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Introduction

With the threat of war and terrorism rising throughout the world, society’s integrity needs to be questioned. What differences are there to define the line between the unscrupulous individuals from those whose actions are meant with good intent? Are we, as a civilization, truly born with a cruel quality that forces us to act upon our basic instincts, or do we learn from the teachings of our mentors during childhood? If there is an obvious divide, then what makes a true ‘monster’?

Firstly what are the simplistic terms used to identify a ‘monster’? The dictionary definitions are as follows:

1. A large, ugly, and frightening imaginary creature.
2. An inhumanly cruel or wicked person.
(Oxford Dictionary, 1995)

Perhaps outlining a ‘monster’ is not as easy as the stereotypes above may state.  What if our ever-changing world has molded our views alongside it? History, childhood, religion and morality are only a handful of the topics that cover how we perceive certain groups of people, whether it is Britain and Germany during WWI and WWII, the Civil Rights Movement in the United States from 1954 to 1968, and even the Salem witch trials in colonial Massachusetts between 1692 and 1693.

During this dissertation I intend to look at what controls our perceptions of characters and how we act upon seeing them in film, and how the theories of psychologists (such as Freud) on psychological development help us to understand what separates ‘monsters’ from the everyday person. How are character stereotypes portrayed in films, and have they at all changed?












[bookmark: _GoBack]Section 1

An Analysis of Characters 

Through history the archetype of characters have followed a particular pattern, which has been seen to revolve around gender. Fairytales are a direct example of this: a (usually beautiful) young woman is kidnapped or enslaved by an evil entity that must be vanquished by a handsome young man. In hindsight this does apply more to stories including princesses, witches and princes, however the character of the “villain” is very similar in any storyline. Typically the term “monster” conjures up notions of gothic beasts, of chimerical creatures and organisms with hugely exaggerated features; they are illustrative of our morals and fears. These characters were perfect influences for Freud’s theories on the human psyche.

Freud and the Psyche 

The Austrian neurologist, Sigmund Freud, was the founder of psychoanalysis during the early twentieth century. His study of psychology paved the way for understanding the human psyche, specifically his theories on the personality. Freud’s personality theory, which was derived in 1923, depicted the identity of each person to be split into a tripartite classification: the id, the ego and the superego. These are states of the mind, systems of our conscious and subconscious, not to be confused with the separate sections of the brain. 


[image: ]
Figure 1: Freud’s View of the Human Mind: The Mental Iceberg.

‘The mind is like an iceberg, it floats with one-seventh of its bulk above water.’  (BrainyQuote, n.d.)

Freud compared the human personality to an iceberg, stating that the top 10% above the water represents our conscious understanding. Just below the water lies the 10%-15% preconscious where our basic memories reside, and the unconscious that is approximately 75%-80%, is located at the lowest part of the mind’s psyche.
This is where the id is located. It is surmised to be the most primal and instinctual element of a human’s personality; it serves as our unconscious desires and basic urges that are split into two components: Eros, the “life” instinct (libido) and Thanatos, the “death” instinct (aggressive). It is the only part of the personality that is present at birth; the ego and superego develop as we grow although the id remains puerile. It operates on the pleasure principle (Freud, 1920) and demands to be gratified, if not we are forced to feel  “displeasure” as opposed to the contrary.  It is fantasy orientated, selfish and irrational, only wanting to act upon its deepest desires without considering   the consequences.
The following personality, that is the rational segment, negotiates with the id: 

The ego is  ‘that part of the id which has been modified by the direct influence of the external world.’
(Freud, 1923, p. 25) 

The  ego  attempts  to  satisfy  the  id  in  the  most  convenient  way  so  as  not  to  cause  any  unwanted  damage,  for  example,  it  hinders  you  from  causing  harm  to  those  who  may  insult  you,  instead  the  ego  allows  you  to  consider  the  consequences  of  your  actions  if  you  were  to  attack  that  person;  this  is  known  as  the  reality  principle.  As Kendra Cherry states in her article on verywellmind.com  ‘the reality principle forces us to consider the risks, requirements, and possible outcomes as we make decisions by temporarily halting the discharge of the id’s energy until a suitable time and place…’

If the ego’s attempts to enforce the reality principle are thwarted, and feelings of anxiety begin to rise in the individual, then numerous unconscious defense mechanisms are put in place, such as repression, projection, displacement, regression and sublimation.  If the ego does not succeed in fulfilling the id’s needs the first time, then it begins to engage in secondary process thinking until a solution is found.  This means that through reality testing, a person is able to take control of their impulses and establish self-control, known as ‘mastery of the ego’  (McLeod, 2016).

