, from Armand Van Hel-
den’s tribal house anthem “Witch Doktor” (1994) to Deadmaus’s 2006
house track “Dr. Funkenstein”

Another production that has given rise to a host of further amplifica-
tions and articulations—from samples in other songs to costumed and
choreographed public dance performances—is Michael Jackson’s “Thriller”
(1984), which makes emphatic use of organs, dramatic stabs of which give
the song its unmistakable hook. And a resonantly Toccata and Fugue—
like organ arrangement arises late in the song, to accompany its climactic
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monologue, a campy litany of monster movie references, delivered by
Vincent Prince. (In this connection, it’s worth noting Price’s Dr. Phibes
films from the early 1970s; in them, Price plays Phibes, a mad scientist
character who seeks to avenge his wife’s death—and who also plays organ
music.) In Price’s “Thriller” monologue, “creatures” that “crawl in search
of blood” and “grisly ghouls from every tomb” mix with similar figures
to make a mash-up of living-dead monster images, and, together with
the organ arrangement, they clearly conjure the spectres of Frankenstein
and Dracula, the Hollywood film adaptations of which have made them
(alongside George Romero’s Living Dead franchise) the very stuff of “Thrill-
er’s” homage, and which, reciprocally, have furnished much of the image
repertoire for the many subsequent homages to “Thriller” in recorded and
performance media.

Jackson also played a pivotal role in producing another 1984 single,
Rockwell’s “Somebody’s Watching Me,” on which Jackson provides backup
vocals for the chorus. “Somebody’s Watching Me” features, throughout the
track, organ instrumentation very reminiscent of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue,
and more explicit links to Frankenstein arise in this song’s video, which
includes a portrait of Mary Shelley and close-up flashes of a grotesque face
strongly resembling that of Karloff’s iconic portrayal of the creature.

As campy, commercially successful, and still-popular singles, “Thriller”
and “Somebody” contribute crucially to the musical metonymy being
tracked here. Both “Thriller” and “Somebody” exploit organ music to
amplify their Gothic modes; the Afro-Futurist element here lies more in
musical arrangement than in lyrical content, as each track juxtaposes the
modishly futuristic synthesizers and drum machines of early 1980s pop
against the classical- and gospel-derived sounds of organ instrumentation.

The gospel context may suggest why the organ recurs in Afro-Futurist
music adaptations of Frankenstein more than in other music adaptations.
In Frankenstein-themed songs by rock artists, and more specifically white
rock artists—for example, the Edgar Winter Group, Black Sabbath, the
New York Dolls, White Zombie—electric guitar and synthesizer sounds
rather than organs amplify the Frankenstein theme. In this intercultural
context, the use of organs by Afro-Futurist artists appears ambivalent.
On the one hand, the use of organs instead of guitars to signify Frank-
enstein themes in black diasporic music might be read to assert cultural
difference as musical difference. On the other hand, if the use of organ
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instrumentation and sampling by Afro-Futurist artists signifies on the
organ’s place in sacred music by connecting it to the profane theme of
Frankensteinian presumption, then it may be read as a critique of essen-
tialist ideas of black diasporic identity, or as a variant representation of
African American double consciousness. The black diasporic cultural
practice of what Julian Jonker calls “black secret technology”—that is,
“taking white technology apart and not putting it back together properly”
(2002, para. 32)—involves, as the work of Monk and Perry especially
dramatizes, transgressing modes of conventional music making—and, in
Perry’s case, music recording—as expressions of emancipation from not
just slavery proper but also its haunting, revenant legacy. Such transgres-
sions have both defined black American music and installed this music
as among the most popular and successful around the world: from the
lore of Faustian bargaining that shrouds accounts of Robert Johnson’s
development of the guitar blues; to Ray Charles’s adaptation of gospel
structures and rhythms to nascent rock and roll; to Monk’s dissonant
“zombie-music” be-bop; to the birth of hip hop in its now-legendary
do-it-yourself culture of turntable innovations, boom-box pause-play
tape mixes, graffiti art, and breakdancing.

Which brings us to the combination of Frankenstein reference and
organ instrumentation—or in this case sampling—in rap music. “Let Your
Backbone Slide” is a 1989 single by Maestro Fresh-Wes; it’s one of the
most successful Canadian rap songs. Two specific details of this track, in
lyric and instrumentation, are noteworthy here, in order to appreciate the
adaptive practice of Maestro’s sampling and synecdoche in full effect. The
instrumental arrangement of “Backbone” is organized around an organ
riff sampled from the 1968 funk track “The Champ” by the Mohawks, a
track widely sampled in rap for this riff and for its breakbeat rhythm. In
this distinctive pairing of Frankenstein reference and organ arrangement,
“Let Your Backbone Slide” reproduces the pattern tracked above from the
Dragonaires to Michael Jackson.

The lyrical references to Frankenstein in “Let Your Backbone Slide” are
extensive, albeit elliptical. In the last verse of the extended mix of the song,
Maestro raps: “It’s gettin’ out of hand / I've created a monster” This Frank-
enpheme figures Maestro’s self-proclaimed success—a common conceit
in rap, and a pointedly bold claim for a debut single—as a Frankensteinian
effect of unintended consequences.
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The lyric sampled here is sufficiently legible as a common enough
Frankenpheme in everyday speech. However, it resonates with other lyrical
details. There is the recurring imagery of the “spine”: in the refrain’s refer-
ence to “backbone,” the first verse’s mention of “vertebrae,” and the song’s
justly celebrated rhyme about the “sacro-iliac,” or tailbone. But lines in the
first verse further flaunt this “rap scholar’s” learned repertoire, most nota-
bly his likening of rap to “a slab of clay that’s shapeless” until “I mould it in
my hands” (1989). Taken together with the lyrical details noted above, this
verse’s self-reflexive rhyme about rap as creative practice alludes with artful
economy to the same ancient myths adapted and referenced in Shelley’s
own novel: the medieval Jewish legend of the golem; the biblical accounts
of creation in Genesis and John’s gospel; the classical myths of Prometheus
and Pygmalion.

