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1. What is a monster? In this context, “monster” just means “outsider,” someone 

everyone else rejects. Depending on your genre, a “monster” can be a human like Boo 

Radley in To Kill A Mockingbird, or an experiment like Edward Scissorhands. 

Regardless of the genre, when a story sets up this dynamic, it often does something 

very interesting.  

a. Many monster stories make you think the monster is irredeemable, but then 

change gears and show everyone else’s flaws.  

b. This kind of story presents ideas that aren’t generally explored in other story 

structures. In a classical “Hero’s Journey” tale, the hero comes from an insider 

community, goes on a quest where he fights threats to get something to save the 

insider community (Vogler 81-82). In contrast, monster stories suggest the real 

threat is within the insider community and the solutions to healing that 

community may be very different than expected. Thus, as writers, we can use 

monster stories to present ideas that our audiences don’t expect. 

c. But how do we do this? I’m going to show three well-known monsters from three 

different movies, so we can see how those stories change the tables. Because I 

know most of my audience today has seen and likes The Lord of the Rings, I’ll 

talk about monsters played by Andy Serkis. 

2. King Kong: The Being We Don’t Understand 
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a. The main characters are convinced from the beginning that Kong is evil. He’s big 

and dangerous. Skull Island’s villagers sacrifice women to him. He trashes New 

York City. How can he not be evil? 

b. Well, for starters, Kong’s not actually malicious. Sure, villagers sacrifice women 

to Kong, but when we actually see him taking one of those women back to his 

cave, he doesn’t harm her. He carries her around, and then gets her to do tricks: he 

acts like a toddler messing with a dog. We get the sense if he ever did harm 

women, it’s by accident.  

c. Similarly, Kong doesn’t go on a rampage through New York City just because he 

wants to. He goes on a rampage because someone captures him for a stage show. 

Kong gets misused, then he gets angry, then he reacts with anger. He’s in a city 

where everything’s too small for someone his size, so he’s like a bull going 

through a china shop. He creates huge destruction, but only because he’s 

somewhere he just doesn’t fit. 

d. In contrast, whenever you see him fighting on his island, he makes perfect sense.  

i. There, all the trees are big, all the other animals are big as well. He 

needs to be a giant, dangerous being to survive that environment. 

ii. It’s only when you try to take him out of his niche, that he 

becomes a problem.  

e. Now, if Kong’s not malicious, just put in a bad situation, we can generally say 

he’s not the villain, the true threat. So, who is? Who brings Kong to New York, 

even though it’s so obviously a bad idea? Who sees the kind of destruction Kong 

can cause but deliberately puts him in a place where he can harm so many people?  
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A movie director named Carl Denham does that. Although Denham doesn’t seem 

like a particularly evil man, his selfishness turns out to be massive. 

i. Denham goes to Kong’s island even though he knows it could very 

dangerous, because he wants to make a big adventure movie. 

ii. Most of his film crew die horribly on the island, but he never takes 

responsibility for their deaths. Instead, he puts more people in 

danger to capture Kong to make up for the fact he won’t be able to 

make a movie. 

f. Ultimately then, Kong shows audiences that sometimes beings we see as evil are 

just beings that we don’t understand. The real threats can be regular humans who 

do selfish, foolish things. But we often miss that because we tend to demonize 

whatever we don’t understand. 

3. Caesar: The Threat We Made 

a. I’m going to focus on Caesar as we see in the new Planet of the Ape movies, 

specifically Rise of the Planet of the Apes. In the first new films, Caesar’s mother 

was one of several apes a pharmaceutical company used to test a drug for 

repairing brain problems. The drug gets passed on into Caesar, he has no brain 

problems so instead he becomes super-smart. No one realizes how smart he is, so 

he can take people by surprise and be very dangerous. He can use guns and 

machinery, he can escape confinement, and no one expects he can do that because 

he’s just an ape. This makes him highly dangerous. 

i. There’s a very powerful scene near the movie’s end, when Caesar 

and his ape army are crossing a bridge and a helicopter crashes 
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onto it. A man inside reaches out a hand and asks Caesar for help. 