However, the superego concerns itself with the morals learnt during a child’s upbringing from parents and others that appear in their life.  It acts as a restraint on the id’s impulses, especially where sex and aggression is involved.  It is a negotiator for both previously stated psyches, not only for the id’s impulses, but also persuading the ego to consider more moralistic options rather than realistic ones.  

The superego is composed of two systems:  ‘the conscience and the ideal self’  (McLeod, 2016).  The  conscience  concerns  itself  with  punishing  the  ego  by  making  it  have  feelings  of  guilt  if  it  gives  into  the  id’s  impulses;  the  ideal  self  is  a  dream-like  image  of  how  a  person  believes  they  ought  to  be,  for  example  how  they  are  perceived  in  society  through  their  career  and  how  they  treat  people.  Anything that does not follow this ideal can be punished through guilt.  Despite that, it does reward us by providing feelings of pride when the criteria of the ideal are met.  These ideals are usually integrated into our childhood from our parents.  If the criteria are too high, then anything a person may do could result in failure.

Freud and Frankenstein

It is these three main systems of the brain that are the most consequential elements in a person’s psyche.  Although they are only theories, they have paved the way into grasping an understanding of human behaviour for many psychologists, and appear to fit very well with the structure of classic  ‘monsters’ in fiction.  The concept of inhuman creatures personifying our worst fears has been a long, standardized fact.  Whether through religion or apocryphal storytelling, these beings seem to follow a systematic checklist.  As described in the Merriam Webster dictionary: 

1. A:  an animal or plant of abnormal form or structure
A mythical monster
A sea monster

B:  one who deviates from normal or acceptable behavior or character
An immoral monster

2. :  A threatening force
The same monster — Destiny …  that rolls every civilization to doom
— W. L. Sullivan

3. A:  an animal of strange or terrifying shape
Visualize this scale less monster, eight or nine feet long, sprawling in the shade by the side of the mud pools
— W. E. Swinton

B:  one unusually large for its kind
That truck is a monster.

4. :   Something monstrous
Especially:  a person of unnatural or extreme ugliness, deformity, wickedness, or cruelty
His father was a monster who beat his children for no reason.

5. :  One that is highly successful
That movie was a monster at the box office.

Based on these more varied and defined definitions  (than those stated in the Introduction p.3), a  ‘monster’ can take any shape or form, not just within children’s literature, but with novels that include interpretations mostly evoking images from gothic horror; Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) is a perfect specimen that addresses these interpretations. In Shelley’s original story, the titular character, Victor Frankenstein, creates a creature made up of human parts that strays from the acceptable form that is considered human. The creature is described as a  ‘catastrophe’ and a  ‘wretch’, and his form is expressed like so: 

His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath   … his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same color as the dun-white sockets in which they were set, his shriveled complexion and straight black lips. (Shelley, 1818)

But is it simply a person’s appearance that makes them a monster? Indeed the creature was not born naturally, being made from an assortment of heretofore-human body parts.  He is not seen as socially acceptable, with his ‘…gigantic stature, and the deformity of its aspect, more hideous than belongs to humanity…’  (Shelley, 1818). Without even knowing of the monster’s innermost constitution, Frankenstein assumes the worst simply based on its appearance. Although his assumptions are correct, where the monster is indeed his younger brother’s murderer, his creation never began with malicious intent. 

Much like Freud’s studies on the id, the creature began his life with a basic instinct: ‘… I felt tormented by hunger and thirst… and I ate some berries which I found hanging on the trees or lying on the ground…’ (Shelley, 1818), and we also witness his ability to learn words through literacy and speech. In the outhouse belonging to a destitute family where he retreated ‘from the barbarity of man’ (Shelley, 1818), the creature develops his knowledge of the world by living vicariously through the day-to-day chores of the children. Not only does he learn how to survive in the woods surrounding their home, but also he ‘…perceived that the words they spoke sometimes produced pleasure or pain, smiles or sadness, in the minds and countenances of the hearers.’ 