“Backbone” thus assembles and reanimates a set of deeply embedded
and “subterranean”—but identifiable—cultural elements and discourses;
the track constitutes a second-order adaptation, in its rehearsal of a clichéd,
vernacular Frankenpheme and its sampling of the Mohawks’ organ hook.
It is significant that the Frankenpheme lyric only occurs on the 12” vinyl
“power mix” and video, not on the shorter “radio edit” version—the lyric
thus self-reflexively remarks on its own excess: “It’s gettin’ out of hand”
And the track’s sampling practice is itself integral to understanding this
specific text’s representative articulation of the ready-made, bricolage aes-
thetic of “early hip hop,” for which, as music critic Simon Reynolds puts
it, “sampling was like Frankenstein’s monster, funk-limbs crudely bolted
together” (1998, 45). In turn, as a nationally bestselling and internationally
popular single, “Backbone” gained further currency for this Franken-
steinian Afro-Futurist motif in the vocabulary and imagery of subsequent
rap. In “Dr. Frankenstein” (1998), Ice Cube adopts the modern myth’s mon-
iker to describe himself as the creator of a genre, gangsta rap, that has run
amok since he invented it. In the video for 50 Cent’s “In da Club” (Atwell
2003), the establishing shots depict a top-secret R&D lab in a desolate
desert locale: the “Shady/Aftermath Artist Development Center,” where we
first see 50 Cent prone on a laboratory table, being assembled as a kind of
android, while Dr. Dre and Eminem supervise, dressed in white coats. In
a style much closer to the Maestro’s, and in a further reproduction of the
distinctive Afro-Futurist pattern of coupling of Frankenstein allusion and
organ arrangement, Handsome Boy Modeling School’s rap track “Once
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Again (Here to Kick for You)” (1999) is structured around a pitched-down
sample from Three Dog Night’s “Old Fashioned Love Song,” which adds a
funereal organ sound prominently to the mix. And like other tracks sam-
pled above, “Once Again” features a verse that likens the rapper’s own work
to the mad scientist’s: “One time as I sew it up like Doctor Frankenstein”

As with the Michael Jackson and Rockwell tracks, so “Backbone” may
not at first seem as definitely “Afro-Futurist” as the more self-consciously
avant-garde work of Clinton, Perry, or Monk. The Afro-Futurist aesthetic
emerges here as much in the song’s musical arrangements as it does in its
lyrics, with their play on Pygmalion and Dr. Frankenstein figures. Maes-
tro’s track articulates something of the technology discourse that we find
in other Canadian adaptations of Frankenstein, in its relatively fast tempo
and its corresponding lyrical agility. For mainstream rap of the late 1980s,
Maestro’s lyrics are unusually rapid-fire, more comparable to the style of
Public Enemy’s Chuck D than to that of the Beastie Boys or NWA, and
its tempo is, for rap, very fast (114 beats per minute), accompanied by an
intensive collage of sampling and turntablist effects. The lyrical density of
“Backbone” invites headphone concentration, while its detonative break-
beat, a modulation of James Brown’s “Funky Drummer;” invites dance-floor
abandon. In the context of pop music in 1989, the percussive arrange-
ment of “Backbone” resonates as much with UK acid house as its acrobatic
rhyming resonates with US east-coast rap. In this divided transnational
perspective, then, “Let Your Backbone Slide” is maybe as quintessentially
Canadian as pop music gets—it is a technological and transnational acous-
tic space oddity: Canadian hip house.

The track gains additional interest in its Canadian production con-
text. Maestro signifies on citizenship in his persona’s self-description as
“un-American” (evoking national difference as well as the American allergy
to “communism” that perennially positions Canada as some purportedly
“socialist” threat). Maestro’s self-promotional boasting about success as a
jet-setting rap star contrasts ironically with his other self-descriptions as
hubristic artist and mad scientist; moreover, all these self-descriptions join
a shape-shifting host of alter egos presented in the track—tactician, Colos-
sus, Tarzan, conductor, builder, playwright—as well as Wesley Williams’s
rapper pseudonym as “the Maestro” The MC’s boastful proliferation of
personae signals the track’s skilful adoption of this staple convention of
the rap genre. What'’s more, in this black Canadian cultural production,
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Maestro’s multiple roles signify ironically on official Canadian multicultur-
alism: the track’s voice is a virtual mosaic all to himself. It is not just “the
beat,” in the words of the track’s introductory vocal sample, that “will be
played in many parts,” but the performing persona itself, a satirical figure of
the Canadian multicultural “mosaic” that is rendered ironic by the volume
of Frankenphemes in the Maestro’s mix.

As demonstrated by Afro-Futurist music generally and the afore-
mentioned tracks specifically, especially Maestro’s “Backbone,” black
diasporic music has amplified the metonymic associations—the “icon-
flations”—of zombie and vampire, organ instrumentation and horror
intertextuality, such that the sound of organ instrumentation is itself
almost sufficient to evoke the “modern myth” of Frankenstein in popu-
lar culture. We should also note here the multiple meanings of the word
“organ”; although this may go without saying in any discussion of Franken-
stein, in popular music, and especially in Afro-Futurist music, the sound of
the organ has thus become the sound of the body built of —which is to say,
reduced to—organs, an inter-medial “iconflation” of sacred musicality and
profane monstrosity, the monstrosity of bodily self-alienation, synecdoche
as commodification and exploitation. The organ is the most uncannily
named wind instrument, the windpipe that sings in an inhuman voice, but
only when compelled to by human machinations.

Popular music can thus be seen to harbour an extraordinary wealth
of adaptation practices—allusions, amplifications, articulations—that
amply repay close critical attention. The case of Frankenstein’s iconflations
in Afro-Futurist music demonstrates, in particular, the great repertoire
of knowledge—cultural, historical, technological, and otherwise—that
is so characteristically concentrated and then coded in black Atlantic
music-making practices and networks. Eshun (1998) extensively docu-
ments the profoundly philosophical and sometimes explicitly theoretical
work of black Atlantic music, and Angela McRobbie echoes work like his
by plainly pointing out “just how much thinking there is in black music” As
she says, it “can hardly contain the investment of artistry, politics, history,
and literary voice, so that as an aesthetic it is, by definition, spilling out
and overflowing, excessive, a first destination for social commentary, dia-
logue, and rap that leaves those of us still caught in the prison of language
far behind” (1999, 43—44). In the process, works like those discussed here
contribute to processes of iconflation and other condensed or elliptical
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forms of adaptation and intertextuality that, taken together, serve to keep
certain texts—certain images and ideas, not only stories—in constant rota-
tion through the popular imagination, even as they remix their elements
to the point of either total defamiliarization or virtual naturalization, or
both. The perception and reception of an adaptation as such—whether
narrative or lyrical, extensive or ephemeral—is a beauty very much in the
ear of the beholder.
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3. Frankenstein and the
Reinvention of “Technology”

