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H O R R O R

The Mummy
1932 · Directed by Karl Freund

Universal Horror Horror Classical Hollywood Early Sound

An archaeological expedition in Egypt opens a sealed casket 
and, through one careless act, sets something in motion that was 
meant to stay buried. Ten years on, the consequences reach a 
circle of Englishmen in Cairo. A slow, atmospheric gothic chiller 
from the Universal horror cycle.

D I R E C T O R Karl Freund

Y E A R 1932

R U N T I M E 1h 13m (73 min)

C O U N T R Y USA

G E N R E S Horror

C A S T Boris Karloff, Zita Johann, David Manners, Arthur Byron, Edward Van Sloan

M U S I C James Dietrich

I M D B 6.9 / 10 (32,775 votes)

R O T T E N  

T O M AT O E S

90% (critics)

T M D B  S C O R E 6.7 / 10 (729 votes)

W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Stream (US): Peacock Premium, Peacock Premium Plus
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.
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Before watching
Spoiler-free

W H Y  W AT C H  T H I S ?

1 A cornerstone of the Universal horror cycle
Released the year after Dracula and Frankenstein, it is the third pillar of Universal's founding run of monster 
films and the source of the studio's Egyptian-curse horror, later copied in countless mummy films.

2 Karl Freund directs, after shooting Metropolis and Dracula
Freund, the cinematographer of The Last Laugh, Metropolis and Dracula, brings German silent-era lighting 
and camera craft to Hollywood, so the film's mood comes from images more than from action.

3 Karloff follows Frankenstein with a second iconic role
Boris Karloff, newly famous, appears in makeup by Jack Pierce, whose studio monster designs defined the 
look of 1930s horror. The role asks for something very different from his earlier one.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  I N  C I N E M A  H I S T O R Y

A defining early-sound horror film and the origin of the cinematic Egyptian curse, it shows how 
Universal turned German Expressionist technique into a Hollywood genre.

W AT C H  W I T H  I N T E N T I O N

Y O U R  L E N S

Watch it as a horror film shot by a master cinematographer: fear built from 
faces, eyes, light and patience rather than action.

T H R E E  T H I N G S  T O  N O T I C E

How long the camera holds close-ups of faces, especially eyes, and how much the film asks you 
to read from a look alone.

How little music there is: the score appears at the start, and much of the film plays in near 
silence, so small sounds matter.

The lighting and set design in the Egyptian and museum interiors, where deep shadows and 
beams of light carve out faces and shapes.

O N E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  C A R R Y  W I T H  Y O U

What does the film choose to show you, and what does it keep out of frame, and why might 
that be scarier?
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C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Industry: Universal had struck gold with Dracula and Frankenstein in 1931. This film extends that 
success, using the same studio craftsmen, a star Karloff and a ready audience for gothic fear.

Egyptomania: The opening of Tutankhamun's tomb in 1922 fuelled a decade of press fascination with 
Egyptian curses and archaeology, which the story draws on directly.

Pre-Code era: Made before strict Hollywood censorship in 1934, it could treat desire, death and the 
occult with more openness than later studio horror.

Director's moment: Karl Freund moved from camera to direction. His German training under silent-era 
Expressionism shapes the lighting, close-ups and controlled, deliberate camera.

W H E R E  I T  C A M E  F R O M

F I L M

Dracula (1931)
Universal's earlier hit, photographed by Freund, supplies the template of slow, atmospheric gothic horror with a sinister 
mystery at its centre.

↓
F I L M

Frankenstein (1931)
Karloff's breakthrough and Jack Pierce's makeup established the star and the craft behind Universal's monsters, setting 
audience expectations for this film.

↓
M O V E M E N T

German Expressionism
Freund's shadowy, stylised lighting and composed frames come directly from his work on German silent films such as The 
Last Laugh and Metropolis.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

The Mummy (1932)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   A Hollywood monster film built on stillness, framing and the held gaze rather than action, 
carrying German silent-era camera craft into the sound-era horror cycle.

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Made in 1932 at the low point of the Great Depression, when Hollywood studios relied on cheap thrills and exotic 
escape, and Egypt was a popular fascination.