Expelling the description of his appearance from your mind, does this not simply sound like an account of a child’s development? It is hardly someone of murderous intent. In fact, it is the actions of others that send him down this path. Scared of how society will perceive him, he hides within the outhouse for two years, loving a family that could not love him in return, after all, they are only a substitute, where is his own? 

No father had watched my infant days; no mother had blessed me with smiles and caresses… I had never yet seen a being resembling me… What was I? (Shelley, 1818)
 
With no direct teachings from a parent of what is right or wrong, the monster has little to do other than act on his impulses. He is scared and alone, and even when he helps those that he cares for he is shunned because of his form. Why then, should he believe there is any good in the world, when all he has been shown is hate? No child should ever be neglected or left by their parents to fend for themselves, so why should Frankenstein’s monster be any different? Why are Victor’s negligent actions not questioned more? 

Victor Frankenstein develops a strong ideal self with what he envisions to create. With the sudden death of his mother (an important figure in any child’s upbringing), his mind becomes frenzied with the idea of never losing someone else that he loves again. His studies quickly turn to insanity, as he fights against the foreboding warnings of his family. He wants to play God, and go against nature during a time where science and religion are questioning one another. But the warnings do not stop him, and he acts upon his aggressive impulses to create life, and it isn’t until he witnesses the results of his actions that the superego begins to punish him with feelings of immense guilt. He imagined his creation as being beautiful, but is met with apparent horror:

How can I describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch whom with such infinite pains and care I had endeavoured to form? His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful! - Great God! 
(Shelley, 1818)

But why does he regret his actions? Is it his morality, or is it as Freud surmised, where his superego punished him for not achieving the ideal self?

Of course no one can condone what his monster did to Victor’s younger sibling, but could it be that if Victor had not acted so negatively so soon to this creature, that perhaps a bond could have been formed between the two, allowing for the monster to gain moral awareness. 

Although Victor may have been well founded in his intent, his actions created a chain reaction of destruction. Perhaps he really did create a monster.

































Section 2

The Development of Frankenstein

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) was a groundbreaking success, being one of the first science fiction books written, it gained critical acclaim worldwide; and it was no surprise that its successor on the silver screen became a classic hit in the horror genre.

Directed by James Whale, 1931’s Frankenstein portrayed the original story in a new light. Whereas we were left to our own imaginations with the novel, the movie industry allowed us to view the strange and macabre sets with a revolutionary and enticing appeal. 

With the effects of sound, camera angles and particularly chiaroscuro, the way in which we perceive the characters is highly influenced, and with there being a lack of colour, the sharp angles and dark corners become ever more amplified, usually mimicking the inner soul of Frankenstein, and the appearance of his creation.

The first scene opens with a lack of sound, creating an eerie silence over the graveyard where Frankenstein, and his hunchbacked subordinate Fritz dig up a freshly buried body. Frankenstein caresses the coffin with a necrophilic tenderness as it is lifted out of the ground. With the collection of human body parts from buried bodies and newly hanged criminals, Frankenstein stitches together a body to be reanimated by electricity.

[image: Macintosh HD:Users:alicesamuel:Desktop:Screen Shot 2018-12-11 at 23.38.02.png]
Figure 2: (Universal, 1931)

Although his facial features are described as grotesque in the book, the monster is pictured as looking slightly more human in comparison to his movie counterpart, whose make up was exaggerated for theatrical effect, with bolts to show his artificiality. By making him taller and angular, it gives the monster a more menacing demeanor, (and a classic, recognizable look). His shape and stature mimics the abandoned watchtower that Frankenstein has endowed as his laboratory, with dramatic shadows adding a daring and stylish tone in each scene.
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Figure 3: (Universal, 1931)
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Figure 4: (Universal, 1931)

