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INTRODUCTION

The
list of films that follows is by no means comprehensive or a list of
the 'best' British horror films but it is a nice, slightly random
collection of British horror films that everyone should get around to
watching sooner or later. Some of the films that follow will be
familiar (I'd imagine there are few people left in the world who
haven't seen Shaun of the Dead or Don't Look Now) but there are, I
hope, plenty of obscure ones too or films that, for one reason or
another, you haven't got around to watching yet. 

The golden
age of British horror films was the salad days of Hammer - and Amicus
had a pretty good run there too with their enjoyable anthology films.
There was plenty of other good stuff out there though - like the Pete
Walker films, Dr Phibes, Death Line, and so on. There have been a slew
of new British horror films in more recent decades and an awful lot of
them have been absolutely terrible. It's not all doom and gloom though
because there have been some bright spots like The Descent, Censor, and
Ghost Stories - all of which we'll cover in the book. 

In this
book I have also dipped into television because, for my money, some of
the most terrifying British horror films ever made have come from that
medium. I'm talking about things like Ghostwatch, Threads, and Whistle
and I'll Come to You. When it comes to pure horror how can you top
Threads? It is one of the most frightening things ever made - and all
the more sobering because it depicts something which could ACTUALLY
happen. 

I've tried not to include too many films of a similar
ilk or origin in this book. So, for example, as much as I love every
one of the Amicus anthology films I have not included them all. In the
same vein, I have not included all of the Hammer vampire films in the
book because it would be a trifle samey if I did that. Not to say this
book is devoid of Hammer vampire capers though because I'll have plenty
to say about films like Dracula A.D 1972, The Legend of the 7 Golden
Vampires and Twins of Evil. 

So, strap yourselves in, make sure
the doors are locked, blow out the candles, and prepare to enter the
world of British horror films. A world of rural folk horror, megalithic
stones, vampires, werewolves, escaped lunatics, nuclear war, Cenobites,
zombies, spooky children, serial killers, cannibals, stone tapes,
ghosts, elementals, killer cults, droogs, time loops, misty moors,
nutty ventriloquists, graverobbers, rare and unusual objects of the
occult, alien spaceships in the London Underground, Shakespeare
inspired murders, and an archly eyebrowed Vanessa Howard. 


THE ABOMINABLE DR PHIBES (1971)

The
Abominable Dr Phibes was directed by Robert Fuest and written by
William Goldstein and James Whiton. Dr Anton Phibes (Vincent Price) is
a brilliant scholar and organist who was presumed dead in a 1921 car
crash after hearing of the death of his wife Victoria (played by Hammer
star Caroline Munro) during surgery. It turns out that Phibes is not
dead. He's very much alive - although badly injured and he now wears a
prosthetic mask and can only speak through an electrical voice device.
Phibes seeks revenge against the doctors he blames for not saving his
beloved wife and plans to kill them using the ten plagues of Egypt as
his inspiration...

The Abominable Dr Phibes is one of the best
cult horror films of the seventies and a fantastically bizarre and
stylish experience. Very rarely will you see a modestly budgeted horror
film look so fantastic. The art deco designs of Phibes' lair are a lot
fun. Phibes has a beautiful mute assistant named Vulnavia (played by
Virginia North) who he likes to dance with and a musical band of
automata. He is truly one of the most unique and enjoyable horror
villains imaginable. Phibes is like a horror supervillain with his
theatrics and grand lair. The manner in which he can temporarily repair
his face rather anticipates Sam Raimi's Darkman. 

The deaths
are naturally the main fun of the film and enjoyably inventive. The
'death by frog mask' scene has some striking imagery and I especially
like the death by locusts scene too, amusingly improbable as it is.
Price makes a great mute villain and proves what a fine charismatic
actor he was. One could easily imagine Price making a fine silent film
actor even without that wonderful voice. The Phibes films seem to be
the template for the similar (if nastier) Theatre of Blood film that
Price made in 1973. All these films feature Price as an eccentric,
theatrical and unfathomable avenger out on a macabre mission of
elaborate skewed justice. They also give the Price character a
beautiful female assistant (in the case of Theatre of Blood it was
obviously Diana Rigg as Lionheart's loyal daughter). 