Depression-era escapism: By 1932 American unemployment was severe and cinema attendance had 
fallen. Universal, a smaller studio in financial difficulty, found a steady audience for horror, which was 
relatively cheap to make and offered a dark, fantastical diversion.
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Egyptomania: Howard Carter's discovery of Tutankhamun's tomb in 1922 had fuelled a public craze for 
Egypt. Newspaper stories of a "curse" around the excavation gave the film a ready popular backdrop, as 
did the era's Western archaeological expeditions.

Colonial outlook: The story reflects the period's Western, largely British-led view of Egypt, which had 
only been nominally independent since 1922 and was still under heavy British influence. Egyptians are 
seen mostly through a European, exoticising lens.

The filmmaker's situation: Karl Freund was a German émigré who had made his name as a 
cinematographer in Weimar-era films. This was his first job as director in Hollywood. Many 
German-trained artists worked in Hollywood as the 1930s began, and several would soon flee Nazi 
Germany.

W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Pace: Slow and deliberate for a modern viewer, at 73 minutes. Dread builds through conversation and 
atmosphere, not chases or shocks.

Style: Gothic horror in the Expressionist tradition: strong shadows, composed shots, long holds on faces, 
and sparing camera movement.

Performance: Early-sound acting leans theatrical and formal, with clipped speech and big emotion. 
Karloff 's work is the most controlled in the cast.

Sound: Early sound film with very little score, so silence plays an active role. Dialogue is crisp and 
somewhat stagey.

Format: Black and white, in the standard 1.37:1 frame of the early sound era. Violence is mostly implied, 
with little onscreen gore.

W AT C H  W I T H  K I D S ?

12+ S U G G E S T E D  A G E

Official ratings range from PG to 15 (GB) and 12 (DE), with no US rating; 12 suits the eerie mood and 
old-fashioned pacing better than 8.

Official ratings: US NR  ·  UK PG/15  ·  Germany 12

Good for: Classic monster-movie atmosphere, Boris Karloff 's quietly menacing performance, striking 
Egyptian-themed sets and a short runtime. A gentle gateway to 1930s horror for children who like spooky 
stories.

May unsettle, scary imagery: A gaunt, bandaged figure and intense hypnotic stares are used for eerie effect. 
There is little gore, but the look of the film is creepy.

May unsettle, peril: Supernatural menace hangs over several characters, and some scenes build tension 
around people being watched, controlled or threatened.

May unsettle, dated attitudes: Egypt and Egyptians are portrayed through a colonial-era Western lens, with 
stereotyped characters and non-Egyptian actors in Egyptian roles.

May unsettle, pace: Slow, talky and black-and-white, with theatrical acting that younger viewers may find 
stiff or hard to stay with.
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Explain first: It is a 1932 black-and-white film, so the effects and acting are old-fashioned. The fear comes 
from mood rather than shocks or gore.

Explain first: Mummies are preserved ancient Egyptian bodies. The story is pure fantasy and does not reflect 
real archaeology or Egyptian beliefs.

Talk about it after: >Why might a film made without modern effects still feel creepy, and what tricks does it use instead, 
such as lighting, sound or a character's gaze?

Cinespective’s own guidance, a draft. Check it against the official ratings and your own judgement.
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After watching
CONTAINS SPOILERS

T H E  F I L M ,  U N PA C K E D

C E N T R A L  I D E A

The film can be read as a story about the past refusing to stay buried: rational, 
modern Westerners meet an ancient obsession that does not accept death as an end, 
and love and possession turn out to be uncomfortably close.

T H E M E S

Love as possession: Imhotep's devotion across three thousand years is romantic and monstrous at once. 
The film never separates the two, which gives the horror its odd tenderness.

Reason versus the occult: Scientists, doctors and officials treat the supernatural as folklore until it is 
undeniable. The film is about how thin their confidence is.

Colonial anxiety and Egyptomania: Western men dig up and carry off Egyptian treasures and then 
suffer for it. The film can be read as a guilty fantasy of the past striking back.

