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An Analysis of Monsters and American Culture 

 The portrayal of the monsters in the classical Hollywood films The Bride of Frankenstein and The 

Wolf Man create a persona of American culture through the depiction of certain character traits. The 

fears and concerns associated with American culture in each time period are associated with the 

monsters portrayed in each film. The iconic representations of the Wolf Man and Frankenstein have 

lived on throughout multiple eras with the adaptation of each character and connotations associated 

with each character have grown to represent the changes in American culture.  

 The concept of monsters being integrated into everyday society remains prevalent in both The 

Wolf Man and The Bride of Frankenstein but presented in two different ways. In The Bride of 

Frankenstein, the monster is created by man and thrown into society, creating an interesting 

perspective on man’s place in the world. Dr. Frankenstein’s creation of his monster displays the fear 

associated with scientific advancement of the early to mid 1900s and questions the morality of man’s 

place in the scientific realm.  Henry Frankenstein shows remorse in creating the monster and plays the 

role of the American public in the 1930s as he refuses to continue with his research. On the other hand, 

Dr. Pretorius continues to push the boundaries of science. The portrayal of the advancement of science 

through Dr. Pretorius and Henry Frankenstein creates a sense of duality which was and still is present in 

American culture today. Henry expresses a love for science, but has reservations due to his morality, 

where Dr. Pretorius lacks that sense of morality as seen through his statement in the image below. 



   

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The representation of Dr. Pretorius as a sort of mad scientist casts him under the realm of the monsters 

as well. Dr. Pretorius is the embodiment of the extremities of science as he tries to act as god and create 

life. As Pretorius slips into his mad stupor, he becomes the representation of science as a monstrous 

activity.  The representation of science extends beyond the two scientists and onto their creations. 

Frankenstein’s creation takes on the role of a Neanderthal and lacks the scientific knowledge that the 

rest of the narrative society has. The role of science and technology when applied to the monster 

creates a second layer of intimidation. The monster is already intimidated by the people in the narrative 

world, but the technology in the world adds an extra layer of intimidation which drives him to do 

irrational things. Fire plays a major role in the monster’s understanding of his surroundings as it is 

constantly used against him as a weapon. Any time that fire is presented in The Bride of Frankenstein, 

the monster resorts to some form of physical attack to defend himself. The idea of fire also relates 

directly to Henry’s process of creating his monster through the use of static electricity. Essentially, the 

monster was created by fire, hurt by fire, and in the end, destroyed by fire, which displays the vicious 

cycle of technology and science and how they have both good and bad consequences.  



   

 The monster itself, created by Henry Frankenstein, has an odd set of connotations attached to 

his character. The monster is physically unattractive and clearly looks different than anyone else in the 

narrative world of The Bride of Frankenstein, which makes the people in the narrative world assume that 

he is “monstrous”. The personality of Frankenstein’s monster is interesting, because of how his nature 

changes in different situations. At the beginning of the film, the monster is shown killing a few innocent 

people as he makes his way out of a well. This depiction of the monster automatically links him to being 

somewhat “monstrous”, but as the film continues, the monster begins to evolve. At the beginning of the 

film, Frankenstein’s monster’s true nature is revealed and the viewer comes to see him as a 

compassionate and caring creature who is trying to fit in with normal society. The monster takes on the 

role of the sacrificial lamb as he is constantly ostracized and misunderstood, which finally ends in his 

demise.  

 Frankenstein’s monster creates a few topics of discussion through his portrayal. As stated, the 

monster is ostracized in the narrative world due to the fact that he looks different. This concept raises 

the topic of the monster playing the role of minorities in America. Pretorius states “Let us create a new 

race of man” which is seen in the creation of Frankenstein’s monster. Cohen’s Monster Theory Article 

states “By revealing that difference is arbitrary and potentially free-floating, mutable rather than 

essential, the monster threatens to destroy not just individual members of a society, but the very 

cultural apparatus through which individuality is constituted and allowed (Cohen 12).” This idea is 

reflected in the portrayal of Frankenstein’s monster. Physically, he is larger, stronger, and darker 

skinned than any other person in the film, which further emphasizes the threat on white America at the 

time while civil rights began to become an ever-growing topic for discussion. The representation of the 

nature of the monster also seems to be a commentary on racial tension in America. The monster is 

presented as a genuine, tender character who strives to integrate into normal society, but can’t due to 

the nature of the people in the narrative world and his impatience. Upon any sort of confrontation, the 



   

monster physically attacks the opposing party, making him seem uncivilized and unfit to participate in 

normal society. The filmmaker plays on the fact that the reason for the monster’s struggling to integrate 

into society is a fault of both parties as both are too impatient to see the true nature of one another. 

 The most interesting idea behind the role of Frankenstein’s monster lies in the relationship 

between him and the blind man. Ironically, only the blind man can “see” the true nature of 

Frankenstein’s creation. Frankenstein’s monster is initially intrigued by the sound of the music that the 

blind man plays on his violin, which draws him into the blind man’s house. I found the role of music in 

this instance particularly intriguing; because of the role music plays in other popular monster stories. 