Joseph
Cotten is the main actor away from Price as Dr Vesalius and helps the
film by playing it fairly straight in the midst of all the camp. Dr
Vesalius was supposed to be played by Peter Cushing but, sadly, he had
to withdraw when his wife fell ill. The Abominable Dr Phibes would have
been even more cultish with Price AND Cushing. Peter Jeffrey plays
Inspector Harry Trout on the trail of Phibes and there's a terrific
supporting turn by Terry Thomas. His character has all of his blood
removed by Dr Phibes and placed in jars! The big showdown scene is
interesting as it presents Vesalius with a medical task which involves
his son in great danger. The trap that his son is in almost seems to
anticipate more modern horror films like the Saw franchise and the Cube
movies.

For my money, the funniest supporting performance in the
film comes from Aubrey Woods as a jeweller who Inspector Trout visits
to learn more about an amulet found at one of the crime scenes. Look
out by the way for Dad's Army star John Laurie too. The direction in
the film is incredibly inventive and superbly orchestrated, giving
scenes a strange dreamlike feel. The music score is very 1920s and only
adds to the bizarre aura that hovers over The Abominable Dr Phibes.
This is a really fun film with plenty of familiar faces, incredible art
direction and sets, lots of striking imagery, amusing death scenes, and
a spellbinding performance by Price as the mournful Phibes. 

Though
he does some awful things, Phibes is a more sympathetic character than
Edward Lionheart in Theatre of Blood because he is motivated by his
broken heart. You actually feel a bit sorry for him at times. Although
to be fair, Lionheart probably does have a slightly better motive in
that he is murdering a bunch of snooty critics who mocked his acting.
It seems a trifle unfair for Phibes to target these doctors because it
isn't as if they let Victoria die on purpose! The Abominable Dr Phibes
is one of the best cult British horrors of the seventies and makes a
great double bill with its sequel - which we shall of course later get
around to in this book.


THE ABOMINABLE SNOWMAN (1957)

The
Abominable Snowman is an early and slightly overlooked 1957 horror film
from the legendary Hammer Studios, directed by Val Guest and written by
the always interesting Nigel Kneale - who adapted the screenplay from
his own BBC teleplay called The Creature. The film is set high in the
Himalayas where British botanist and ex-mountain climber Dr John
Rollason (the great Peter Cushing) is working and occasionally musing
on the existence of the Yeti - the mysterious ape-like creature that
some believe lurks somewhere in the frozen wastes of the mountains.

The
arrival of a plucky team of American explorers led by the somewhat
dodgy and opportunist Dr Tom Friend (Forrest Tucker) manages to pique
Rollason's interest and scientific curiosity when it becomes apparent
that they intend to launch a daring search for proof of this legendary
beast. Despite protests from his nervous wife Helen (Maureen Connell)
and mysterious warnings from the enigmatic Llama (Arnold Marle) of the
local Tibetan monastery, Rollason agrees to join the Americans on their
expedition climb.

But as they painstakingly make their way up
the icy and treacherous surroundings in search of the mythical Yeti,
they begin to encounter distinct attempts to sabotage the expedition
and that's the very least of problems. Of more pressing concern is a
raid on their camp by a mysterious creature and increasingly weird and
troubling events that begin to slowly unhinge the members of the search
team...

An interesting early offering from Hammer that seems to
have got a bit lost over the years in amongst the studio's more famous
and usual colour gothic fare, The Abominable Snowman is a decent and
interesting attempt to make an intelligent monster film with vague
sci-fi elements and is always pleasantly atmospheric with the wild,
bleak setting, black and white photography and eerie sound-effects of
strange howls away in the distance and severe winds battering the
snow-capped mountain. The film is mildly intriguing right from the
start with the mysterious Llama character and his cryptic warnings to
Cushing's Rollason and the well-designed monastery sets and inventive
studio snowscapes are really good at times.

There's a nice
contrast too between the urbane and very English Peter Cushing and the
louder and somewhat more boisterous Forrest Tucker as the head of the
American Yeti expedition. Peter Cushing was of course wonderful in
absolutely anything he did and is as watchable as ever as the
restrained and intelligent Rollason - who he makes warm and very
likeable in his usual polished, gentle and winning fashion. The very
American Forest Tucker, presumably cast to give the film more
international appeal, is fine too and, although vaguely the baddie
here, does make his character more or less decent at heart.