Reincarnation and identity: Helen's sense of belonging to another time and life makes her a 
battleground between her modern self and an ancient one.

Immortality as punishment: Eternal life here is not a gift. Imhotep's fate is a warning about the cost of 
defying death.

Key scenes

The scroll is read and the mummy stirs
The film's most famous sequence hardly moves, yet shows the horror through a young man's reaction, a 
slowly changing shot and an unseen exit. It sets the film's method: suggestion over display.

Imhotep's flashback in the pool
Imhotep shows Helen their shared past in a pool of water. It works as a stylish silent-film interlude, linking 
the lovers visually and giving Karloff 's obsession a tragic, romantic backstory.

Ardath Bey and the gaze
Imhotep's disguise as Ardath Bey lets Karloff dominate scenes through voice, stillness and eye contact, 
with close-ups that show how Freund's camera turns will power into menace.

The statue of Isis
The climax resolves the conflict through ritual and faith, not weapons. The film ends on belief and image, 
which suits its gothic vision of the supernatural.

Filmmaking
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Cinematography: Freund's background as a cinematographer shows in the dramatic light and in 
close-ups that isolate eyes. The framing makes hypnotic power visible without special effects.

Makeup: Jack Pierce's work on Karloff, from the wrinkled face to the wrapped figure in the opening, 
gives the film its look. Both are meant to be seen only briefly and be memorable.

Performance: Karloff avoids the lumbering physicality of his Frankenstein role. His slow, precise 
delivery and economy of gesture create unease through restraint.

Sound and silence: Tchaikovsky's Swan Lake plays over the credits, and then the film is largely 
unscored. The quiet makes small sounds, whispers and footsteps carry dread.

Structure: The film reuses much of Dracula's pattern: an ominous prologue, then a foreign menace 
entering respectable society and targeting a young woman, while a learned older man understands the 
danger.

T H E  F U L L  S T O R Y

The full plot, including the ending.

In 1921 a British expedition in Egypt unearths the mummy of Imhotep, a priest buried alive for a forbidden 
crime, along with a sealed casket and a scroll. Against the advice of the elder scholar Dr. Muller, the young 
assistant Ralph Norton reads the scroll aloud. The mummy comes to life and walks out, leaving Norton 
insane with laughter.

Ten years later, a mysterious Egyptian called Ardath Bey leads Sir Joseph Whemple and his son Frank to 
the undisturbed tomb of Princess Ankh-es-en-Amon. Ardath Bey is Imhotep himself, who has survived by 
using the scroll. He once tried to bring the princess back to life and was punished for it.

He recognises the princess in Helen Grosvenor, a young woman who is half Egyptian and the reincarnation 
of his lost love. Frank, who is falling in love with her, and Muller try to protect her while Imhotep pulls her 
into his plan. He means to kill her, revive her as the princess and make her immortal beside him.

Helen, in the ritual's final moments, remembers her past life and calls on the goddess Isis. The statue's arm 
rises, the scroll burns, and Imhotep crumbles to dust, finally dead, while Helen is saved.

B E H I N D  T H E  F I L M

After Frankenstein: Karloff had become a star in Frankenstein, and Universal billed him in this film's 
publicity simply as Karloff, the Uncanny, selling him as the face of horror itself.

Jack Pierce's makeup: Pierce created the mummy's cracked, aged look, a process reportedly lengthy. The 
fully wrapped figure appears only briefly, and the film depends more on Karloff 's face than on bandages.

Freund behind the camera: Freund had photographed Metropolis and Dracula and was one of the most 
respected cinematographers of his time. Directing here, he applied that experience to long close-ups, 
light and mood.

A script shaped by Dracula: John L. Balderston, who worked on the stage and screen versions of 
Dracula, wrote the script. The film's pattern of an old European-style menace pursuing a woman repeats 
the earlier hit, but with a new Egyptian setting.
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Myth: This is the film that gave cinema the bandaged, shambling mummy. Reality: Karloff is shown 
wrapped only briefly. The lurching, fully bandaged mummy is mostly a creation of Universal's 1940s 
sequels, which started with The Mummy's Hand.