The modern discourse of technology has a Romantic history: the connota-
tions, inflections, figurative uses, and ideological assumptions that accrete
around the strictly denotative definition of the word and that supplement
its usage and iterations, especially in colloquial speech, take shape as a
specific cultural effect of Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein, first published
in 1818 and then in a substantially revised edition in 1831. To contextualize
how Canadian adaptations of Frankenstein have amplified and globalized a
particular set of usages and connotations as the prevailing modern sense of
technology in everyday language and discourse, this chapter explores how
Shelley’s novel redefined—and, in the process, effectively reinvented—the
word “technology” in its modern sense. To argue this, I will challenge
two conventional premises about the relationship between Frankenstein
and technology discourse. Understanding these premises means outlining
the history of technology’s meanings, after which we will look closely at
Frankenstein’s plot and details of form. Ultimately I contend that the novel,
read together with a representative selection of period responses to it and
related articulations of technology, indelibly marks the word’s modern
reinvention with a set of connected tropes. Significantly, Frankenstein
does not explicitly use the word technology (just as it does not name its
antagonist); but through the creature’s characterization, the novel became
a literary “threshold of epistemologization” (Foucault [1969] 1972, 187), a
textual battery that charged the epistéme of Romantic science and culture
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to generate the modern discourse of technology. First arranged to charac-
terize the nameless nemesis who haunts Victor Frankenstein, these tropes
soon coalesce around the nascent discourse of “technology” to name the
social assemblage that defines—and haunts—modernity.

In the discursive history of technology and in the literature on the
relationship between Frankenstein and technology, two premises persist
as commonplaces, in sources as venerable as the Oxford English Dictionary
and as recent as essays on technology by Scott McQuire and Andrew Ross,
written in the cultural studies tradition of “keyword” reading, inaugurated
by Raymond Williams (1983). In such sources, old and new, accounts of the
provenance of technology suggest that it was in the late nineteenth century
that, according to the OED Ounline (s.v., “technology”), the word attained its
modern redefinition to mean, in general, tools and machines, techniques
and systems for their use, or combinations thereof; or, as the OED puts it,
“the mechanical arts and applied sciences collectively” However, a close
reading of Frankenstein, its allusive uses, and its more extensive adapta-
tions in the period suggests that this modern meaning emerged much
earlier in the nineteenth century.

Which brings me to the second premise this work questions: that
while Frankenstein is widely read as “the first and most enduring symbol
of modern technology” (Tropp, quoted in Baldick 1987, 7), its relationship
to the discourse of technology is constructed retrospectively, as though
this definitively modern discourse emerged later, and independently of
Frankenstein, in popular culture. If technology has popularized a certain
interpretation of Frankenstein, it is because Frankenstein itself conditioned
the modern redefinition of technology as such in the period of its publi-
cation, early reception, and popularization.

Technology: Defining and Accounting for a Modern Keyword

To get specific, then, about what is meant in this study by “the modern
discourse of technology,’ the OED provides a natural point of departure.
The entry for the word technology includes five distinct definitions, the
fourth of which encompasses three distinct variations, for a total of seven
different definitions of the word:

1. A discourse or treatise on an art or arts; esp. (in later use) a treatise
on a practical art or craft. . . .
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2. The terminology of a particular art or subject; technical language
or nomenclature. . . .

3. The systematic treatment of grammar. . . .

4. a. The branch of knowledge dealing with the mechanical arts and
applied sciences; the study of this. . ..

4. b. The application of such knowledge for practical purposes, esp. in
industry, manufacturing, etc.; the sphere of activity concerned with
this; the mechanical arts and applied sciences collectively. . . .

4. c. The product of such application; technological knowledge or
know-how; a technological process, method, or technique. Also:
machinery, equipment, etc., developed from the practical application
of scientific and technical knowledge; an example of this. Also in
extended use. . ..

5. A particular practical or industrial art; a branch of the mechanical
arts or applied sciences; a technological discipline.

The first three of these definitions are obsolete. They represent the premod-
ern meanings of the word derived from antiquity, occurring between the
early seventeenth century and the mid-nineteenth, by which time the word
was assuming its modern meanings—the fourth and fifth ones here. The
earlier, “eighteenth-century use of the word ‘technology’ placed the empha-

22

sis on ‘art” (Wright 2005, para. 3), and it is important to note that “art” and
“the arts” were somewhat more inclusively defined in eighteenth-century
and earlier usage and encompassed engineering and agricultural practices.
The fourth, tripartite definition (4a, 4b, and 4c) begins to emerge in the
late eighteenth century, initially as a redefined usage that was imported
from German. As E. A. W. von Zimmerman wrote—in English—in 1787,
“A new branch of scientific knowledge, viz. technology, or the theory and
accurate description of useful arts and manufactures, was much cultivated
in Germany” (1787, iii). Johann Beckmann (1739—1811) was likely one of the
German professors to whom von Zimmerman alludes, and his account
shows that it is an erroneous oversimplification to suggest, as Kelly does,
that Beckmann, in his Guide to Technology (Anleitung zur Technologie),
was merely “resurrecting that forgotten Greek word” to give “a name to
what we do” (2011, 8). In the first place, the word had not been forgotten, as
documented by the first three OED meanings; in the second, the emergent
German usage of technology emphasized the “-logy,” or study—it intro-
duced the fourth meaning listed above, the study of mechanical arts. Kelly’s
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use of technology “to mean a specific technology, such as radar; that is,
something that “can be patented” (2011, 12)—a meaning he misattributes
to Beckmann—illustrates not the fourth but the next to last meaning on
the OEDrs list: “a technological process” or simply “machinery, equipment”

It might seem like semantic hairsplitting, but what is significant here
is that technology’s “machinery” meaning (4c) has become the dominant
meaning of technology in colloquial speech, policy, and business, where it
is often conjoined or conflated with the word’s “collective” meaning (4b),
as in a conventional phrase like “invest in technology” The OED’s earliest
citation of the “collective activity” definition (4b) is Jacob Bigelow’s 1829
book Elements of Technology (on which more later in this chapter), and the
dictionary’s earliest citations for the “product” meaning (4.c) do not occur
until the 1890s. On this account, technology’s meaning has shifted from
the study of arts, to the systematic application of production techniques, to
the products used in and resulting from such application. What concerns
us is not the coinage of technology but its modern reinvention. The chal-
lenge for historicizing technology, today, results from its ubiquity—and
consequent slipperiness.

