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Literature review
This literature review will look at What makes a Monster; it's important to investigate this area as some of our oldest known stories, legends, myths, and literature are about and stem from the idea of a monster. I will look at various literary, cultural, historical and film works with the intention of defining what a monster is and how the concept of monstrosity has evolved over time.

Research proposes a potential origin for the idea of a monster. According to the university of Alabama(1)”Monsters appear in ancient mythology dating back thousands of years. From the sphinx(2) to Xiangliu(3), the nine-headed snake of Chinese mythology, monsters are found in myths, legends and folklore of cultures all around the world. Some of the most popular examples from Western culture came from Classical myths of Ancient Greece and Rome, as well as Germanic myths, which are highlighted on this page.
This research was updated as recently as August last year, so that, combined with it being a trustworthy source, says to me that this is likely a reliable source.


The definition of monster according to the Oxford dictionary(4) describes it as “a large, ugly and frightening imaginary creature” this source is inherently reliable due to the prestigious nature of its writing but other more recent examples of monsters in media and culture would suggest this definition is outdated, a quote from Primo Levi(5) directly contradicts this definition “Monsters exist, but they are too few to be truly dangerous. More dangerous are the common men, the functionaries ready to believe and to act without asking questions” While clearly a less direct example this opens the definition to more human elements and pulls the idea of a monster back into reality.
In saying that Princeton University Press (6) also holds a similar definition, they state, "It has often been claimed that “monsters” — supernatural creatures with bodies composed from multiple species." he continues  ", They play a significant part in the thought and imagery of all people from all times.” Another reliable source with a similar definition, both however have definitions that would be more relevant to pre film era and works so I feel comfortable pushing these definitions aside.

What is the key defining features of a monster. An article on Dimensions.com(7) stated the features of a monster which excludes traits like a vampiric thirst, a monstrous appearance, a design setting them apart from humans to evoke fear, these descriptors are also supported by an essay by arielesiling.com(8) which list off features like, claws, tentacles and wings, while an apt descriptor it may be potentially outdated, I came to this conclusion based on the box office numbers for films revolving around a monster both classic and new definition and examples, for instance a film that fits into the classic description and motifs is Shin Godzilla, this film earned $77,947,607 worldwide according to Box office mojo(9), now let’s compare that to a film that fits into the definition as described by Primo Levi, again taken from Box office mojo(10), Halloween kills earned around $131,647,155, to further support this argument ill compare 2 more films, that can fall into this genre, again according to box office mojo(11) Renfield earned $26,493,921 while scream 6(12) earned $168,961,389, I trust these numbers as they come straight from a reliable industry tool and these numbers tell me that the classic image of a monster is not popular with today’s audiences as the more modern look of a monster, that’s being based more in reality, but why is that?

Why is there a lack of interest in classic monsters. According to the National Library of Medicine (13), “Many adolescents are exposed to violence in their schools, communities and homes. Exposure to violence at high levels or across multiple contexts has been linked with emotional desensitization, indicated by low levels of internalizing symptoms." The study goes onto state that 43% of adolescents in the U.S witnessed violence in the last year, an article by the conversation. com(14) also supports a correlation between real-world violence and desensitization, all this could factor into the lack of interest in traditional monster characters, people on mass don't find them scary anymore and have been taught to fear things in their reality or characters that look more like them

There is research that supports their prior popularity. Zizhao Wang(15) made a research paper that states “As the popularity of monster movies kept rising in recent decades, the significance of this specific movie genre starts to reveal”. Thie paper addressesed the cause that creates the psychological appeal of movie monsters. The cultural connection and realistic reflection of monster movies were investigated by surveying 36 subjects. The conclusion of this study is monster movies, resembling a chase, are a form of pretended predation. He Went on to state "Engaging in such activities gives humans the ability to explore possibility spaces, predict future threats, and prepare creatively for possible dangers they can face in reality” The study found a positive correlation between how accurately monster movies reflect the audiences' concerns and the level of enjoyment reported by the audiences. He found that as direct representation of predation, the visual impacts of monster movies evoked an emotional reaction from the test audience ”.
This evidence is contradicted by the box office numbers supported by box office mojo and a survey conducted in the United States by Statista(16) on the most popular genre amongst adults.
This supports the idea of classic-style monster movies being well out of their heyday and not very present in the social zeitgeist.