The shots of the tower are unevenly striking, so much so, that not only do they mirror the monster’s outward appearance, but also Frankenstein’s inner torment. As the consequences of his actions begin to reveal themselves, (mostly with the belief that he has created an underdeveloped, aggressive creature) he not only wallows in his own guilt that he did not succeed in his goals to create a sophisticated being, but he greatly mourns for Fritz who is ultimately killed by the monster. 
Unlike the novel, the film appears to give leeway to Frankenstein’s character, making him out to be less of a selfish man. After a fight to subdue his creation he falls ill, and is encouraged to go home to his family and fiancé, Elizabeth. His mentor, Doctor Waldman, explains that he will ‘… see that it is painlessly destroyed.’ (Frankenstein, 1931). This oxymoron is contradicted by Frankenstein’s pleas for the monster to be kept alive, despite him having murdered Fritz, whom he takes the blame for. Unlike his novelized self, Frankenstein does not try to hide away from what he has done, and takes full responsibility for anything that the monster does, even leading one of the search parties out to end his life: ‘I made him with these hands, and with these hands I will destroy him’ (Frankenstein 1931).

Despite it being his actions that cause such destruction, he appears almost heroic. 

The monster on the other hand is perhaps a more intricate character. Although his outward appearance fits with some of the dictionary definitions previously stated in Section 1 (pg. 7), his character is quite the opposite, “…initially child-like and gentle, he is only later goaded into violence” (Gatiss, 2010). 

When the monster enters the set and we see him for the first time, he slowly but surely begins to learn the simple sit and stand commands that Frankenstein teaches him. He looks around curiously like a toddler and reaches for the light, but this moment of serenity is shattered when Fritz begins to terrorize him with fire. As Professor Patricia MacCormack stated in a BBC article on Frankenstein: 

There is a brutism but also a vulnerability - there are very few versions that show him differently. The monster responds in a way a child or an animal does when they are threatened or afraid.
It's ironic that in these depictions the monster is seen as less than human but has super-human strength.

Throughout the film, his violent actions are only made in self-defense against Fritz’ beatings, which ultimately leads him to be hanged in the monster’ cell.

[image: Macintosh HD:Users:alicesamuel:Desktop:Screen Shot 2018-12-11 at 23.45.08.png]
Figure 5: (Universal, 1931)

Why would someone (who would have been prejudiced against for being disfigured) endeavor to hurt someone who would have been seen the same way? Perhaps it is a blatant metaphor to prove that anyone can do bad things, it doesn’t matter about your appearance, and it is more about your actions. 

This did not stop writers from portraying the monster’ contrasting personality, and proceeded to execute it in such a controversial way. Indeed the hanging body of Fritz in the cell is a haunting sight, but it is the scene with little girl Maria that shocked many.
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Figure 6: (Universal, 1931)

The killing of a child on screen is shocking, especially in 1931 when it was considered truly unacceptable. Censors in several countries requested the scene to be cut, and it wasn’t restored to the film for another fifty years. 

However, it is a scene filled with subtle metaphors for the monster: his dark colouring contrasts with the light that symbolizes Maria’s youthful innocence. The organic setting as opposed to the tower that he was kept in exaggerates his artificiality, and the soft landscape contradicts his square-like figure. They all represent his inhumanity, with the flowers and trees showing how different he is to organisms created by God, and not man. And yet, it does represent his inner self: a child with a delicate and sensitive soul. The killing of Maria is purely by accident because he does not understand the implications of throwing someone who cannot swim into the water, especially as the flowers that they threw in could float. He learns quickly from his mistake however, instantly regretting and fleeing from the scene.

So between the characters, how can we decipher whom the monster really is? Is it Fritz: the hunchbacked subordinate whose mistake of acquiring the wrong brain resulted in the monster having murderous tendencies? Is it the monster: a misshapen effigy with the impulses of a child? Or is it his creator: a man so hell bent on achieving his own immoral goals, that he does not think about the possible consequences of his actions: “Oh in the name of God! Now I know what it feels like to be God!” (Frankenstein, 1931).

The Decades of Monster Horror

Considered to be the founding film that launched horror into a sea of new possibilities, others quickly followed in its stead like actor Bella Lugosi as the infamous Dracula (1931) being the next Universal film to hit cinemas. This was also another accomplished piece, but it lacked the gothic romance and eloquence that the book expressed. 