Cultural studies “keywords” essays have tended to reproduce the OED’s
historical account of technology’s provenance and modernization, which
dates the emergence of the word’s “machinery” meaning to the later nine-
teenth century. “It was mainly in mCi9 [the mid-nineteenth century] that
technology became fully specialized to the ‘practical arts,” writes Williams;
this specialization—that is, definition 4b—paired with “the newly special-
ized sense of science” to “open the way to a familiar modern distinction
between knowledge (science) and its practical application (technology)”—
that is, definition 4c (1983, 315), which Williams implies in this phrase
emerged sometime after midcentury. Williams, too, points out the vague-
ness of the modern word’s meaning, observing that “technical—matters of
practical construction—and technological—[are] often used in the same
sense, but with the residual sense (in logy) of systematic treatment” (316). In
the 2005 adaptation of Williams, New Keywords, Andrew Ross contextual-
izes the word’s modernization as a reflection of “the rise of industrialization”
and echoes the OED’s account: “By the 1C19 [late nineteenth-century]
.. . technology was increasingly used to refer to machinery itself” (2005,
342—43). Ross follows this account by discussing Marx’s perspective of
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“technology as a weapon of class war” (2005, 343); however, he fails to men-
tion that Marx—Ilike Shelley—did not use the word technology itself.

Scott McQuire does point this out, in a more recent “keyword” article,
which surveys the “major shifts in thinking about technology” in modernity
(2006, 253). He echoes the OED in identifying “the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury” as the period when “the meaning of ‘technology’. . . narrowed to the

”

‘practical arts” and cites Marx’s reference to the bourgeois creation of “col-
ossal productive forces” as evidence of the centrality of technology to Marx’s
historical materialism (255). McQuire reads in Marx’s work a “relatively
neutral” idea of technology that establishes the technological instrumen-
talism that dominated technology discourse until World War II, when three
new paradigms emerged: first, a cybernetic paradigm that followed Norb-
ert Weiner and pointed to the now-hegemonic technological imperative;
second, a critical paradigm of technological determinism, in which tech-
nology is reified domination, represented by thinkers like Heidegger, Ellul,
McLuhan, and Paul Virilio, who equates technology with catastrophe; and,
third, a social constructivist line of thinking about technology represented
by thinkers like Walter Benjamin and Donna Haraway (259—60).
McQuire’s reading of Marx’s “relatively neutral” conception of tech-
nology argues that it carries a telling, unresolved ambiguity. He attributes
instrumentalist thinking to Marx’s general division of productive forces
from the relations of production, but he also suggests that Marx’s ambi-
guity over “colossal productive forces” supplements instrumentalism,
shading it with deterministic overtones. On one hand, Marx posits a kind
of “mechanical materialism” that attributes social changes to “new pro-
ductive forces” But, on the other, Marx’s later theory of the commodity
fetish detaches these forces from their social control; McQuire explains
that, for Marx, “capital instruments” are “external to human effort, and
therefore outside social control,” giving them “an enigmatic appearance of
autonomy”—a life of their own, as it were (2006, 256). In these respects,
Marx anticipates one line of McLuhan’s thinking; in the first chapter of the
Grundrisse ([1857] 1973), Marx makes observations about the technological
basis (and bias) of specific cultural forms: “Is Achilles possible with powder
and lead?” he asks. “Or the lliad with the printing press, not to mention
the printing machine?” ([1857] 1983). While McQuire looks forward from
Marx’s ideas on machine production to their influence on future thinkers,
a look back from these ideas to their cultural sources soon illuminates
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the gruesome lineaments of a familiar factitious figure that accounts for
their ambiguity. Baldick (1987, 130) features Marx prominently among the
nineteenth-century writers who adapted Frankenstein for representations
of capital and class, as in Marx’s above-quoted image of capital as “dead
labour” preying vampirically on the living ([1867] 1976, 342).

These keyword essays’ surveys of the transformations of technology
discourse since the mid- and late nineteenth century thus help us to focus
further on the foundations of this discourse in the early nineteenth cen-
tury—in which it takes shape as a Frankenpheme unto itself. Frankenstein
has been conventionally retrofitted into this discursive history. Echoing
William Hazlitt’s statement on the Romantic period, Darin Barney calls
Frankenstein an allegory of “the technological spirit of the modern age”
(2000, 6). Laura Kranzler writes that Frankenstein seems almost uncannily
to anticipate “the technological innovations of the twentieth century”;
she suggests, more specifically, that “the problematics of technological
development and application are initially codified in Shelley’s work” (1988,
42, 43). This suggestion is worth taking at its word, and worth reading for
the historical evidence between its lines. To make this case, we’ll turn first
to the novel itself, to see how the text works to reinvent technology—not
avant la lettre, technically, but in the very moment of the word’s English
reanimation.

“The instrument of future mischief”

