The Asphyx: how a 1970s gothic horror film challenges our fascination with immortality
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In a cultural landscape where vampire narratives and themes of immortality are resurging, the conversation around eternal life has taken a darker turn, especially in the realm of gothic horror. Among the significant contributions to this genre is Peter Newbrook’s 1972 film, The Asphyx. While contemporary discussions often treat immortality with a lighthearted jest, Newbrook's film invokes a profound moral debate, exploring the unsettling implications of humanity's desire to conquer death.
The Asphyx centres on Sir Hugo Cunningham, portrayed with compelling complexity by Robert Stephens, a Victorian scientist consumed by the ambition to uncover the secrets of life and death. A member of a parapsychology society, Cunningham’s obsession begins when he believes he has discovered photographic evidence of the soul. His journey quickly spirals into a quest for immortality itself, driven by a potent blend of ego and desperation. This character arc resonates with familiar literary archetypes, reminiscent of both Victor Frankenstein and Dr. Jekyll, yet Newbrook manages to present Cunningham not merely as a mad scientist but as a tragically flawed human being.
The film's atmosphere embraces the quintessential elements of gothic literature: a brooding ambiance, ethically ambiguous characters, and themes laden with taboo. While the horror genre in the 1970s began veering towards the sensational, The Asphyx steadfastly immerses itself in the thoughtful examination of its characters’ inner turmoil. Through Cunningham's relentless pursuit of knowledge, the film compels viewers to confront uncomfortable questions about the ethics of scientific experimentation and the inherent responsibilities tied to such pursuits.
The dynamics within Cunningham's family are equally disquieting. His daughter Christina and adopted son Giles, who is also vying for Christina’s hand in marriage, are caught in a web of emotional manipulation and ambition as they seek their father's approval. This familial tension, while not uncommon in gothic narratives, heightens the film’s impact, illustrating the terrifying costs of unbridled ambition. Here, Newbrook expertly crafts a narrative that descends into moral ambiguity, prompting viewers to consider not only the depths of human desire but also the collateral damage inflicted along the way.
While contemporary audiences await Guillermo del Toro's adaptation of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, slated for release in 2025, The Asphyx emerges as a worthy prelude. Del Toro, known for his immersive storytelling and appreciation for gothic aesthetics, is likely to bring a fresh yet familiar perspective to the mythos of Frankenstein. His adaptation promises to weave elements from the original text with his signature style, while also exploring themes of existential dread and ethical transgression, much like those seen in The Asphyx.
As gothic horror regains traction in modern cinema, films like The Asphyx deserve recognition alongside new adaptations for their exploration of complex themes surrounding mortality. With audiences increasingly drawn to narratives that challenge societal norms and delve into the darker aspects of human ambition, The Asphyx stands as an essential piece of the puzzle. It showcases not just the terror of scientific hubris, but also the frailties of the human condition, affirming its place in the annals of horror.
In an era defined by its exploration of the macabre, The Asphyx serves as a poignant reminder of the moral quandaries woven into the fabric of gothic storytelling—questions that endure and evolve, urging us to reflect on the very essence of what it means to be human.
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