L E G A C Y  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Its place in the lineage  before → after

F I L M

Dracula (1931)
Universal's earlier hit, photographed by Freund, supplies the template of slow, atmospheric gothic horror with a sinister 
mystery at its centre.

↓
F I L M

Frankenstein (1931)
Karloff's breakthrough and Jack Pierce's makeup established the star and the craft behind Universal's monsters, setting 
audience expectations for this film.

↓
M O V E M E N T

German Expressionism
Freund's shadowy, stylised lighting and composed frames come directly from his work on German silent films such as The 
Last Laugh and Metropolis.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

The Mummy (1932)

↓
F I L M

The Mummy's Hand (1940)
Universal's follow-up series created the bandaged, shambling mummy Kharis, a very different monster, and reused footage 
from this film.

↓
F I L M

The Mummy (1959)
Hammer's colour remake revived the monster for a new generation, mixing the 1940s series' mummy with this film's love 
story.

↓
F I L M

The Mummy (1999)
A big-budget adventure remake that keeps the scroll, the lost lover and the reincarnation plot but swaps gothic dread for 
action.

Reception and reputation

Audiences were drawn by Karloff after Frankenstein, and the film did well for Universal. Reviewers 
praised the atmosphere, Karloff 's performance and the pictorial quality, while some found the story slow 
and its chills restrained rather than violent.
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Long overshadowed in popular memory by Universal's later bandaged mummy sequels, it is now often 
seen as the most elegant and strangest of the studio's early monster films, valued for Freund's imagery, 
the pre-Code romanticism and Karloff 's restraint.

Cultural impact  beyond cinema

Tomb-curse folklore: The film drew on the public fascination with Egypt that followed 
Tutankhamun's tomb in 1922. Screenwriter John L. Balderston had reported on the opening, and 
press talk of a pharaoh's curse fed the story and was in turn reinforced by it.

Karloff the Uncanny: Billed with that nickname, Boris Karloff followed Frankenstein with another 
makeup-heavy role. This cemented his standing as the face of 1930s horror and of Universal's classic 
monster line-up.

Halloween mummy: The mummy has become stock Halloween shorthand, seen in costumes, toys 
and cartoons. The wrapped, shambling figure owes more to later Universal sequels than to this film, 
where Karloff 's bandaged look appears only briefly.

Its lasting influence

It established the Egyptian curse as a horror staple. Universal's 1940s mummy films took the name and 
the monster, Hammer's 1959 version revived the formula in colour, and the 1999 Mummy reused its 
basic plot as adventure.

W H AT  N E X T ?

C O M PA R E  A N O T H E R  A P P R O A C H

Frankenstein (1931)
Karloff's other defining Universal role, with a physical, pitiful monster. It makes a revealing contrast with the restraint and stillness of his 

work here.

C O N T I N U E  T H E  D I R E C T O R

Metropolis (1927)
Freund shot this German landmark, and you can see the same dramatic lighting and visual ambition that he later brought to Hollywood horror.

S E E  W H AT  I N F L U E N C E D  I T

Nosferatu (1922)
The German silent vampire film is a key ancestor of gothic horror built on shadow, a menacing foreigner and a fear of ancient evil.

E X P L O R E  T H E  E R A  O R  M O V E M E N T

King Kong (1933)
Another early-sound spectacle with a monster at its centre, made the following year, showing how varied the fantastic cinema of the early 

1930s could be.

F U L L  C A S T  A N D  C R E W

Karl Freund
D I R E C TO R

Boris Karloff
AC TO R

as Imhotep / Ardath Bey

Zita Johann
AC TO R

as Helen Grosvenor 

/ Princess 

Anck-es-en-Amon

David Manners
AC TO R

as Frank Whemple

Arthur Byron
AC TO R

as Sir Joseph Whemple

Edward Van Sloan
AC TO R

as Dr. Muller

James Dietrich
C O M P O S E R
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Draft content generated for Cinespective and subject to review; awards and dates should be verified before being relied upon. This product uses the 

TMDB API but is not endorsed or certified by TMDB. Streaming availability by JustWatch via TMDB.
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