I want to suggest that Frankenstein exerts its own interpretive control
over technology as a term whose meaning changed not after but during
the novel’s period. A look at the text, and period responses to it, shows
how technology began circulating in its modern sense as a Frankenpheme.
Looking first at the novel, we find a series of tropes that show how the
language of the text—together with its plot of uncontrolled research and
monstrous result—conditions the modern discourse of technology. These
tropes are utility, supplementarity, contagion, shock, and revolution.
Utility: The rhetoric of utility permeates the text, and Victor Frank-
enstein, like his interlocutor Walton, sometimes sounds like a parody of
Jeremy Bentham. Frankenstein engages with Bentham and his philosophy of
Utilitarianism perhaps most clearly in its exploitation of the then-dubious
reputation of medical doctors, who traded with grave-robbers to obtain
cadavers. Meanwhile, Bentham worked during the period to legitimize
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dissection—with legislation, and, ultimately, with the donation of his own
body as a display specimen for University College, to promote the “further
uses of the dead to the living” (quoted in Morton 2002, 86). Bentham still
enjoys a vaguely ghoulish afterlife of his own as the infamous “auto-icon,’
part taxidermy and part wax figure, at rest in a glass case on the Univer-
sity College grounds. In the novel, Shelley plays on public fears about
Victor Frankenstein’s real-life counterparts by narrating how he supplies
his “workshop of filthy creation” with “bones from charnel-houses” and
“materials” from “the dissecting room and the slaughter-house” ([1831]
2000, 58-59). Like Bentham, Victor pursues his research with utilitarian
idealism, buoyed by “visions of extensive usefulness” (46) and thoughts of
“the improvement which every day takes place in science and mechanics”
(58). But the story renders these visions ultimately ironic. Victor advises
Walton against his Arctic project, with ambivalent references to use and
utility. He initially doubts whether “the relation of my disasters will be
useful to you” (39). Toward the story’s end, he reflects that “I deemed it
criminal to throw away in useless grief those talents that might be useful to
my fellow-creatures”; approaching death, he strangely rationalizes his fatal
pursuit of the monster by musing that “if I were engaged in any high under-
taking or design, fraught with extensive utility to my fellow-creatures, then
could I live to fulfil it” (180—81). Walton, for his part, first foreshadows
Victor’s “visions of usefulness,” by imagining “the inestimable benefit which
I shall confer on all mankind” (28), and finally echoes Victor’s failure, as he
abandons his own “hopes of utility and glory” (183).

Supplementarity: As these passages show, Shelley applies something
like Bentham’s “greatest happiness principle” to the trope of Utility. Walton
and Victor both envision the “extension” of the “utility” of their projects
for all humankind. This universalization of “extensive utility” establishes
important spatial and relational conditions for the modern discourse of
technology: spatial in its globalized scope, which Canadian adaptations
of the text will more fully realize; and relational in its difference from and
identification with humankind. The modern discourse of technology is
nothing if not a discourse of uncanny and unstable difference from and
opposition to the ontological category of the human. As McQuire writes,
“in every historical iteration . . . defining the technological not only acti-
vates the border between nature and culture, but goes to the heart of what
it means to be human” (2006, 255).
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For a historical example of such defining of the technological, Benjamin
Franklin defined the human as a “tool-making animal” (quoted in Weber
[1910] 2005, 33), thus connoting technology’s status as the interdepend-
ent Other of humanity. Similarly, Jiirgen Habermas defines technology as
a “project’ of the human species as a whole” (1970, 87), thus totalizing the
categories of technology and the human as a binary pair in which the former
term is subordinated to the latter. For a more contemporary example, a
recent Globe & Mail review of two books (on genetics and digital media,
respectively) leads with the claim that “modern technology is not only
changing our day-to-day existence but what it means to be human” and ends
with the suggestion that “technology is who we are” (Alang 2017, R12). This
simultaneous opposition and intimacy between technology and humanity
also informs McLuhan’s famous definition of technologies as “extensions
of man” ([1964] 2003), extensions that sometimes act as prosthetics—and
other times as replacements. “What really makes the novel . . . disturbing,’
writes Morton, “is not the creature’s difference from, but his similarity
to human beings” (2002, 46). Frankenstein’s creature—both human and
“superhuman” (Shelley [1831] 2000, 92), at once dead and alive—becomes a
prototypical figure of the modern discourse of technology.

As the creature becomes a dangerous supplement and categorical con-
trast to humanity, so technology becomes a dangerous but vital supplement
to modern capitalism: the extension and replacement of human labour
power. Mark Seltzer’s reading of the modern “body-machine complex”
theorizes this supplementary character of technology, defining it as both
“an emptying out of human agency” and its “extension” In this “double
logic of technology as prosthesis” (1993, 99) emerges the poststructuralist
problematic of the supplement (Derrida 1976, 145), with its epistemologic-
ally unstable ability to both add (“extend”) and replace (“empty out”).

Contagion: Shelley’s images of contagion relate to those of revolution
(see below)—small wonder, given the political climate of conservative fear
under which Shelley’s England looked apprehensively, across the channel
and among its own people, for signs of the spread of revolutionary feeling
and foment. Some of this political apprehension over the infectiousness
of revolutionary sympathies finds an allegorical figure in Victor Frank-
enstein’s reflection on what might take place should he finish making the
mate demanded by his creature. The passage establishes a primal scene
for the modern discourse of technology—and that of technological risk
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assessment. The scene illustrates the tropes of revolution, contagion, and
nonhuman supplementarity; it also inverts the rationale of utility, repre-
senting Victor’s vision here as the antithesis of the Utilitarian ethos.

Even if they were to leave Europe, and inhabit the deserts of the new
world, yet one of the first results of those sympathies for which the
deemon thirsted would be children, and a race of devils would be
propagated upon the earth, who might make the very existence of the
species of man a condition precarious and full of terror. Had I a right,
for my own benefit, to inflict this curse upon everlasting generations?
... I'shuddered to think that future ages might curse me as their pest,
whose selfishness had not hesitated to buy its own peace at the price,
perhaps, of the existence of the whole human race. ([1831] 2000, 145)

In addition to dramatically mobilizing the tropes discussed thus far, this
scene, like the novel’s globe-traversing plot more generally, points to
the global context in which Canadian Frankensteins will subsequently,
and decisively, position the Frankenpheme of technology in the popular
imaginary. Victor’s projected “race of devils” prefigures the way technol-
ogy in general and certain technologies in particular are represented today:
antibacterial products, fossil fuels, genetically modified organisms, nuclear
weapons, the Internet. The passage also suggests more than one vector
of contagion: Victor imagines his creations engendering pestilence; he
also imagines himself the “pest” of a postapocalyptic posterity. Shelley
developed this image in the protagonist of her next novel, The Last Man
([1826] 1996): the story of a world wasted by plague, told by its lone survivor.

Frankenstein is further riddled with disease, beyond this scene. Victor
shows up in the Arctic in a feverish condition. Scarlet fever ravages his
family early in the novel ([1831] 2000, 49), foreshadowing how the creature
will plague him and his family. Victor develops a habit of falling ill (or
asleep) at highly inopportune moments: right before and after he com-
pletes and awakens the creature; while detained in Ireland; and after he
finishes telling his tale to Walton, dying bedridden just before the crea-
ture catches up with him. This late scene formally augments the creature’s
characterization as contagion: like Walton, the reader is shocked finally to
meet the creature that has escaped its confinement in a third-hand narra-
tive nested within Victor’s account. The creature’s transgressive mobility
between the nested story frames, from third-hand account to first-hand
encounter, increases the suspense of the story by imparting an unsettling
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semblance of immediacy not unlike a spreading infection: if the ship is no
longer safe harbour from the murderous creature, is the reader?

