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Werewolves: Beware the Moonlight

Stories of werewolves date back to ancient Greek mythology: Lycaon, the king of Arcadia, and his sons were turned to wolves by an angry Zeus. Wolves have long been held as animals of evil, even thought to be servants of the devil. Film werewolves are represented in three ways: the classic wolf man, the genuine wolf, and most cinematically friendly—the monster werewolf. 

As the title indicates, Lon Chaney’s The Wolf Man is a prime example of that classic werewolf. He might have been frightening in 1941 but now he just looks like Lon Cheney Jr. covered with fur and walking on his toes. This representation of the werewolf is more sympathetic than the others. Whether it’s because of Chaney’s innocent and boyish face or the absence of fault, we find ourselves feeling sorry for him. The standard limerick mentioned in many werewolf films has greatest meaning in this film: 

Even a man who is pure in heart and says his prayers by night,
may become a wolf when the wolfbane blooms and the autumn moon is bright.
Maleva the gypsy woman says, “the way you walk was thorny through no fault of your own,” showing her faith that werewolves are transformed by accident and not because of an inner-wolf. Chaney’s character seems to be a good man, and possibly pure at heart; he does not have a natural inclination toward wolfish behavior aside from an accidental peeping incident. The wolf man is the most tragic of the werewolves: Lon Chaney’s eyes can tell you as much. As one man says in regards to Chaney’s human character Larry, “there’s something very tragic about that man….” 

The best model of the genuine wolf is the 1994 film Wolf starring Jack Nicholson as Will Randall. In this film Will is transformed in the traditional way: he gets bitten by a wolf. In the following days he experiences heightened senses of smell and hearing. Unlike the character of Larry in The Wolf Man, Will is more in touch with his pre-existing wolf side. The gypsy equivalent in Wolf tells Will that some people can transform without even being bitten, if they possess the proper character. Throughout the film the transformed Will looks more human than wolf, but in the end the full moon completes the transition. When he transforms he takes the shape of a real wolf. The issue of Will’s lady friend Laura is less clear. She clearly possesses wolf traits, but may not have been bitten. One can only assume that the canine couple roams the woods living happily ever after. 

The eighties and early nineties brought us a multitude of werewolf entertainment. The Howling exemplifies the evil werewolf and, along with American Werewolf in London, shows us a whole new transformation from man to monster. With the exception of a few non-scary teenage pups, these films all had the evil element in common. 

Werewolves are making a comeback in the new millennium. With a renewed cinematic interest in magic, myth, and fantasy the werewolf has a new look and a new place to roam. These new beasts are a combination of classic and monster werewolves. The Van Helsing werewolf looks similar to the monsters of the eighties but with a sleeker, stronger element to him. In this film, neither bite victim is guilty of much wickedness before his transformation. Aside from the snarling and growling they are lovely looking creatures, and technically use their curse to help others. The viewer doesn’t necessarily cheer against the werewolf in the big fight; they are monsters but monsters that we can feel optimistic about. You will find the less-fluffy counterpart to the Van Helsing beast in the world of Harry Potter. Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban introduces us to Professor Lupin, professor by day and werewolf by the light of the full moon. Lupin takes a potion in an attempt to control his curse but when transformed he attacks those that he loves most. Here we get to see the aftereffects of a night of fighting and howling at the moon. Though he attacks his friends they don’t want to see any harm done to him because when the sun returns so will their dear friend, though a little worse off than before the rising moon. The look is quite different than most other werewolves. He is not furry or twice the size of any normal man but muscular and lean. It is a more realistic take on how a human man could actually transform into a werewolf and return to his previous form while living to tell about it.   

Naturally, technology is changing the way monsters can be portrayed on film. Filmmakers now can do more than just putting a giant dog suit on a stunt man. These creatures can become real. The more current films are making a real effort to make these creatures and transformations look as real as possible, which by default makes them more frightening. Whether it is fear of a monster that looks a bit too real or fear for the person struggling within the monster, the better it looks the more effect it will have on viewers.   