Look
too for Robert Brown as the expert animal tracker Ed Shelley. Brown
later played M in the two Timothy Dalton James Bond films. The
Abominable Snowman becomes gradually more thoughtful and weirder as it
progresses with various attempts by locals to stop the expedition for
reasons that are never quite made clear. It perhaps betrays its
television roots by being rather talky at times but the picture is
always absorbing and the dialogue and ideas prevent The Abominable
Snowman from ever sinking into kitsch throwaway fifties monster picture
mode too much.

Kneale includes a subtext about the dangers of
meddling with things we don't fully understand and comes up with a
decent and memorable ending too which leaves some food for thought.
Nigel Kneale's work tends to have a pessimistic note with humankind
always on the cusp of possible extinction by forces greater than
ourselves and ripe for the taking and the creatures atop the mountain
have slightly ambiguous origins and designs which adds a layer of
interest to the story and makes the viewer think for themselves.

The
intentions of the Llama are also slightly vague too which I quite
liked. We are never quite sure if he is completely manipulating
Rollason and if he is for what distinct purpose. The expedition team
set animal traps in an attempt to catch a Yeti much to the dismay of
Rollason ("Of all the idiotic, maniac ideas!") who gradually suspects
that the creatures might have spooky telepathic powers and may be
slowly driving the expedition members insane on purpose. "This creature
may have an affinity for man, something in common with ourselves. Let's
remember that before we start shooting," he warns, urging a note of
caution.

The studio sets used in The Abominable Snowman are
quite effective onscreen and mesh relatively well with the location
footage shot in the Pyrenees for the film - this footage adding a real
bit of scope to proceedings. Although not a big film, The Abominable
Snowman is admirably inventive and creative with its relatively modest
budget. The shots of the expedition climbing are nicely done too
although somewhat limited and sparingly deployed and the competent Val
Guest gives the film a tight, taut, atmospheric feel to hide the
constrictive budget, this always working well enough on the whole I
think.

The Abominable Snowman is certainly eerie and mildly
creepy and has one or two slightly cheesy shocks such as when a rather
hairy arm reaches inside a tent to great alarm as you'd expect. Dr
Rollason soon begins to have problems with the methods and aims of the
expedition and realises Friend is a bit of a publicity seeker. "You're
nothing but a cheap fairground trickster!" One other plus for the film
is the orchestral soundtrack which adds a touch of sweep to the
climbing sequences. This is certainly, in my opinion, a fun film to
watch late at night with all the lights off so you can become fully
immersed in the windswept, icy atmosphere with the vaguely supernatural
and spooky touches.

The Abominable Snowman is decent fun on the
whole and perhaps stands as one of the more forgotten and underrated
Hammer entries. Any film with Peter Cushing is worth a look and this is
certainly no exception with a good, taut atmosphere and one or two
creepy and thought provoking moments courtesy of the script by Nigel
Kneale, a writer who understood how important building tension and
atmosphere is to these types of stories.


AN AMERICAN WEREWOLF IN LONDON (1981)

Is
it pushing things to call An American Werewolf in London a British film
- given that it was made by an American studio? I suppose we can half
claim it because it was a British co-production and obviously has a
very British sensibility given that it is set in Blighty and has a
British supporting cast. An American Werewolf in London was written and
directed by John Landis. 

Landis was pretty hot stuff around
this time and had recently directed Animal House and The Blues
Brothers. His career was tarnished by the Twilight Zone tragedy though
and he never really fufilled his early promise. An American Werewolf in
London is a very interesting film because it is plainly made by someone
who loves horror films and knows how to scare you but also by someone
with a sense of humour who knows how to get a laugh. It is very
difficult to get the balance between humour and horror right in a film
like this but An American Werewolf in London manages to pull off that
tricky task. 

Does anyone not know the plot of An American
Werewolf in London by now? Two American backpackers - David (David
Naughton) and Jack (Griffin Dunne) - are attacked on the Yorkshire
moors by a large creature. Jack is killed and David wakes up in
hospital in London - where he takes a shine to Jenny Agutter's nurse.
It transpires that they were attacked by a werewolf. As he was bitten,
David should probably be wary of the next full moon...

1981 was
the year of the werewolf film. We had Joe Dante's The Howling, the
mystical Wolfen, and An American Werewolf in London. An American
Werewolf in London is the best of that trio. This is justifiably
considered to be one of the greatest werewolf films ever made. The
secret to its success is that although it could be described as a
horror comedy , as the offbeat wit of John Landis is very much present,
it is also genuinely frightening too with some incredible 'jump' scares
and plenty of blood. The opening werewolf attack on the moors is
absolutely terrifying. I gather that John Landis wanted to make this
scene as harrowing as possible to let the audience know that while An
American Werewolf in London had a sense of humour it would also be a
full blooded horror film.