Research suggests that Godzilla is the most popular monster movie of all time.
Rolling Stone (17) said on the matter, "The movie that set the standard for creature features to come. More than a dozen sequels would follow, but none can match the 1954 classic in which a reptilian mutant the size of a skyscraper tears through urban Japan. Besides symbolically touching on the country’s all-too-recent relationship with nuclear devastation, Godzilla debuted what has since become the most iconic monster to grace the big screen”.
This evidence is contradicted slightly by King Kong(18) and the beats from 20,000 fathoms(19) both predating Godzilla and being stated by Tomoyuki Tanaka(20) to both be great influences in his creation of the original Godzilla. Looking at additional info gathered from Britannica(21) and filmschoolrejects(22), it's clear that Godzilla revolutionised the genre and set the bar for other monster movies to come for years down the line.

Continuing this line of research led me to research that shows humans exhibiting monster-like behaviour. Baron-Cohen(23) states the importance of empathy and how the lack thereof can and will most likely lead a person astray “Erosion of human empathy, he suggests, can be caused by many factors, such as rage, jealousy, abandonment, revenge, hatred, physical abuse, and even the desire to protect. As such, heinous acts inflicted upon another can occur as a function of either transient moments of “empathy erosion,” or as an enduring, lifelong pattern of behaviour.” This is further supported by various posts on Quora(24)
While the secondary supporting document isn't very reliable there is defiantly a correlation between lacking empathy and monster-like behaviour as stated by psych central.com(25)

What can be considered monster like behaviour. 
The character we call the “monster” in stories still has human qualities—such as being passionate but unsympathetic, or intelligent but manipulative. But beyond their humanity, it’s the overactive ego that pushes them into the realm of monster as they endanger themselves and others around them according to new venture west, that same article offers a counterpoint to the argument, it is “As our culture becomes more polarized, it becomes more tempting to label those who disagree with us as “monsters.” But what do we really mean when we say someone is being monstrous? And how willing are we to see our own monstrous tendencies” this pulls the writers own personal feelings into question and puts the legitimacy of the first statement at risk, this is due to their recognition of the average person ignoring their own tendencies while potentially being quick to label someone else if they see what they perceive as a red flag, ultimately though the qualities of a monster are generally accepted as symptoms and behaviours exhibited by people with personality disorders, which much of my other research has pointed to them as the most likely to develop these monstrous behaviours
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Essay
In this essay I shall dissect the monster genre and how its evolved overtime.
The monster genre has captivated audiences for decades, its use of mythical beasts, supernatural beings, huge monsters and recently more human depictions has been a winning recipe for a long time now apparent by its continued popularity and ability to stay relevant in an ever-changing social and political climate, my research begins with literature and how others define the character archetype that is the monster.

What is a monster, a monster is someone or something usually a grotesque creature of some kind that evokes fear, hopelessness and terror in those they target. In terms of a human being, they feel little to no remorse for their cruelty. Someone is not truly a monster until they let their monstrous tendencies take over their life and emotions and begin to act recklessly on these urges. I believe that everyone has the capability to develop monstrous thoughts or feelings. However, it is how their minds deal with and cope with these emotions that define whether the person is capable of becoming a monster, a Bartley research essay (26)characterizes monsters as “Large, ugly and frightening” which seems to be a key theme of the genre.

What makes a monster, there are many physical and thematic elements to choose from when answering this question, do we take from Frankenstein(27) a tragic story of man playing with forces they don’t understand and creating an unwilling creature with pale grizzled skin, a large foreboding figure and a story that plays on the fear of unknown science, or do we look at the story of Nosferatu(28), a slender gaunt figure, lurking in the shadows bringing disease with his anywhere he goes, harkening on society’s health fears of the time or perhaps Godzilla(29), an allegory for the threat that nuclear power holds for us all, a story born out of a countries anguish and pain, a demonstration of trauma filmed for the big screen.

