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Monster kid Home Movies
DVD review

Paul n. Reinsch

Not all “home movies” seek to document family 
life, pets, or vacations; many home movies mimic 
the structures and styles of industrial cinemas.  
Such are the films making up the DVD collection 
Monster Kid Home Movies.  The disc contains 30 
8mm home horror movies made between the late 
50s and the early 80s by teens and preteens.  The 
films are lovingly restored and presented here with 
audio commentaries by the directors, making the 
disc an amateur/cult response to the mammoth 
collections Unseen Cinema and Treasures of the 
American Cinema, though admittedly of far less 
scope and more specific purpose.  Though lacking 
the cultural import of these collections, Monster 
Kid Home Movies demonstrates that amateur film 
production can be collected and invade living 
rooms well beyond those in which they originally 
were screened.  Produced by Joe Busam—whose 
own film of E. A. Poe’s “The Raven” is included—
the disc presents films which are variously well-
crafted, horribly made, funny and scary.  Some 
feature stop-motion animation, and many feature 
children dressed as monsters.  All of the films are 
worth the few minutes it requires to view.  

The films are the products of a special 
category of (male) child: the “monster kid.”  These 
boys, products largely of the baby boom, read 
comic books and horror magazines, and of course 

watched horror films.  These particular monster kids 
also had access to 8mm film equipment, allowing 
their identity to be expressed in home horror films.  
The filmmakers take up the roles not simply of the 
actors in these Hollywood horror films but also 
the positions of director, producer, screenwriter, set 
designer, makeup artist, and more.  

But in doing so these children act as true 
amateurs: out of love for monsters and movies 
about them.  Some filmmakers have gone on to 
careers which build on their work here.   Frank 
Dietz, whose stop motion films here include the 
Ray Bradbury inspired The Lighthouse (1976) and 
the hilarious Surprise (1975), went on to a career 
in animation for Disney.  Tom Abrams, currently 
associate professor of screenwriting at the 
University of Southern California, wrote Alan and 
Mark Upchurch’s The Gentle Old Madman (1973).  
And Tom Weaver has put together a number of 
historical discussions of fantasy films, including 
the recent Earth Vs. The Sci-fi Filmmakers: 20 
Interviews.  

The films indicate that the filmmakers, 
whether pursuing moviemaking as a career or not, 
are learning on the job.  Some directors learn quickly.  
There are handheld shots in the largely pedestrian 
Mr. Hyde (1973) that would make Maya Deren and 
Stan Brakhage proud (though some films are shot 
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using tripods and some by parents who refused 
to let the children handle the camera).  There are 
also several movies which feature scratches in the 
emulsion, typically to depict lightning or electricity.  
The second earliest film here, 1953’s The Monster, 
uses such scratching to illustrate the destruction 
of equipment in the proto-Frankenstein’s lab.  The 
explosion of scratches / electricity is exhilarating. 

While learning a craft, the children can also 
be said to be working through their fears—one of 
David Colton’s arguments in the disc’s introduction 
—but the kids are also clearly having fun, most 
noticeably in getting to play dress-up.  In the world 
of monster kids, Halloween can come at any time 
(more than one film was clearly shot in the heat of 
the summer).  And dressing up as monsters is always 
a terrific excuse to wrestle with one’s friends.  The 
Monsters (1964) concludes with the titular figures 
—including Dracula, Frankenstein, the Wolfman, 
and a boy in an alligator suit which is meant to be 
the Creature from the Black Lagoon—in a free-
for-all wrestle-fest with the neighborhood kids 
who had watched the making of the film.  

In this way, The Monsters and many other 
films reveal the core elements of Hollywood’s 

horror films: men dressed as monsters pretending 
to harm men (and women) not dressed as monsters.  
The style of these films also highlights that all 
Hollywood films treat time and space with less care 
than we assume.  Put it this way: Hollywood films 
are constructed around the lie between a miniature 
and a set with actors.  When Gammill’s Frankenstein 
Meets the Wolfman (1970) cuts between a miniature 
dam which flies apart after a firecracker explodes, 
and a garage where Frankenstein and the Wolfman 
fight, the film operates in precisely the same way as 
Universal’s Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman (1943).  
The differences are merely budgetary.  Compare 
the Wolfman’s face in the two films.  Universal 
employed a team of artisans to create a believable 
combination of man and wolf.  Gammill’s film 
features a paper bag covered with fur discarded by 
the family dog.  Both were surely created with the 
same intention: to create a believable monster for 
the viewer.  

There are other aspects of the collection 
worth mentioning.  All of the films begin with 
some film leader to reinforce the home movies’ 
status as films.  Additionally, one audio option 
combines the musical score with the sound of 
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an 8mm projector.  It would also be nice if the 
films could be seen with only the 8mm projector 
sound and without the electronic musical scores, 
since not all of the scores fit perfectly.  The DVD 
also includes audio commentaries and bios of the 
filmmakers.  Like commentaries on Hollywood 
films, these range from insightful to largely 
descriptive, though thankfully there are more here 
of the former than the latter.  Another installment 
of Monster Kid Home Movies appears to be in 

the works and would benefit from films made 
by female adolescents.  On this disc girls feature 
largely as victims of the monsters (and are always 
played by the director’s sister or girlfriend).  For 
now, this collection provides hours of enjoyment.  
Monster Kid Home Movies holds interest for those 
studying amateur film production, children’s media 
production, horror films, suburban life in the 50s, 
60s, and 70s, and even slapstick comedy.  
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