Monster movies were the original horror films, they engaged with our nightmares, but over time the supernatural had become an unexciting display. We were aware that they did not exist, and so the horror fell flat. 
With similar films being released, many believed that even the story of Frankenstein had lost its touch. In the film Son of Frankenstein (1939), the monster had turned from a dynamic and complex character in the first two installments, into a ‘… murderous, unthinking, man-made monster’ (Todd, 2018). He was no longer regarded as possessing delicate and powerful emotions, and was instead used as a pawn in Igor’s plans of vengeance on Frankenstein. Where the monster had previously killed a young girl, he was now only made to kidnap (not quite the horrific actions of a “classic movie monster”). 

Production companies had started to turn them into family friendly films, but nothing seemed to grasp the audiences who were hungry for more original horror, and it wasn’t until the mid fifties when horror would be picked up again with Christopher Lee staring as the titular monster in 1957’s Frankenstein. Now with the use of colour, even more foreboding metaphors could be placed in scenes, and with censorships being challenged, a lot more shocking gore was shown on screens.

However, despite the ever-changing cinematic techniques, character stereotypes seldom seemed to change: a monster steals away a pure young woman, only to be vanquished by a heroic young man who is usually the woman’s love interest. 

But have these changed at all in the last few years? Women have certainly broken the mould of damsel in distress, and even Disney films such as Beauty and the Beast (1991/2017), have encouraged generations not to judge someone by the way that they look.
 Movements through the last century have made generations more aware of individuals who are overlooked and discriminated against, be it the Suffragettes, the Civil Rights movement or the LGBTQA community, along with many more. 

The Shape of Water (2017) by director Guillermo Del Toro was filmed at a very relevant time in our history, quoting in an interview ‘… and the themes, the idea of embracing the otherness, that understanding and not the transformation as a motor of love, those are very new for me. They are very much today…’ (ScreenPrism, 2018).

Del Toro’s masterpiece is a modern fairytale horror movie set in 1962 Baltimore and contains all the visual monster movie criteria, while writing a clean script that beautifully expresses each character. Elisa, a mute, falls in love with an ethereal Amazonian God who is transported to America for experimental testing, in the hopes that he will unlock possibilities for America to beat Russia in the space race.

The use of colour is an important trope for the time that it is set in, where “…green is the future… and in comes this creature that is and elemental God… that represents the most ancient holy past for another culture, and he’s being tortured… by a character particularly that does not see it for the divine and beautiful thing it is”. (Fox 5, DC 2017)
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Figure 7: (Fox Searchlight, 2017)


Within this overpowering colour, connotations of red appear and become more prominent as Elisa’s relationship with the God-like creature grows. It is representative of their love and understanding of one another, of the danger that surrounds them and of their ability to overcome all odds to be together. Not just for them, but for other overlooked members of society, like Zelda, an underappreciated black woman, and Giles, a struggling gay illustrator. Both attempt to ignore the harsh realities around them, such as the Cold War on television and the experiments in the laboratory, but when the antagonist Strickland threatens Elisa, they both make a stand to help her. 
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Figure 8: (Hayes, 2017)
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Figure 9: (Hayes, 2017)
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Figure 10: (Hayes, 2017)

Each character is labyrinthine, where not even the adversary is as black and white as he would seem. Strickland uses his status to exert power over others below him, but he behaves himself when he is under scrutiny by his superiors. As Michael Shannon says “…there is always someone above you.” (Fox 5 DC, 2017), and it is this stress that makes him desperate to take back some control in his life, whether it be sexual harassment of the cleaning staff or the eventual murder of Dr. Robert Hoffstetler (an undercover Russian spy).

He is only human, and that is what makes his actions even more menacing. To imagine a man who appears to fit into such a cookie cutter lifestyle with his perfect family, car and high powered job, only to forget every moral and act on his id’s impulses is scary. Much like many figures that are seen in news articles today.






































Section 3


Case Study: King Kong

Having looked at the varying elements that filmmakers use to influence an audience’s reaction towards specific characters, it’s time to apply them to a case study that is more of a direct remake of an original monster classic.

