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Behind the Mask: A Guide to the Villains of Horror


One of the most important things to have in a horror film is a solid, devious character. No other film genre is allowed to get away with as much absurdity with its characters. We all know that we could win a fight against Chucky because he’s a doll, but somehow he manages to commit mass murder. These characters are something that can't possibly exist in our reality so the rules of the real world don't apply. 


Some villains are more frightening because they originate from something so bland and boring that we never imagine they could turn evil.  Consider The Fog (originally released in 1980), fog is not scary. In fact fog is quite nice. However, when nice fog makes people go crazy, then it's evil fog. The intense contrast between different characters, good vs. evil, and distinctive settings is what makes these films so appealing. It's the plain, normal people who pay the price in almost all horror films. This is what we are scared of. 


There is a variance between new horror and classic horror. Classic horror deals more with creatures such as vampires, werewolves, and monsters.  Many people are human-centric by nature. We like to assume that non-human things are naturally more deviant or that they lack morals. When a human goes all red-eyed and crazy it's more frightening because “they should know better.” All horror villains have a varying degree of evilness. Some are pure evil, while others were thrown into evil by outside forces. The classic films of the 1930s and 1940s show how the lines between true good and evil are blurred. Frankenstein (1931), and The Wolf Man (1941) both deal with people, or parts of people, that are transformed into something else. 


The monster in Frankenstein, and later his bride, was brought to life through unnatural means. The Frankenstein monster is problematic because he was accidentally given the brain of a killer; but the question remains, was it the brain that made him kill, or was it because he was treated badly when he was first brought to life? Boris Karloff, who plays the monster, wonderfully shows the emotions of a monster; he is clearly upset when he discovers that he hurt the child he befriended. He even tries to help someone later and in 1930s fashion the hysterical woman screams in his face. In Bride of Frankenstein, the monster finds a true friend, a blind man who lives alone in the woods. They are both grateful for a companion, but as soon as someone finds the two together they take the man away and, though the monster was not a threat they try to kill him once again.  If all the villagers had stopped screaming long enough to be nice there would have been no problem.  The monster is unusual because he does not attack unless provoked. Everyone he kills is either accidental or in self defense. This makes him one of a kind in the world of horror. 


Like Frankenstein, the creature in The Wolf Man did nothing to deserve his curse. Larry, played by Lon Cheney Jr., is bitten while trying to save someone; a noble gesture repaid with a curse. There are several film representations of werewolves but none as tragic as The Wolf Man. Whether it’s because of Chaney’s innocent and boyish face or the absence of fault, we find ourselves feeling sorry for him. The man has to suffer for what the wolf does while being unable to prevent any of it. He is such a tragic character, the likes of which are rarely seen in newer horror films. 


On the opposite side of the spectrum from this tragic story lies Dracula, one of the most intriguing figures ever to exist. There is an abundance of Dracula, and vampire related films that come from all over the world. Two memorable representations of Dracula are Bela Lugosi in Dracula (1931) and Gary Oldman in Bram Stoker's Dracula (1994). Dracula is not at all tragic. He gets what he wants and if you stand in his way he will eat you or feed you to his wives. Still, we love him because he's such an extravagant and delicious character. In the classic Dracula, Lugosi is so graceful almost to the point of seeming delicate. He is a gentleman, polite, and when found out does not hide his fangs and run. He takes things one threat at a time. His sidekick Renfield is unforgettable as the raving lunatic, and is recaptured hilariously in the spoof Dracula: Dead and Loving It. 


Oldman's Dracula is a man more concerned with love. He too has all the grace and dignity of Lugosi but with all the intensity that comes with any Oldman role.  Dracula never seems to be bothered with being part of the undead and quite relishes in being able to have power over the living. Dracula’s undoing, however, is a woman. He wants his woman and he will get her no matter what he has to do. He may be able to conquer death but has not yet mastered the mysteries of love. The problem of love also presents itself in Interview with the Vampire (1994), in which we see the best example of how vampires have been glamorized, humanized, and handsomized. 


The other side of the undead is far less glamorous. Zombie films have never hit much of a dry spell in the history of film. Some came before, but Night of the Living Dead (1968) is the standard. The magnificent thing about zombies as characters is that they are virtually always the same. Like vampires, which are nearly as popular in recent days as they ever were, zombies can't be outdated. Zombies are so terrifying because they can be anyone. I almost guarantee that any zombie film will have a nice character which begins as a human and turns out a zombie. Zombies aren’t something that can be put into a fairy-tale because not only the bad people get zombified. It can however be used for humor; the reversion to carnal desires somehow leads to chuckles. Horror translates well into humor because of its absurd nature. One of the most recent parodies is Shaun of the Dead; the British humor is funny enough for a non-horror audience while staying true to its zombie roots. 