Shock: Shock provides the frame of affective reference that unites
the preceding four tropes. Shock describes both an extremity of feeling
and its nullification: as a verb it describes a surprise blow; as a noun, the
“emptying-out of human agency” that responds to such a blow. Franken-
stein also dramatizes the electrifying sense of shock that is significant both
for subsequent adaptations, and for modernizing the meaning and conno-
tations of technology. While Victor’s reference to “the spark of being” that
animated his creation is famously ambiguous, the science of galvanism is
an equally famous context for the novel, and electricity is mentioned in
other scenes that inform both the method and affect of the monster’s cre-
ation. An early, foreshadowing anecdote from Victor’s childhood describes
“the shock” of lightning that “utterly destroyed” an oak tree, and frames
Victor’s account of learning about “that power”—*“electricity and galvan-
ism”—which precipitates his own intellectual revolution, the “overthrow”
of Agrippa and the alchemists ([1831] 2000, 48).

Frankenstein popularizes the electrical valence of shock, and dramatizes
shock’s affective charge, sometimes conflating the word’s technological
sense and human sensibility. Amidst “remorse and guilt,” Victor reflects
that his health “had perhaps never recovered from the first shock it had
sustained” ([1831] 2000, 86)—that “first shock” denoting both his research
result and his reaction to it. After Clerval’s death, he asks himself rhetor-
ically (and with an ironic sense of his own factitious character): “Of what
materials was I made that I could thus resist so many shocks?” (153).

If the creature’s supplementarity prefigures that of technology, shock
represents the special affect of technology as supplement. The overthrow
of the human by its supplement stages a shocking encounter between
a tragic man of feeling, as its apogee, and utilitarian instrumentality, as
the absence of affect. As Kranzler remarks, the reason the monster is an
“apt metaphor” for “the technological future” is its “divorce from affective
responsibility” (1988, 42—43). In countless adaptations since, affect—feel-
ing—has become the characteristic, defining difference between human
and machine: recall Blade Runner’s Voigt-Kampft test, which screens for
empathy to detect which subjects are nonhuman “replicants”; or Battlestar
Galactica, in which the human characters insistently, repeatedly denigrate
the Cylon antagonists as “toasters.”
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Revolution: The instability and danger of the creature figure the trope
of revolution with which Mary Shelley supplies another modern discur-
sive condition for technology. As has been widely researched, the conflict
between Victor and the creature stages a drama of revolution that responds
to the French Revolution (Douthwaite 2009, 384)—and to the Luddite
revolts (O’Flinn 1986). In his early studies, Victor works through “the over-
throw” of “the lords of my imagination” ([1831] 2000, 48). Recollecting
when he first “beheld the accomplishment of my toils” (60)—and seeing in
it only “catastrophe”—Victor describes the abrupt reversal of his feelings:
“dreams that had been my food and pleasant rest for so long a space were
now become a hell to me; and the change was so rapid, the overthrow so
complete!” (61). While imprisoned in Ireland, he “often sat for hours . . .
wishing for some mighty revolution” that would destroy both him and his
creation (157).

As Fred Randel argues, “the creature’s trajectory from birth in Ingol-
stadt to death by fire, amidst Northern ice, is a figure for the history of
the French Revolution” (2003, 469). These images of revolution speak to
the spirit of Shelley’s age. But they also encode the motion of drastic and
disruptive social change that has become integral to representations of
technology: from Marx’s “faith in the revolutionary potential of technol-
ogy” (Ross 2005, 343), to McLuhan’s theories that new media replace or
consume old media and that electric media produce social upheaval—on
a global scale. Frankenstein looms large in these representations of “the
machine that passes from stubbornness to rebellion” (Tenner 1996, 3)—and
such representations have their critics and skeptics, too. With reference
to Thomas Carlyle’s 1829 essay “Signs of the Times,” Baldick deconstructs
the latent fetishism of technology as risk and as revolution: “The techno-
logical interpretation of the myth resembles many influential diagnoses
of ‘the machine age’ in that its isolation of the machine as the root evil of
modern civilisation merely reinforces the very fetishism of mechanical
power which it sets out to deplore” (1987, 8). Shelley articulates a profound
ambivalence about political revolution both in her fiction and between its
editions: whether Shelley seems more sympathetic or antipathetic to the
French Revolution can depend on reading textual variants between the 1818
and 1831 editions (Randel 2003, 471). This ambivalence, in turn, conditions
the ambivalence of the revolutionary rhetoric that has become commonly
attached to technology by instrumentalists and determinists alike, and thus

Frankenstein and the Reinvention of “Technology” 69

doi: 10.15215/aupress/978177199224.4.01



it also conditions the ambivalence at the core of the common-sense, instru-
mentalist meaning of technology itself (as discussed above). In the next
chapter, we will take up the representations of “revolutionary technology”
at greater length: McLuhan’s oscillation between Luddite conservatism
and techno-fetishism exemplifies and further popularizes the perception
of technology as revolution.

The connected tropes of utility, supplementarity, contagion, shock,
and revolution converge significantly in the repeated claim, made first
by the dying Victor ([1831] 2000, 185) and then by his creature, that the
latter is an “instrument of future mischief” (188), anticipating the popular
sense of technology as an instrument of “future shock,” the phrase from
Toffler that we discussed in the introduction. While Frankenstein leaves
technology, like its antagonist, unnamed, it supplies a primal scene for
redefining the object and affect of technology—not after midcentury, but
as early as the 1820s.

Elements of Technology: Frankenphemes in the Early Nineteenth
Century

The relays, relations, and resonances uncovered among different textual
productions in pursuing the palimpsestic, intertextual distribution of such
a diversely received and widely popular text like Frankenstein partake
far less of unilateral lines of influence from source to derivation and far
more of multilateral networks of “subterranean and invisible diffusion”
(Baldick 1987, 9). As Julia Douthwaite writes of discovering a 1790 French
novella featuring an automaton maker named Frankenstein—for which
case, more so than mine, we might expect to learn of a clear line of direct
influence—the measured approach for pursuing such questions of cultural
intertextuality “is not to argue for a causal relation, but to show the surpris-
ing resemblance” (2009, 381-82). A methodology of juxtaposition can seize
on an image of the past in a way that productively illuminates a present
crisis, excavating the present’s embedded signification as a contingency of
the past that is so seized upon; such is the method of history influentially
theorized by Walter Benjamin—his “dialectics at a standstill’—and it is
useful to bear in mind here.