Caesar walks up, holds out his hand, then draws it back and signals 

another ape to push the helicopter off the bridge. That’s just 

ruthless. 

b. But how does Caesar become so smart, so ruthless, and what does he want to 

accomplish? The answers to all those questions go back to actions that humans 

made. 

i. Caesar gets to be so smart because a company used his mother for 

experiments. Later on, he finds other apes the company 

experimented on in harsh ways and they become part of his ape 

army. 

ii. Caesar becomes ruthless because he ends up in a wildlife shelter 

where a caretaker abuses the animals. That makes Caesar cynical 

and he gets so angry he fights back. Here’s a great clip of what that 

looks like: 

a. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JDbwEQG2cqI 

iii. We’ve established how Caesar becomes smart and how he 

becomes ruthless. What does he want to accomplish?  

He wants to take mistreated apes and build a community where 

humans can’t reach them. 

Whenever he kills people, at least in this film, it’s all based in his 

desire to keep his community safe. 
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You remember the helicopter scene I mentioned earlier? The guy 

Caesar chooses not to save runs the company that experimented on 

and killed Caesar’s mother. Even there, there’s an element of self-

defense or aggressive poetic justice. 

c. In essence then, Caesar shows viewers the idea that sometimes humans create 

their own threats. Evil has its consequences. This is a criticism of normal 

humanity that we generally wouldn’t see in other kinds of stories. 

4. Gollum: The One Who Shows Tough Truths 

a. Gollum’s a bit different than the other monsters I’ve talked about.  

i. Unlike Kong, he’s not just someone people perceive as being 

malicious. As film critic Jeffrey Overstreet puts it, “Gollum is a 

murderer, a thief and a fool” (147). 

ii. Unlike Caesar, he doesn’t start his dark path in self-defense. 

Gollum deliberately murders someone so he can get the Ring and 

things go downhill from there.  

b. By the time Bilbo meets Gollum in The Hobbit, he seems irredeemable. 

i. And yet, Bilbo doesn’t kill him. He has sympathy. 

c. In The Fellowship of the Ring, Frodo questions whether Bilbo did the right thing.  

i. How does Gandalf reply? 

“It was pity that stayed Bilbo’s hand. Many that live deserve death. 

Some that die deserve life. Can you give it to them, Frodo? Do not 

be too eager to deal out death in judgment. Even the very wise 

cannot see all ends. My heart tells me that Gollum has some part to 
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play yet, for good or ill before this is over. The pity of Bilbo may 

rule the fate of many.” 

d. When Frodo meets Gollum in The Two Towers, he has a chance to kill him. He 

says “Maybe he does deserve to die. But now that I see him, I do pity him.” He 

chooses to have empathy for Gollum. He recognizes there’s still some goodness 

hidden inside him and tries to draw that out. 

e. Sam, on the other hand, refuses to believe Gollum is redeemable. This creates a 

new conflict. Sam keeps saying there’s nothing left in Gollum but “lies and 

deceit,” Frodo keeps saying there’s good left in him. Admittedly, we can see 

where Sam’s coming from. 

i. Frodo gets into deadly trouble when he trusts Gollum over Sam. 

Just because you empathize with someone doesn’t mean you 

completely trust them. 

ii. ultimately, Gollum doesn’t totally change, he doesn’t take full 

advantage of Frodo’s mercy. 

f. However, that mercy still leads to good things at the end. Gandalf turns out to be 

right: Bilbo’s pity for Gollum really does change many people’s lives. 

g. Gollum shows viewers a tough truth: sometimes, even with truly evil people, 

mercy is more important than judgment. We recognize Gollum was evil. We may 

want to agree with Sam that there’s nothing good left in him, but that ends up 

being the wrong solution. This is a complex view of morality we wouldn’t often 

see in a typical hero versus villain story. 
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5. These three stories about monsters show viewers outsiders’ perspectives and consider 

themes about prejudice, consequences, and complex morality, all themes that we 

wouldn’t explore in quite the same way in other stories structures. Whether you’re 

writing science fiction, drama, fantasy or crime thriller, monster stories let you 

examine some fascinating new themes and viewpoints. 
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