
©ActivityConnection.com – The History of Classic Monster Movies – Page 1 of 6

Halloween

The History of Classic Monster Movies
As Halloween approaches, many of us engage in a unique form of entertainment—watching scary 
monster movies. This month’s activity will explore the classics within this genre. From Frankenstein 
to Godzilla and from Dracula to King Kong, these monsters spark our imaginations and keep us 
on the edge of our seats. Along with discussion, there are five reviews, a classic monster quiz, fun 
facts, and trivia questions. Grab some kettle corn, get cozy, and enjoy!

Preparations & How-To’s

 • Print copies of the activity for the group. Pictures can be printed 
or displayed on the computer or television during the activity.

 • To set the mood, play the music video “Monster Mash.” 

 • Bring in some kettle corn and apple cider to snack on.

 • Check the Additional Activities section for more ideas or information to bring to the activity.

 

The History of Classic Monster Movies
Vampires, and mummies, and werewolves, oh my! 

These are just a few of the iconic creatures that have captured our rapidly drumming hearts from 
the glow of the silver screen dating back to the silent era. Frankenstein’s man-made monster; 
Imhotep, the re-animated mummy; Bram Stoker’s vampire, Dracula; and the Wolf Man, the 
cursed werewolf, top the list of cinema’s most famous and enduring creatures of fright. It is these 
unnatural creatures that distinguish classic monster movies from the broader genre in which they 
reside—horror. 

Horror movies often feature natural beings as the deadly antagonists that send other story 
characters running for their lives. Examples include humans, such as Hannibal Lecter (Silence of 
the Lambs, 1991) and Norman Bates (Psycho, 1960). These natural but deadly beings can also be 
animals, such as dogs (Cujo, 1983), sharks (Jaws, 1975), and even crows and seagulls (The Birds, 
1963). But in a true monster movie, the creatures are unnatural, even when they are lizards like 
Godzilla and apes like King Kong. Although Godzilla and King Kong characters are based on real 
animals, both are supernatural monsters due to their gargantuan stature and supernatural origins. 

The unnatural creatures that come to us on the big screen typically stem from preternatural folklore 
or science fiction. For example, Godzilla is a creature born out of nature’s lethal vengeance toward 
humans and the hubris they exhibited in deploying the atomic bomb. In the case of King Kong, the 
creature is a product of his environment. He comes from the mythical Skull Island, a place where 
animals have evolved for millennia with no biological check on bizarre mutations, such as unlimited 
growth. But regardless of a monster’s origins, they all have something in common: they will cause 
eyes to slam shut, audible gasps, white-knuckle clutching, and bone-chilling screams. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l2PoSljk8cE&feature=youtu.be
http://www.activityconnection.com/uc/subscriber/MiscDocs/ACTV-Instructions-2019.pdf
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So why do we watch?

It seems contradictory that humans, who are known to conduct their daily lives in the pursuit of 
pleasure and the avoidance of pain, would pay good money at the box office in order to engross 
themselves in two hours of terror and disgust. Yet horror movie audiences have been doing just that 
for nearly a century. And during the month of October, we binge-watch these movies on television!

A few theories have emerged to explain why people like horror movies. One is that the emotion 
these films elicit is excitement rather than actual fear. Another theory is that people are willing to be 
frightened because they know a euphoric sense of relief is coming when the monster is defeated 
in the end. But one recent study offers another explanation. The study contradicts a previous 
assumption—that humans are incapable of experiencing both positive and negative emotions in 
response to one source of stimulation. Researchers from the University of California, Berkeley, 
and the University of Florida tracked simultaneous emotional responses and found that people 
can feel both fear and elation when they are cloaked in a sense of remoteness and protection 
from the source of the fear. It’s a little like feeling that warm sense of comfort and security we often 
experience during a thunderstorm that rages outside while we snuggle in a cozy bed. Sitting in 
a theater with a hundred other people provides the same type of psychological protection from 
whatever is happening on the screen.

Discussion Starters

 • How many monster (horror) movies do you think you have watched? Do you remember the 
first one?

 • Do you enjoy horror movies? If so, why? 

 • What is your favorite monster movie? What did you like about it?

 • What classic monster do you consider the scariest?

Monster Quiz
Classic monster movies made by Universal Pictures feature a short list of actors who portrayed a 
number of specific monsters during the 1920s through the 1950s. This list is known as Universal 
Classic Monsters. The monster characters from these movies are enduring. They defied death 
to reappear in sequels, made the transition to television and magazines, became perennial 
Halloween costumes, and even emerged in commercial brands. Let’s take a stab (pun intended) at 
answering a few questions about the classic monsters and who played them.

1. Name and describe the monster character for which Bela Lugosi was best known.

Answer: Dracula (1931). This fanged vampire dressed in evening wear and a cape-like cloak.