For suggestive evidence of Frankenstein’s reinvention of technology dis-
course in Shelley’s own time, then, we find Frankenphemes of “technology”
among the cursory and extensive references to Frankenstein that traversed
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the lettered cultures of the Atlantic in the early nineteenth century. We
also find Frankenphemes of technology being dramatized and reified in
the diverse and hugely popular performance scenes that surrounded and
adapted Shelley’s novel and its constellation of current scientific and philo-
sophical ideas. While an established English wariness about technology
appears in this period to contrast an emerging American enthusiasm for
it (Nye 1994, 54)—Blake’s “dark Satanic mills” versus Whitman’s “body
electric’—Frankenphemes of technology and industrialization appear in
the work of major writers on both sides of the Atlantic. In the old world,
we find them in Carlyle, Dickens (Baldick 1987, 98, 119), and Jane Webb
Loudon, as well as in Marx; and, in the new world, in Emerson, Hawthorne
(Baldick 1987, 63), and Poe—among numerous others on either shore. In
this transatlantic context, three representative articulations of the modern
discourse technology, in the 1820s and 1830s, point to its Frankensteinian
conditioning, as evoked and evinced in the writings of aspiring auto-icon
Bentham, Harvard professor Jacob Bigelow, and steam power advocate
Thomas Love Peacock.

One of the OED’s quotations for technology’s archaic meaning is taken
from book 1 (“Theoretic Grounds”) of Bentham’s 1827 Rationale of Judicial
Evidence. In the first chapter, “On Evidence in General,” Bentham writes:

If all practice, much more must those comparatively narrow branches
of it, which are comprehended under any such names as those of art
and science, be grounded upon evidence.

Questions in natural philosophy, questions in natural history,
questions in technology in all its branches, questions in medicine,
are all questions of evidence. When we use the words observation,
experience, and experiment, what we mean is, facts observed, or
supposed to be observed, by ourselves or others, either as they arise
spontaneously, or after the bodies in question have been put, for the
purpose, into a certain situation. (1827, 19)

While the OED cites this passage to illustrate technology’s premodern
meaning as a study of arts or techniques, the text can also be read to sig-
nify technology in its emerging modern sense. The term is related to but
distinguished from “science;” according to the modern distinction between
science and technology as theory and practice. Note too the doubling
rhetoric applied to technology between these two quoted paragraphs: as
a “narrow branch” of knowledge itself, technology assumes its modern
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specialized relation to science; and as a set of “questions” with its own
“branches,” technology engages both its archaic sense as study (“ques-
tions”) and its modern sense as application (“branches”). Moreover, the
wording of the passage delivers a weirdly galvanic charge to Bentham’s
description of scientific method as the observation of “facts” that “arise
spontaneously,” and of “bodies” (albeit rhetorical bodies) that “have been
put in a certain situation”

In Bentham’s case, however, what is at least as significant as sow the
word is used is who is using it. The fact that it is Bentham invoking the word
does much to suggest the Frankensteinian gloom gathering about the word.
After all, Bentham himself donated his own body to science, embracing
and embodying a peculiarly Frankensteinian afterlife as a macabre relic
still on display at University College London, where a cabinet houses his
preserved skeleton topped by a wax replica of his head. Bentham is also a
thinker whom Hazlitt accuses of “reducing the mind of man to a machine”
([1825] 2000, 266), of being “one of those who prefer the artificial to the
natural” (277), and of working in a manner akin to Frankenstein’s brico-
lage: “Mr Bentham’s forte is arrangement. . . . He has methodized, collated,
and condensed all the materials prepared to his hand on the subjects of
which he treats, in a masterly and scientific manner” Hazlitt also cites an
extraordinary example of Bentham’s curiously science fictional hubris: “He
has been heard to say . . . that ‘he should like to live the remaining years
of his life, a year at a time at the end of the next six or eight centuries, to
see the effect which his writings would by that time have had upon the
world” (267-68).

Hazlitt’s portrait of Bentham—which stresses his “theories,” his “logical
machinery,” and his “technicality of manner” ([1825] 2000, 267, 276)—typi-
fies the well-entrenched English hostility to “theory” by characterizing
Bentham as its very incarnation. Bentham’s use of a word like technology
is consistent with a learned style that trades in abstraction and system, a
style that Hazlitt duly criticizes as “barbarous philosophical jargon” (276).
At an abstract contextual level, the English aversion to abstraction ren-
ders both Bentham and the theoretical German word Technologie equally
suspect on the grounds of theory as such. It is on similar grounds that Shel-
ley’s fictional adaptation of ideas by “physiological writers of Germany”
([1818] 2012, 49) renders her novel suspect in the view of conservative
reviewers. Bentham, technology, and Frankenstein were all regarded with
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suspicion for their traffic in theory, by the lights of England’s Romantic and
gender-coded nationalism, which as David Simpson argues, “contributed
mightily to the demonization of theory” as a defining component of “Engl-
ishness in general”: “The English are not supposed to practice its rites, but
those who do had better be men. . .. Theory thus becomes the province of
alienated male rationalists like Victor Frankenstein” (1993, 123).