Filmmakers relish in the fact that death can be funny and zombies are the best way to go because they are stock characters that can be put into any situation. Re-animated corpses are gross no matter what situation, and there are few people who wouldn't be terrified at the sight of a wriggling body bag. The new age zombie is appearing in films such as 28 Days Later, where blood of the infected spreads the disease and consumes the victim with rage. These are not the slow, dim-witted zombies of yore; they are faster and aim to angrily rip the living to pieces.


For the most terrifying of all horror creatures, you may look no further because humans are the worst of the worst. (Or the best of the best, from the filmmakers point of view.)  Almost all horror characters are human in one form or another but the contrast of seeing them in their “good” human form first adds to the thrill of seeing what makes them turn. These characters come in three main forms; the regular crazy human, the regular human used or possessed by evil, and the human that seems to be lacking a soul or has a dark soul equipped for evil. 


These characters are most often male, but some of the more memorable females are featured in The Exorcist (1973), Carrie (1976), and Misery (1990). The Exorcist shows us a cute little face to soothe our senses. Linda Blair's character, Reagan, is possessed by the devil and is far less cute half way through the film. Like The Omen (1976), everyone knows that the child has become evil.  The devil is crafty and knows that no one is going to kill a child just to get rid of a little evil. When a monster is just a monster it's easy to handle, but when a monster is a human child the situation gets more complicated. 


The character of Carrie is different because her “curse” is also her “gift”, but she is not inherently evil. It is the piety forced upon her by her mother and high school bullies that cause Carrie’s telekinesis to go wild. Like any normal high school girl, Carrie has the capability to freak out at a moment's notice. She does so at the prom when a room full of people can be locked in and terrorized. Carrie shocks us because she starts out so demure but turns into a hellcat. She's had enough and her bottled up anger is released on the guilty and innocent alike, though not necessarily at her will. Stay out of her way and you should be fine. The madness of Kathy Bates in Misery is much more focused. She is obsessed with an author and proceeds to cripple him in order to help him write. She thinks she's doing the world a favor, but since she has lost touch with reality her villain status is pretty solid. 


The most fascinating of the male characters are the ones who are sweet or sophisticated. It is not at all the image of a killer, making it especially creepy. Vincent Price is the master of calm; he may be killing people right under your nose in House of Wax (1953) but he is doing very politely so as not to disturb anyone. His serene nature makes him invisible on the list of guilty parties, but he has a second face. His passion turns to obsession and leads to dead girls covered in wax. The most memorable of all adorable mama's-boys is of course Norman Bates from Psycho (1960).  I'll be the first to admit that aside from the insanity I love Norman. His mental health is a bit unstable and occasionally he takes on the persona of his dead mother to kill people. A boy just has to take care of his mother. These are the men that everyone likes until they discover the dark personality underneath. Some, like Anthony Hopkins in Silence of the Lambs (1991), are already caught and have no shame in sharing their secret, preferably with wine and classical music. 


Though I can appreciate a calculated gore-fest from the mind of a mad genius, like Saw, but it's just not that fun—it's gross.  I much prefer my killers to be of the slasher variety. They will calculate and plan to a point but in the end they will simply run (or walk very slowly) at you with a very big knife (or a chainsaw if you happen to be stranded in Texas). Characters like Freddy Krueger and the killer(s) in Scream (1996) do their best to be utterly irritating. They like to take their time playing cat and mouse until the victims are so distraught that they walk effectively into a simple trap; usually some idiot girl runs up the stairs into the dark where the killer can then chase her around until he's done playing and kills her. 


The opposite of the infuriating killer is the focused killer. The most focused killer of all time and my favorite horror character is Michael Myers from Halloween (1978).  Michael is so intriguing because so far there is no (believable) reason behind his actions. He has one goal, he wants to kill anyone related to him; if you happen to be in his way he will kill you too. Unlike any other horror character, Michael never speaks a word and never gives any rationale to his character. His simplicity and mystery is what makes him what he is. We fear the unknown, and with Michael that's all we get. 


The horror genre has the luxury of combining almost endless elements of film into one creation. A single film can portray bloody slasher, action, humor, romance, intellect, and suspense all at the same time. The basic elements of horror are present in all these films and characters in one way or another. The thrill of waiting for someone to jump out from a darkened hallway or the anticipation to discover whodunit can not be beat. If some find the blood and frights not so thrilling, they can always turn to the tales of misery and despair that the classic films provide. 