2. What iconic horror movie actor starred in Frankenstein (1931)?

Answer: Boris Karloff played the mute, lumbering monster who was created by the troubled 
Dr. Frankenstein.

3. What distinguishing physical traits did the Frankenstein monster have?

Answer: He had a flat head, a prominent jagged scar on his forehead, massive hands and 
feet, and bolts protruding from each side of his neck.
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4. What additional monster role was Karloff known for?

Answer: The title character in The Mummy (1932)

5. What father and son acting duo brought to life monsters such as Quasimodo in The Hunchback 
of Notre Dame (1923), Erik in The Phantom of the Opera (1925), and the werewolf in The Wolf 
Man (1941)?

Answer: Lon Chaney Sr. and Lon Chaney Jr. The senior Chaney starred in silent horror 
movies in the 1920s.

The Evolution of Classic Monster Movies

As the era of silent films drew to a close, audiences were thrilled by the two Lon Chaney Sr. silent 
monster movies mentioned in the previous Q&A. The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) and  
The Phantom of the Opera (1925) left audiences hungry for more horror as the age of the “talkies” 
dawned. Monster movies became all the rage.

Dracula: The First Monster Movie Star

Bela Lugosi satisfied their appetites in 1931 with Dracula, featuring 
a well-dressed vampire with an Eastern European accent. Referred 
to as Count Dracula, he emigrates from Transylvania to England 
and preys upon the living by sinking his fangs into their throats and 
siphoning their blood. While there had been a silent film about a 
vampire in 1922, the vampire was more bat-like in his appearance. 
Nosferatu: A Symphony of Horror, a silent German Expressionist 
horror film, did not enrapture audiences as much as the charming 
Count Dracula did.

Creature Feature Facts

 • Before the movie, the 1927 Broadway play Dracula starred Lugosi and was his first English-
speaking role.

 • Producers for the 1931 film didn’t favor Lugosi for the role, but due to strong reviews for his 
previous Broadway performance and persistent lobbying by the actor, he won the part.

 • Scenes from the movie in which Lugosi descended upon his victims were presented in silence. 
Absent background music or sound effects, the tension was heightened, and it was reported in 
newspaper reviews of the film’s debut that some audience members fainted from shock.

Frankly, Frankenstein

During the same year that Dracula was released, Frankenstein came to theaters. Dr. Frankenstein’s 
creature, portrayed by Boris Karloff, is created by a mad doctor who decides to animate a non-living 
creature constructed of body parts from dead men. However, when the diseased brain of a dead 
criminal is mistakenly used, a monster is born. The creature meets with rejection and revulsion and 
is traumatized. He escapes to the countryside, where he horrifies all he encounters.



©ActivityConnection.com – The History of Classic Monster Movies – Page 4 of 6

Creature Feature Facts

 • Boris Karloff didn’t have to study his lines for the movie Frankenstein because he didn’t have 
a single word of dialogue. 

 • Bela Lugosi was originally tapped for the role of the Frankenstein monster, but it is believed 
he threw the audition because he didn’t really want the part.

 • In order to create sunken cheeks in the monster, Karloff offered to remove his partial 
bridgework as part of the makeup process. 

Mummy Dearest?

The success of Universal Pictures’ first two classic monster movies quickly spawned several 
more. The next monster to arrive was The Mummy (1932), in which Karloff stars as the mummified 
remains of Imhotep, an Egyptian prince. In a most horrifying backstory, he was bandaged and 
interred as a mummy while still alive. Centuries later, a team of British archaeologists discover 
the remains and a legendary scroll. When the scroll is recited aloud, Imhotep is resurrected and 
escapes. Under the guise of being the wealthy Ardath Bey, he searches for his lost love, whom he 
believes to be living as a reincarnated girl. In the end, the scroll is burned, and Imhotep crumbles 
to dust.

Creature Feature Facts

 • It took eight hours a day to apply makeup on the star of The Mummy. Karloff was said to have 
described the process as the “most trying ordeal I ever endured.”

 • The screenwriter for The Mummy, John L. Balderston, was present as a reporter for the New 
York World when Pharaoh Tutankhamen’s sarcophagus was opened in 1925. It is said that 
the discovery of King Tut’s tomb inspired Universal to make the film.

 • Ardath Bey, the name Imhotep assumes after he is exhumed, is an anagram of “Death by 
Ra.” Ra is the Egyptian sun god.