Across the pond, Frankenphemes of technology can also be found in
this period, amidst a national culture usually characterized more as techn-
ophilic than technophobic. In 1831, when Shelley published her revised
Frankenstein, Harvard professor Jacob Bigelow published his revised edi-
tion of Elements of Technology (it had first been published around 1828 or
1829). The OED cites this book as an illustrative early use of technology’s
modern meaning as “the mechanical arts and applied sciences collectively”
(4b). Bigelow’s book collected a decade’s worth of lectures “on the appli-
cation of the sciences to the useful arts” In his prefatory “Advertisement”
to the volume, Bigelow staked his book’s utility on assembling “scattered”
elements into a new, distinctly modern research “subject,” one “peculiarly
capable of exciting the attention and curiosity of students” He continues:

The importance of the subject, and the prevailing interest, which
exist in regard to the arts and their practical influences, appear to
me to have created a want, not yet provided for, in our courses of
elementary education. . . . To embody, as far as possible, the various
topics which belong to such an undertaking, 1 have adopted the
general name of Technology, a word sufficiently expressive, which

is found in some of the older dictionaries, and is beginning to be
revived in the literature of practical men at the present day. (1831, iv,
emphases added)

Bigelow’s self-conscious redefinition of technology shows the word
starting to accumulate its Frankensteinian associations. Note the strik-
ing rhetoric of reanimation in Bigelow’s text: he “revives” Technology to
“embody” an “undertaking” of applied science. He strays from the plot of
Frankenstein in “adopting” (rather than abandoning) this “embodiment;’
but the wording still retains the paternal relation. Whether intended or
not, the Frankenpheme of Bigelow’s definition suggests the pervasive but
“subterranean” distribution of Shelley’s story and its effect on technol-
ogy’s modern “revival” Elsewhere in Bigelow’s book, David Nye finds
statements supporting Bigelow’s claim on importing from the German a
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new meaning in English for technology, such as Bigelow’s assertion that
the “labour of a hundred artificers is now performed by the operations
of a single machine” (quoted in Nye 1994, 45)—an image of technology
on the “colossal” scale of which Marx will later take note, and an image
that, like the rhetoric of resurrection, invests technology with its uncanny
sublimity, its Frankensteinian subtext.

Closer to home, Peacock—a friend of Shelley and an acquaintance
of Bentham—uses the word technology as a Frankenpheme in two of
his satirical fictions. In Nightmare Abbey, published after Frankenstein
in 1818, Peacock satirizes the popular taste for Gothic and fantastic
literature. Scythrop Glowry, a parody of Percy Shelley, also assumes a
Frankensteinian aspect: he isolates himself in his study to read the “mys-
tical jargon and necromantic imagery” of transcendental philosophy (as
well as Goethe’s Werther), then begins to plot “his projected regeneration
of the human species” ([1818] 2007, 57). He goes so far as to “meditate
on the practicability of reviving a confederation of regenerators,” but
whether the ensuing “treatise” he publishes is a recipe for said revival or
its realization remains obscure—as does the publication itself, for being
“wrapt up in the monk’s hood of transcendental technology, but filled
with hints of matter deep and dangerous” (58). Here, Peacock’s usage
connotes at once the eighteenth-century association of technology with
art and abstraction, and its nineteenth-century “revival” in industry and
application, shadowed portentously by the “deep and dangerous” menace
of “national ferment” In 1831’s Crotchet Castle, Peacock uses the term as
a wry synonym for political economy, which one character calls “a hyper-
barbarous technology” ([1831] 1947, 110). Here, Peacock’s usage evokes
more clearly the modern sense of technology and its attendant danger,
attached to an ironic trope of “barbarity” to connote both brutal violence
and antimodern atavism. In both these novels, Peacock invokes technol-
ogy to articulate modernity and menace, applied arts and anxiety. And
like Bentham, Peacock had a similarly technophilic public reputation that
amplifies his textual representations of technology; in his case, as a vocal
advocate of steam-powered transport.

The examples of Bentham, Bigelow, and Peacock—writers and thinkers
of some stature in the early nineteenth century—show the special affect
of modernized technology discourse in the period, as a nascent industrial
keyword infiltrated and influenced by Shelley’s novel.
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Staging Technology Through Special Effects in Georgian “Monster
Melodramas”

)«

We also find Frankenstein’s “threshold of epistemologization” for technol-
ogy being more widely established in the incredibly diverse performance
culture that surrounded the novel. Stage versions of the novel began pro-
liferating in the early 1820s. As William St. Clair points out, Frankenstein’s
popularity in its own period resulted more from its stage adaptations than
from its small, pricey print runs, the first of which produced only five
hundred copies (2004, 367). The text, and more specifically the creature at
its core, began to circulate as a Frankenpheme in public discourse, among
periodicals and parliamentary debates (as in Canning’s 1824 allusion con-
cerning slavery), soon after the novel’s first theatrical adaptations. “By the
end of 1823, writes Hitchcock, “five different retellings of Frankenstein
had animated the London stage” (2007, 88—89). Like the political appro-
priations they engendered, Frankenstein’s theatrical adaptations helped to
redefine the word technology as a Frankenpheme. And for the most part,
these stage adaptations took shape not as traditional dramas in London’s
patent theatres, but as multimedia spectacles in the burgeoning illegitimate
theatre of the period.

The recent reappraisal of Romantic performance by scholars of the
period has prompted not just a review of the “closet” and lyrical dramas of
canonical authors like Byron and Baillie but also a retrieval of illegitimate
theatre and popular performance culture—its melodramas, burlesques,
pantomimes, extravaganzas, magic-lantern shows, boxing matches, exe-
cutions, and science experiments—along with analyses of its institutional
contexts like censorship, copyright, and criticism. Jane Moody reads rad-
ical politics at work in London’s Romantic-era illegitimate theatre and
provides important context for Frankenstein’s dramatizations: the period’s
critics developed a “critique of monstrosity” to defend and distinguish
“a text-based canon of English drama” from “a miscellaneous realm of
nontextual, physical entertainment”—the multimedia, “spurious theat-
rical forms” that were actually fostered by “the terms of patent monopoly,’
and ultimately became popular enough to bring an end to that monop-
oly (2000, 12—-13). “Critics,” Moody writes, “mocked the miscellaneous
interweaving of music and visual spectacle with elaborate stage machin-
ery, virtuosic dance and, in the case of pantomime, the silent, gestural
language of mime” and “blamed these monstrous productions for what
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they perceived as a process of generic miscegenation” (12). Melodrama in
particular was popularly figured as monstrous: Samuel De Wilde’s “The
Monster Melo-Drama,” a widely reprinted cartoon that first appeared in
The Satirist in December 1807, depicts its titular monster as a hydra-like
beast, with four heads representing period theatre celebrities; its paws
trample a document called “Shakespeare’s Works” and on its belly are
several teats suckled by period playwrights and theatre practitioners who
worked in popular and illegitimate genres like melodrama.

The distinctions between patent and illegitimate theatre in Georgian
London represent just one facet of a popular and competitive perform-
ance culture. Diane Hoeveler writes that “theater managers who wanted
to remain competitive had to keep pace in their use of pyrotechnics and
other devices that would continue to ‘shock and awe’ their audiences”: “As
attenda