Music has been said to “calm the savage beast” and at this point in the film, Frankenstein’s monster has 

just been chased out of town, murdered a few more people, been acquainted with his reflection and 

seems to be losing what’s left of his mind. The fact that the sound of the violin solo calms his nerves 

seems to reflect this idea of music “calm[ing] the savage beast”.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

  

 In contrast to the monster presented in The Bride of Frankenstein, the type of monster 

presented in The Wolf Man is one that is physically hidden. The presentation of the monster in The Wolf 

Man serves to show that anyone can be a monster, even if they don’t appear to be. The concept that 

anyone can be a monster has been an outstanding concept in American culture since the days of the 

Red Scare. This concept has adapted and grown to be applied to concepts such as aliens, terrorists, etc. 

and constantly plays a role in Hollywood cinema.  

 The role of the Wolf Man is a bit different than the role of Frankenstein’s monster since the 

monster is constantly veiled. Frankenstein’s monster could not hide from his image and was constantly 

aware and reminded of the fact that he was different than everyone else and that he was wrong for 

that. The Wolf Man, on the other hand, is an integrated member of the social narrative, which makes his 

monstrous tendencies a bit more realistic and scary than Frankenstein’s creation. The monstrosity of the 

Wolf Man is associated with the night time, the loss of humanity, and the loss of control over oneself. In 

The Wolf Man all of these concepts were foreshadowed at the beginning of the film in Lon Chaney’s 

character. The man himself was associated with animalistic tendencies as he spotted Maleva from a 

distance and proceeded to pursue her as if he were hunting her. Even upon being turned down, he 

continued with his pursuit until she eventually gave in.  

 Similar to The Bride of Frankenstein, The Wolf Man presents a bit of tension between different 

types of people. Where The Bride of Frankenstein utilized the monster himself to form a commentary on 

racism, The Wolf Man uses the monster to create a commentary on both racism and the class system. 

Lon Chaney’s character does not become a werewolf until the encounter with the gypsies the night he 

takes Maleva and her friend to get their fortunes read. The girl who receives a reading from the fortune 

teller ends up being killed by the werewolf and Lon Chaney ends up being infected with the curse of the 



   

werewolf. By fraternizing with these “lower class” people, the “upper class” people receive nothing but 

negatives. This commentary extends past just class to religion. The upper class people view the curse of 

the werewolf as nothing as a mere myth, where the gypsies believe in the werewolf, which is where the 

curse of the werewolf originates. The film alludes to the fact that the upper class people are people of 

religion, where the lower class are people of sin and mythology, thus by fraternizing with the lower class 

people, the upper class people become infected with the ideology of the lower class people, which 

essentially leads to Lon Chaney becoming the Wolf Man. And even upon returning to his home, Lon 

Chaney’s character is told by John Talbot that the idea of a man being able to become a wolf is 

something that lives only in his mind, thus reflecting the concept that the curse of the werewolf is 

attributed to one’s belief in the idea that werewolves exist. 

 In contrast to Frankenstein’s monster, the monster displayed in The Wolf Man makes a 

commentary on the sexuality of men. Lon Chaney’s character is portrayed as an overly sexual creature 

as he longs for Maleva and practically stalks her to the point that she gives in. Chaney’s character 



   

becomes aware that Maleva is engaged to another man, yet still pursues her, thus showing how he is 

what many would call “a dog”. Chaney’s conversion from man to wolf represents the physical 

embodiment of his sexual nature and simultaneously plays the role of his punishment as he loses control 

of himself and strives to end his behavior.  

When delving further into the concept of the wolf for a symbol of sexuality, we can make the 

connection between puberty and the transition from man to wolf. Puberty is a time when hormones 

take over and people lose their sense of control to hormones. Halberstam states, “Within the traits that 

make a body monstrous - that is, frightening or ugly, abnormal or disgusting - we may read the 

difference between an other and a self, a pervert and a normal person, a foreigner and a native (8).” 

This idea equates directly to the transformation from man to wolf, in relation to puberty as Lon Chaney’s 

character becomes hairy –representing the physical nature of puberty, and he loses control over himself 

– reflecting the psychological aspect of puberty. What makes Halberstam’s statement even more 



   

credible is the fact that Chaney’s character is an outsider, visiting the town once again after a few years, 

which makes the transformation even more important, because it shows that he does not belong in that 

community. 

 

As seen in the portrayal of both monsters, the concept of a monster penetrating into normal 

society is what fuels the chaos, fear, and abnormality associated with monsters. As times change, the 

iconic representation of the same monsters grow and adapt to fit the ideology of the time, making the 

representation of the monsters timeless. The portrayal of Frankenstein’s monster as a physically 

afflicted monster contrasts with the portrayal of the Wolf Man who is more of a psychologically 

conflicted monster, but both serve to display that the true nature of human beings lies on the inside and 

not on outward appearance.  
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