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The World's 
Shortest Horror 
Story



“The last man on 
Earth sat alone in a 
room. There was a 
knock on the 
door...”
Fredrick Brown, "Knock" (1948)



What is a Monster?













A History of 
Monsters



Ancient Greeks

» Monsters occur when natural order is disrupted

» Deformity occurs when a pregnant woman sees 
something that startles her



The Middle Ages

» Monsters came from God and the Devil, they were 
caused by stars and comets, they resulted from 
copulation with other species and from flaws in 
their parents' anatomies.



Modern Times

“Something out of the common order of nature.”
Dr. Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language 
(1755)



Modern Times

“Originally: a mythical creature which is part animal 
and part human, or combines elements of two or more 
animal forms, and is frequently of great size and 
ferocious appearance. Later, more generally: any 
imaginary creature that is large, ugly, and 
frightening.”
Oxford English Dictionary



Why Monsters?



Why Monsters?

Fear
Repulsion
Attraction
Unmanageable



Monsters express 
something beyond our 
immediate capacity to 
understand



They name and visualize 
fears, making the 
unmanageable manageable



What Do Monsters Mean?

» Literal and symbolic

» Express cultural categories

» Manage contradictions



Literal/Symbolic

» The vampire will drink your blood and kill you

» But it is also a symbol of fear/desire of 
penetration, impurity, and invasion from abroad



Questions cultural categories

» Is a zombie dead or alive?

» Is a werewolf human or wolf?



Manage contradictions

» Many horror stories conclude with the monster 
being vanquished

» This solves a cultural tension via narrative means



A Freudian Example
Friday the 13th (Sean S. Cunningham 
1980)



A group of teenagers go to 
camp to have fun. A first 
couple has sex and what 
happens?





The only one who survives 
is Alice, who does not have 
sex during the trip
The survivor of the slasher cycle is termed the 'final girl', because it 
is almost always a virtuous girl



Don't have sex, kids!



Teen pregnancy was on the 
rise, the sexual revolution 
had taken off, and 
conservative America was 
worried about the children



Jason (the killer) manages 
these contradictions by 
eradicating the kids who 
have sex and Alice provides 
a moral example to follow



Obviously, most viewers 
root for Jason and watch 
the movies for the boobs
(1980 was pre-Internet)



What the film does is to trigger the 
fear/desire teenagers generally have 
about sex and manifests it in a clear-
cut narrative



Uncanny
Fear and Fascination



The uncanny is both familiar and 
unfamiliar at the same time and this 
category ambivalence is what 
produces the uncanny sensation



Haunted Houses



'It watches,' he added suddenly. 
'The house. It watches every move 
you make.'
Shirley Jackson, The Haunting of Hill House



When they were silent for a 
moment the quiet weight of the 
house pressed down from all 
around them.
Shirley Jackson, The Haunting of Hill House



The category error here is that a house 
is not alive, and is meant to be a place 
of safety. Instead, the house becomes a 
live thing, a monster.





The safe clown becoming a 
monster is another 
example of the uncanny



Pennywise in Stephen 
King's It becomes a symbol 
of the terrors of 
childhood, terrors that 
can literally kill you



Vampires



The vampire figure has often been seen as a 
sexual metaphor with the penetrating teeth 
and reproductive capabilities

» Early vampire stories (such as The Vampyre and 
Carmilla)



His face was a strong—a very strong—aquiline, with high bridge of 
the thin nose and peculiarly arched nostrils; with lofty domed 
forehead, and hair growing scantily round the temples but 
profusely elsewhere. His eyebrows were very massive, almost 
meeting over the nose, and with bushy hair that seemed to curl in its 
own profusion. The mouth, so far as I could see it under the heavy 
moustache, was fixed and rather cruel-looking, with peculiarly 
sharp white teeth; these protruded over the lips, whose remarkable 
ruddiness showed astonishing vitality in a man of his years. For the 
rest, his ears were pale, and at the tops extremely pointed; the chin 
was broad and strong, and the cheeks firm though thin. The general 
effect was one of extraordinary pallor.

-- Bram Stoker, Dracula



















Vampires help us navigate 
desire and have expressed 
one form of desire and 
attraction through the 
20th century



Vampires also express 
what we fear, the 
transgression of national 
boundaries, the sexuality 
of youth, and more



Difference
Repulsion and Exclusion



Monsters are always different from us

» While this difference manifests physically, the 
real difference is cultural

» We use monsters to express the difference to 
exclude it



Zombies

















Zombies express our 
Others



Zombies embody 
what is alien so we 
can kill them with no 
remorse



Even that we can be Other 
to ourselves



Summary



Thank you