There are so many memorable scenes in
the film - right from the start when David and Jack enter a very
isolated pub full of strange locals who warn them to stay off the moors
and stick to the roads. Not the friendliest pub in the world I must
say! The interior of The Slaughtered Lamb was filmed back in London and
the pub’s clientele consists mostly of local stage actors. Rik Mayall
was invited to be in the film (Mayall is one of the characters in the
Slaughtered Lamb) after John Landis saw him perform at a comedy club.

The
device whereby David learns that he is a werewolf is a clever and
interesting one. It comes to him in the form of the dead Jack. Jack is
resigned to a 'living death' in limbo unless the werewolf line is
broken by David killing himself. Naturally, David isn't too convinced
at first by the claims of his ghostly friend that he needs to commit
suicide. Jack seems to decompose more and more through the film
whenever he appears to David and Landis makes him look increasingly
gross with some relish. 

Naughton and Griffin Dunne have some
genuine comic chemistry and play off one another well in their scenes
together. The juxtaposition of the deadpan banter between the pair and
Griffin Dunne's increasingly gruesome visage is black humour at its
finest. Universal had wanted Dan Aykroyd and John Belushi to play the
leads but Landis didn't like this idea because he thought people would
then expect a spoof or full blown comedy. David Naughton (who was best
known for Dr Pepper commercials) and Griffin Dunne turn out to be
inspired casting.

One can't talk about this film either without
mentioning the incredible werewolf transformation scene by Rick Baker -
a true masterclass that beats anything you'll see in today's CGI age.
The remarkable thing about this sequence is that it is done in full
light and yet we believe in it completely. David’s transformation scene
took six days to shoot. The nightmare sequences in the film too are
deservedly revered and terrifying. Landis gets one of the best 'jump'
scares in horror history in these sequences.

Another great thing
about the film is the way that Landis uses the setting to gently mock
(in an affectionate way) but also celebrate British understatement. The
dry humour of Landis meshes well with the very English sensibility of
the supporting characters. Trivia - because David calls Prince Charles'
sexuality into question in the film, a disclaimer was added to the
credits which read "Lycanthrope films limited wishes to extend its
heartfelt congratulations to Lady Diana Spencer and His Royal Highness
the Prince of Wales on the occasion of their marriage - July 29th 1981".

This
is also one of those films which taps into the strangeness of the
London Underground and exploits that for horror purposes. The London
Underground station used in the film is Tottenham Court Road. When
David transforms into a werewolf he prowls the tube looking for victims
and Landis throws his camera around the little tunnels with great
panache. The escalator shot where we glimpse the werewolf is very
striking. The film has some dramatic heart too, like the moment where
David phones his family to say goodbye and the romance that develops
between him and Jenny Agutter's nurse. An American Werewolf in London
is a truly unique experience in the way that it fuses together a
comedic sensibility with a full throttle horror film. It remains good
scary fun.


AND SOON THE DARKNESS (1970)

And
Soon the Darkness was directed by Robert Fuest (who would go on to
direct Vincent Price in the Dr Phibes films) and written by Brian
Clemens and Terry Nation. Two young nurses from England named Jane
(Pamela Franklin) and Cathy (Michele Dotrice) are on a cycling holiday
in a rural part of France. The two women begin to bicker and argue
though when they disagree on the itinery and Jane cycles off in a huff
- leaving Cathy to sunbathe alone in some woods with her radio. 

Jane
decides to go back for Cathy in the end but Cathy is gone. It seems
that someone was stalking Cathy in the woods. Jane cycles around
searching for clues about where Cathy might be but only draws a
frustrating blank. The fact that she can't speak French is obviously
not a tremendous help either. Alarmingly, Jane hears that the local
area is considered dangerous and there was a recent murder of a woman.
A young man named Paul (Sandor Elès), who claims to be a former police
officer and was spotted earlier by Cathy at a roadside cafe, decides to
help Jane but can he be trusted? And what on earth happened to Cathy
anyway? With her trusty bicycle and a steady supply of soft fruit
drinks, Jane attempts to solve this mystery...