Andrew Mangham(30) has a slightly different view on monsters in his book we are all monsters, he says “Far from being the wild inhabitants of a strange nether world, these “monsters,” once regarded as an aberration, emerge as a driving force in the evolution and development of life.” This esoteric take on the monster opened my eyes to a more literal research path, the importance of mythology, more specifically monster myths to our personal development as a species this led me to an article by medium.com(31), to break it down it states that mythology is an integral part of existence, it goes on to read “We all know the mythology of good fighting evil, the myths of the afterlife, and the myths of the hero who travels far to discover his purpose in life.” With the idea of monsters firmly finding its start in myth across the earth its clear the integral role these stories have had.


The monster movie has had a profound impact on both popular culture and cinema as an art form, from its inception in German expressionism to the global franchises of today, it showcases a versatility and want to explore storytelling techniques without limitation or criticism.

Den of geek(32) describes a monster movie as “Men in rubber suits trampling cardboard cities. The jerky yet beautiful stop-motion animation of Ray Harryhausen. Mention the words “giant monster movie”, and these are almost certainly the images that immediately spring to mind.” 

 In my extensive research into this genre I keep coming across many of the same tropes, motifs and themes many of them originate from gothic literature, Gothic literature as defined by study.com(32) is a form of literature that holds a preference for stories and themes of the horrific and the macabre, it focuses on aspects of the human condition that are often unpreventable, and that last sentence is where allot of the monster genre themes originate from.

Gothic fiction as a genre was first established with the publication of Horace the Castle of Otranto in 1764. In the centuries since, gothic literature has not only flourished, but also branched off into many popular subgenres, and helped various filmic genre with some of its deeper themes such as the monster genre.

Few argue the case that the genre perpetuates stereotypes and promotes fear mongering, an example of this can be seen in an article by mic.com(33) who claim in terms of horror films black characters can be seen as either monsters or servile, and I fine the fear mongering claim justified when you look at the monster genres biggest star Godzilla, he is designed to make people afraid of the nuclear age and the horrors it may unleash, pulled from a profile on villain wiki(34) “His skin is covered in ridges and bumps that are reminiscent of burns from survivors of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”

“The monster is born only at this metaphoric crossroads, as an embodiment of a certain cultural moment of a time” Jeffrey Jerome Cohen(35)


The Genre finds its cinematic roots in the early 1920s with films like Nosferatue and the cabinet of doctor Caligari but predating that is the many ancient myths, fables and stories which has the very first incarnations of the monster archetype.

“What would an ocean be without a monster lurking in the dark?” Werner Herzog(36)

Monsters in mythology serve a very simple purpose, whether it be the hydra, the minotaur or the dragon they serve to bring out the best qualities in the heroic protagonists, an article on Twinkle(37) summed it up by writing “Classical mythical creatures served the purpose of emphasizing the heroism of those that defeated them by being so monstrous. This is the same for later, religious connotations, with the mythical creature coming to represent the devil and emphasizing the greatness of that who defeated it (usually representing God)” this statement helps feed into the notion that monsters where primarily a barrier to be overcome, this statement is further supported by Stephen Fox who likened the monsters defeat to a inspiring victory like the ancient heroes and I find that sentiment to be very true from looking through various sources, The various entries into the Greek mythos such as the 12 labours of Hercules, Theseus and the minotaur and Perseus and the gorgon medusa also support this finding.

In the 1930s a true cinematic identity was forming for the fledgling genre, with iconic titles like Frankenstein, Dracula and the wolf man helping flesh out some motifs like the character of the monster being a somewhat tragic character forced to live with the burden of their curse or existence, During my research I found a quote on an NBC universal(38) article, while I admit it would be clearly biased I feel it doesn’t take away from the truth of the statement “The Universal Classic Monsters weren’t just ground-breaking for the horror  genre. There’s a case to be made that Frankenstein and Co. were the original cinematic universe.” This is the kind of sentiment that shaped the publics opinion on the genre.