Now You See Him, Now You Don’t: The Invisible Man

In 1933’s The Invisible Man, bandages were once again used to 
cloak Universal’s next classic monster. Claude Rains took on the 
role of Dr. Jack Griffin, who is unseen for most of the movie. While 
Rains performs the role of a narrator, his character only appears at 
the beginning of the film. He had his face swathed in bandages to 
give him form and to give the audience something to picture while 
the actions take place. The character’s invisibility is made possible 

by a potion Dr. Griffin stumbles onto during research, but it is soon discovered that the side effect 
of the potion is insanity. Authorities pursue the violent monster throughout the movie, but his 
invisibility makes him elusive. In the end, he is mortally wounded by police, and he dies in the 
hospital. As death slowly takes him, his body gradually becomes visible again.

Creature Feature Facts

 • Dr. Jack Griffin/The Invisible Man is considered the most bloodthirsty of all of Universal’s 
classic monsters. He kills four people onscreen during the movie, and the offscreen deaths of 
18 search party members are also attributed to him. In addition, he perpetrates the derailment 
of a train, resulting in 100 deaths. His total: 122 deaths.
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 • Aside from the early scenes of the movie when his face is covered in bandages and the very 
end when his body takes form as he dies, the Invisible Man was seen only through special 
effects, such as footprints in the snow and moving hay in a haystack where he slept.

 • Boris Karloff turned down the role because his face would not be seen until the last scene of 
the movie. Later, sequels of the movie featured Vincent Price as the Invisible Man.

Howl at the Moon, Wolf Man!

Our final Universal Classic Monster claims the singular distinction of being 
played by the same actor throughout all of its official sequels. The Wolf 
Man (1941) stars Lon Chaney Jr., as does each of the movie’s sequels. In 
the original film, the werewolf monster appears as a result of the blooming 
of wolfbane. (In reality, wolfsbane is a toxic perennial plant.) This begins to 
occur after the main character, Larry Talbot, is bitten on the chest by a wolf. 
That wolf is revealed to be a werewolf that has taken the form of a wolf, 
and this passes the curse of the werewolf to Talbot. Each time the wolfbane 
blooms and Talbot is transformed, he stalks villages and kills people. In his 
final transformation, he is bludgeoned to death by his own father. The latter is 
horrified to see the dead werewolf transformed into his son’s human form.

Creature Feature Fun Facts

 • The film presents a poem about wolfbane and werewolves that reads like an old European 
legend. In sequels, this poem reappears, but the character is transformed into a werewolf 
with the appearance of a full moon rather than blooming wolfbane.

 • Bela Lugosi coveted the main character role in The Wolf Man, but Lon Chaney Jr. beat 
him out. Instead, Lugosi was cast as a gypsy fortune-teller who is later revealed to be the 
werewolf that bites Talbot and gets the whole plot rolling. 

 • This blockbuster film was preceded by Universal Studios’ first attempt at a werewolf movie 
called Werewolf of London (1935). The movie was not well received. A 1981 film, An American 
Werewolf in London, fared far better and remains a beloved cult classic.

Monster Trivia Q & A

1. What is the first sequel to the original Frankenstein film?

Answer: The Bride of Frankenstein (1935). The film was lauded for its sympathetic appeal.

2. Who is known as the “Man of a Thousand Faces,” and what does the nickname mean?

Answer: Lon Chaney Sr. The moniker refers to his innovative use of makeup and costume. 
(He created Quasimodo.)

3. What 1940s radio mysteries program begins with a creaking door slowly opening and 
features many of the Universal Classic Monster stars?

Answer: The Inner Sanctum Mysteries



©ActivityConnection.com – The History of Classic Monster Movies – Page 6 of 6

4. In what 1948 film do Universal Classic Monsters play for laughs?

Answer: In Bud Abbott and Lou Costello Meet Frankenstein, 
the comics handle the shipment of Dracula and Frankenstein 
monsters to the wax museum. The Wolf Man and the Invisible 
Man also have roles.

5. In what movie does the Gill Man first appear as a new classic monster?

Answer: Creature from the Black Lagoon (1954)

6. The classic monster movies moved to television in 1957 and aired on what regular late-night 
show featuring a horror host in ghoulish attire?

Answer: Shock Theatre

7. What 1960s TV show spoofs the Universal Classic Monsters?

Answer: The Munsters

8. Who are the Munsters, and what monsters do they represent?

Answer: Herman, the father (Frankenstein); Lily, the mother (vampire); Eddie, the son 
(werewolf); Grandpa (vampire); Marilyn, a niece (normal girl)

9. What classic monsters were used to sell what breakfast cereals?

Answer: Dracula promoted the cereal Count Chocula, and Frankenstein was used to sell 
Franken Berry.

10. What long-running children’s program uses a classic monster as a character?

Answer: Sesame Street. The Dracula-based character is Count von Count.

Additional Activities

1. This narrated video montage ranks the top eight Universal Classic Monster movies. (11:38)

2. Here is a shorter tribute to classic monsters set to scary music with actual movie scenes.

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O1OC3xUAYT8&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vVL3z8Qomx4&feature=youtu.be
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