· Film Roles
· Sound.
· Mise en scène.
· History.

All of the bullet points above have played parts in how certain types of characters are portrayed in films, and King Kong (1933) and King Kong (2005), are perfect examples of comparison to see how classic monster movies have changed. 

Film Roles

In the original 1933 film, there is a repetition of the term “beauty and the beast”, already placing a stereotype on the characters. The characters are typifications of what appeared in every horror film during that period: 

Ann Darrow, a down on her luck actress is struggling during the Great Depression and is picked up by the well-known director Carl Denham to star in his new film. Filmed on an unknown island far off the coast of Sumatra, a crew accompanies them, whose reticent first mate Jack Driscoll becomes the swashbuckling love interest of Darrow. Upon arriving at this island, Darrow comes face to face with the infamously revered Kong, and it is a race against the clock for Driscoll to get back Darrow, and for Denham to get his prize.


[image: Macintosh HD:Users:alicesamuel:Desktop:Screen Shot 2018-12-12 at 08.46.59.png]
Figure 11: (Warner Bros., 1933)

Making their way inland, they come across a ritual sacrifice by the island’s native tribe, although they are portrayed as a civilized group who are able to communicate with the ship’s crew (of course this could be lack of imagination in script writing), there are many comments made previously about their culture being described as hostile, and that what the native’s feared was not something monstrous, but simply another hostile tribe. 
 Assuming that it is a hostile tribe, it shows that white men could only link the words “monstrous” and “deadly” with a similar culture. But how can they speculate when they have never even been to the island, only ever hearing about it in myths; It could very well be a group of white men terrorizing them. But it is an understandable statement since cultures of that time would have been segregated, why what else could it be? (Of course, this is just communicating the tenor of the time, and this is shown throughout). 


[image: Macintosh HD:Users:alicesamuel:Desktop:Screen Shot 2018-12-12 at 09.32.02.png]
Figure 12: (Warner Bros., 1933)

The first time that we see Kong, he is a hulking mass, breaking down trees and leering over Ann. He acts on habit and impulse and takes her with no consideration or feeling as to who she is or how she feels.
 
Unlike the 1933 version where ‘…Kong himself is the dark, mysterious East personified—a brutal, vicious beast who destroys adventurers, dinosaurs, New Yorkers, and New York alike’ (Rabin, 2017), Jackson portrays a creature with deeper meaning and emotions. 

He is initially similar to the 1933 Kong; like a toddler, throwing tantrums when Ann won’t let him get his own way and giving her the silent treatment after saving her life. But this time it adds a wit to the character that has not been seen before, and makes him feel more human. He learns from Ann what is right and wrong, and a bond soon forms between the two, like two likeminded spirits who have found solace in each other’s company. 

Ann is no longer the Damsel in distress, she is a strong and independent woman who does what she can to survive. Instead of sitting in trees waiting for the men to come and save her, she attempts to make her own way back to the ship, not always having an easy time of finding her way back in the vast other-worldly jungle. She continuously tries to do the right thing by Kong, making sure that he doesn’t get hurt when she is taken from the island, and running to find him when he is running riot on Broadway.

Driscoll’s character has also made a turn around, no longer the chivalrous first mate of the Venture, but a theatre writer whose plays Ann admires greatly. This helps them to connect on a deeper level, rather than the ignorant attitude that Jack had towards Ann in 1933. But why should him not being the typical Hollywood hero stop him from being heroic? He still goes after Ann, he still tries to take her home, and he still allows the ship’s crew to shoot down Kong, much to Ann’s despair. 

The one character though that has dramatically changed is Carl Denham. Originally a well respected rough film director, who had to please audiences by adding romance into his documentaries, Denham has since been reimagined as a ‘… sweaty fast-talking chancer, bouncing cheques, conning everyone around him, full of self-deceiving, sentimental show-business bluster.’ (French, 2005) 
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Figure 13: (Universal, 2005)

Throughout the film Denham makes it his mission to get the reels that he needs to succeed, promising people money that he does not have, subconsciously filming a man being eaten alive, and manipulating others into doing what he wants without any consideration for how it could affect other people. It isn’t until he brings Kong back to New York that he realizes just how wrong his actions were, but even then he cannot admit to his mistakes, stating the distinguished line “it was Beauty killed the Beast” (King Kong, 2005)

Score

When the crew approaches Skull Island, we can hear the underlying beat of tribal drums building up the suspense, giving the impression of an underlying threat. This already makes us fear what the island holds, making us believe that whatever is on the island is a threat. The deep tempo also refers to the size of Kong, (you would not have a flute playing for an intimidating beast). The use of this music is subtle, and while we anticipate the reveal of Kong, it has already begun to subconsciously influence our viewpoint. 