“The artist must bow down to the monster of his own imagination” Richard Wright.(39)

Moving forward to the 1950s, this era of monster movie saw a large uptake in popularity and helped define the genre overall, this is mostly thanks to the genre defining film Godzilla, asgardpress.com(40) is quoted in saying “Toho created what is arguably the most well-known giant monster movie of all time, Godzilla, in 1954.” And that sentiment is also supported by independent magazine(41) who wrote in an article “The original film helped launch a genre of monster films both in Japan and the United States.” Additionally, the advancements in special effects and the tapping into the nuclear fear that was prominent in society around this time in the cold war led to the large monster or kaiju flavour of monster movie skyrocketing into popularity, a perfect quote I feel for this era of monster movie to me would be “We create monsters and then we can’t control them”.

By this point the aesthetic of the genre had been thoroughly established 

With every genre comes evolution, and in the 1970s a new showcase of monster was growing in popularity, the horror-based monster movie, spearheaded by the exorcist and Halloween this ushered in a new age of storytelling for this genre which emphasised psychological terror and human monsters rather than being creature features, jarred Harris(42) summed it up best when he said “The scariest monsters are human beings and what we will do to each other”.

These fresh film ideas made legends out of the likes of William Fredkin and John Carpenter when it comes to some of the key differences in character John Carpenter said he had Michael Myers walk like a man and not a monster, another perfect encapsulation of the changes this era brought.

The 1980s and 90s saw further innovation due to the advancements of CGI and practical effects, Directors like James Cameron and George Lucas pushed the boundaries of the technology of the time,  this can be seen with the creation of monsters like the xenomorph or the rancor to name a few, during this time though the sub-genre of kaiju movies where winding down and low in popularity but the horror sub-genre was in full swing and produced such legendary franchises as Friday the 13th, a nightmare on elm street and alien, according to collider(43) “The 1980s were perhaps the most popular decade for horror thanks to the slasher craze. Michael Myers, Jason Voorhees, Freddy Krueger, Chucky, and Pinhead weren't just horror villains, they were pop culture icons.“ Not wanting to take this article at face value I went looking for more sources and I found an article by flavour wire(44) that states “Slashers” have the unique ability to vivisect culture while dissecting helpless victims on limited budgets” a motif passed down from the monster movies of all, holding a mirror up to society and showing it how ugly it can be has been a consistent and engrained theme since the 1950s era, the article continues “You might say that Jason Voorhees and Freddy Kruger were the Donald Trumps of their time: they trampled over bystanders to get what they wanted, and a certain sect of American society embraced them.” While this dominant approach got people to love the genre, the over saturation quickly relegated the slasher monster movie genre to straight to vhs classics.

This all lead to a decline in the genre in the early 2000s, Godzilla had a victory lap in Godzilla final wars before going on hiatus, and the once popular scream movies were doing worse and worse, with the rise of the fantasy and superhero genre according to plantin, there was no room for a currently stagnant genre.

Nevertheless from 2014 the monster genre has been on a bit of an upswing with the kaiju sub-faction pulling it back into focus like it did in the 1950s, as technology continues to evolve, filmmakers have the opportunity to continue to experiment and create even greater awe ensuing creatures and storylines than previously thought impossible, this has already started to happen with a growing demand for diverse representation in genre with films like the shape of weather and get out showcasing different and modern perspectives and subverting traditional tropes, such as in the shape of water the monster being the love interest and truly innocent.

As our society continues to change the monster genre will likely reflect these changes, both the positives and the negatives as in previous years it’s never been afraid to call out the faults and fears in our society.

As an attempt to further understand the monster genre and how its evolved over time I will now compare and contrast a contemporary and classic example of the genre, for this I shall be looking at Shin Godzilla and Frankenstein.

Firstly Shin Godzilla, is one of Tohos newest foray back into the Godzilla franchise, it’s a modern take and reimagining of the classic 1954 story, Japan is plunged into chaos when an enormous monster emerges from Tokyo bay and terrorises the city, leaving a path of destruction and casualties in its wake, while clearly inspired by its 1954 counterpart it does a few things very different, one of which being it slowly treading into cosmic horror territories, Shin differs from other incarnations due to potentially its most horrific and monstruous feature, he has reactive evolution.