Following the same pattern as the original, King Kong (2005) opens with a foreboding low tone, reminiscent of big bands of the era and emitting power and threat as the title KING KONG appears in bold stone letters on the screen. This then fades out to a dilapidated zoo on the outskirts of Hoover Ville, filled with lifeless animals in the bleak urban jungle of New York. 

This already forebodes Kong’s fate when he is taken from his home to be turned into entertainment for the white elite. Suddenly Al Jolson’s 1925 song ‘I’m Sitting on Top of the World’ bursts over a montage of Depression era clips depicting the chaos that is ensuing in the streets: riots, protests, arrests and even vaudeville acts, as the happy music plays with downhearted lyrics; a complete oxymoron. 

Later in the film we hear a softer, calmer score that mimics the lonelier side of Kong. His cave is filled with the skeletons, presumably of his family, and sits looking out at the sunset with Ann. This is the pivotal moment when they come to a heartwarming understanding: they are both alone. Ann has no family left in New York, and so she is able to understand him.
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Figure 14: (Universal, 2005)

Camera Angles

Unlike the 1933 film, Peter Jackson’s 2005 remake is a three-hour long homage to the original, but the sets are larger, the characters grittier and the score more expressive. 

In the 1933 film there are very few varying shots, most of which are mid-shots with very little to offer for the different characters. Jackson’s version however is packed full of high angles, low angles and the grandeur of dramatic establishing shots.

Kong’s size is consistently remarked upon by the use of low angle shots to symbolize his ferocity, extreme close-ups to show the emotion in his eyes, and long shots when he is at his most vulnerable (specifically when climbing the Empire State Building).
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Figure 14: (Universal, 2005)


































Conclusion

What is a Monster in Film?


Monster movies were the original horror films, they engaged with our nightmares, but over time the supernatural had become predictable. 

Classic monster movies have come a long way in the horror genre since the beginning of cinema, but have often been controlled by the expectations of studios that fund them rather than the director and writer’s visionary artistry. 

They have seldom ventured far from the prototypical character stereotypes.

But what does classify as a monster in cinema now? Is it still truly the difference in appearance to that of our own, or has it now changed to a person who is just like us? Have supernatural monsters lost their touch, and are more realistic ones seeping in through the cracks? Characters such as Hannibal Lecter and Wolf Creek (2005) serial killer Mick Taylor.

What is a monster in film? The answer? It can be anything or anyone. 

Through looking at Boris Karloff’s portrayal of Frankenstein’s misshapen monster throughout the 30s, to Doug Jones’s ethereal Amazonian God in 2017, it seems that there are a number of factors that can affect how certain characters are portrayed in films, be it the make up and costumes, soundtrack or mise en scène. 

And yet, it is not just a person’s appearance anymore that can scare someone, it is their actions; actions that dictate what a monster is, but through the media they have been portrayed as inhuman beings that kill, kidnap and terrorize innocent victims. But why do we fear and put blame so easily on them? I think that it is because we are not born with fears they are acquired. We are not born scared of being seen by others or of spiders. We are scared through stories, and find it easier to put our hatred and blame on others rather than on ourselves.

As quoted in Grady Hendrix’ 2016 novel My Best Friend’s Exorcism:

… they needed the Gadarene madman to be sick… that way they could project all their problems onto him… As long as he was sick, they could point to someone who wasn’t them and say, “that’s his fault”… And then when Jesus cured him, they didn’t know what to do... Sometimes the hardest thing for us is when a sick person gets better… because then we have to deal with ourselves.

But with times having changed and us becoming more acceptable of others, is there truly such thing as a monster movie anymore? 
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