“Shin Godzilla modernizes the allegory to nuclear power, evoking the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster and the Tohoku earthquake. It satirizes bureaucratic incompetence in dealing with such disasters.” Timothy Donohoo(45)

Shins special power almost acts as an allegory to the monster movie genre as a whole, whatever threat or obstacle that gets in the way or hurts Shin he is always in time able to evolve to counter and surpass the issue, Shin is one of the latest victims of humanity, he was created by mankind’s childlike handling of nuclear power and in their stead he lives in constant pain, a key distinction can be made here though, Shin is an active antagonist, victim or instinct it doesn’t matter, he actively makes his way to human populations to destroy all he can.

Now let’s take a look at Frankenstein, a forerunner of the wider monster genre as a whole many if its key threads and motifs can be seen to originate in this film, Frankenstein tells the story of gifted scientist Victor Frankenstein who succeeds in giving life to a being of his own creation, However this is not the perfect specimen he imagines that it will be, but rather a hideous creature who is rejected by victor and mankind in general.

“I, the miserable and the abandoned, am an abortion, to be spurned at, and kicked, and trampled on.” Mary shelly(46)

Frankenstein is a classic tale of mankind taking science too far, he is a childlike figure in the body of a brute only looking for family and companionship, it plays on many themes like alienation, ambition and xenophobia, people hate The monster because of his outward appearance not knowing the inner turmoil that lays in the centre of this being, he wants to be good, he was built for evil deeds but an evil man, it harkens on the themes of nature or nurture also

Many of the classic themes, motifs and characteristics from Frankenstein can be seen in shin Godzilla, Firstly their appearance, they both sport a monstrous look, fleshy and rigid, both have huge figures and are terrifying to look at, secondly their origins, both are made because of mankind’s reckless use of technology and both serve as a warning about the dangers of such, here is where a few differences arise, they have wildly different wants and goals, Frankenstein’s monster just wants to have companionship or be left alone, he doesn’t want to hurt anyone and only ever does it on accident or in self-defence, This is in stark difference to Shin whose sole purpose seems to be vengeance and cause as much damage as possible, Frankenstein is often a passive protagonist in the film, while shin is an active antagonist.

Monstrous Characters aside both films showcase a groups mishandling of a situation including the monsters, the way they tell the story is also similar, both spend a lot of time with those hoping to destroy the monster , a key difference here being when you cut back to Frankenstein’s monster you feel pity that he’s in this situation, the same cannot be said about shin who only gets stronger the more they attempt to stop him

From this comparison I can say that key themes always manage to stick around in this genre  and are consistently built up on, one key thing I did notice though was the lack thereof or redeeming qualities of shin Godzilla, there is no aspect to that monster that can be reasoned, sympathised or connect with, he harkens back further to the monster from myth where he serves only as a challenge for man to overcomer, while Frankenstein’s monster is likable and relatable, you pity him and the situation he is in, a being struggling with his inner darkness is a theme man y off us can relate to, you want him to survive and find his companionship.

Another thing that became clear also was the genres progress in visual and practical effects, Frankenstein by today’s standards is tame all things considered, shin is designed to be as off putting and monstrous as possible, as soon as you see him there is no doubt the emotions you are meant to have towards this creature, shin represents all of the negative traits of monsters and monstrosity, in both design and actions, while Frankenstein’s monster can transcend that label and be justified feeling pity for.

In conclusion the humble monster movie has come a long way, From the pages of scripture to the big screen, the monster has been, an obstacle, an enemy, a test, a message, a warning, a distraction, a villain, a disappointment, a force of nature, a hero and a love interest, it’s clear the versatility this genre has is eternal, it is what the society at the time needs it to be the monster represents perseverance and the ever going motion of evolution, I’ve dived to the depths of this genre, I learnt the  value or adaptation, and saw first-hand how above all else a story never needs to be limited by its genre and I’m happy to say I don’t think it’s going away any time soon.

I think the natural progression after all my researching would be to go in the direction of further humanisation of the monster character, they don’t need to be redeemed of there monstrous acts but having some grey in with the black and white always make for a better character representation.
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