And Soon the
Darkness, rather strangely, seems to have little to no reputation at
all when it comes to British thriller/horror films. Many critics at the
time seemed to find this to be a mediocre film in which not a lot
happens - and slowly at that. I can't say I personally agree with that
consensus at all. And Soon the Darkness is a rare and interesting
example of a daylight horror film and the little stretch of flat French
countryside (the film was shot on location in France too) becomes weird
and eerie in a subtle sort of way. Compared to modern horror thrillers,
And Soon the Darkness is a model of restraint and this keeps the film
on an even keel and makes it feel more plausible. If this film was made
today they'd have endless murders in the film and Jane would probably
end up being chased by some maniac in a truck or something just so they
could have an action sequence. And Soon the Darkness is more about mood
and mystery than shocks. The main shocks are saved for the end in And
Soon the Darkness. 

You wouldn't think that a young woman
cycling up and down a stretch of road would be the best ingredient for
a thriller film but And Soon the Darkness is quietly compelling and
does make you genuinely interested to see how it all pans out. The film
rests squarely on the shoulders of Pamela Franklin as Jane is the main
character for nearly all of the running time and our window into the
story. Franklin, with bob haircut, a natty blue neckscarf and shorts,
is an appealing and human heroine who ends up in this puzzling
situation where she is trying to find out where her friend is but isn't
sure who she can trust. Jane is a bit out of her depth but compensates
for this with her determination and dogged refusal to give up. There
are a number of red herrings thrown in our direction over the course of
the film before all is revealed at the end. 

Pamela Franklin
was a talented child and teen actor but she got rather typecast in the
end by appearing in a few too many horror films. In her last film,
Franklin suffered the indignity of appearing in Bert I. Gordon's
preposterous 1976 low-budget nonsense The Food of the Gods (the film
with giant rats if you please). Franklin only had a few television
roles after that and retired to concentrate on family life. It's a
shame really because she seemed destined for bigger things. Michele
Dotrice, or Mrs Frank Spencer as she's more commonly known, isn't in
the film for very long but makes her mark. 

Sandor Elès is
appropriately ambiguous as the suave Paul. Is he really trying to help
or is he up to something? John Nettleton, who plays the Gendarme at the
police station who Jane goes to for help, is a very familiar face.
You've seen him in everything from Yes, Minister to Minder to Midsomer
Murders. There aren't actually that many actors in And Soon the
Darkness - which helps to convey the increasing sense of isolation felt
by Jane in the story. One clever device is that Jane can't speak French
and when other characters are speaking French to her we don't get any
subtitles. This means that (unless one can speak French) we are as much
in the dark as Jane and so feel her sense of confusion.

And Soon
the Darkness is an interesting suspense thriller with moments of
horror. Pamela Franklin does most of the heavy lifting in what is a
fairly solo sort of spotlight but she's well up to the task. This film
is definitely worth watching if you've never seen it before. It
probably won't be everyone's cup of tea due to the sedate pacing but as
long as you aren't expecting a high body count and loads of gore the
film is very rewarding. You won't be surprised to hear that, many years
later, And Soon the Darkness got a positively awful American remake.
Give that one a very wide bearth and stick with the original. 


THE APPOINTMENT (1982)

The
Appointment was directed Lindsey C. Vickers - who worked on some of the
Hammer films and had previously directed a short film called The Lake.
The frustrating treatment of The Appointment meant he never directed
anything again - which is a shame. The Appointment was financed by the
National Coal Board Pension Fund and was proposed as one of a number of
television films which would make up a sort of anthology series. The
other films did not transpire though and The Appointment did not get a
cinema release. It was available on video for a time but then became a
lost film that had been completely forgotten. Thankfully it was
recently rediscovered and given a DVD release.

The film takes
place in the Home Counties. It begins with a schoolgirl named Sandy
(Auriol Goldingham) walking along a footpath by the woods after school.
She's part of the school orchestra and carries a violin case. Voices
call out to her from the woods and she's violently dragged away by an
unseen force. Holy cripes. This scene is terrifying. What an opening!
These early scenes have a voiceover of a police officer reading the
reports on Sandy's disappearance. They soon drop the voiceover though. 

You
think that the film is going to be about the mystery of what happened
to Sandy but it isn't at all. The film then changes into a strange and
sometimes unfathomable psychological drama. The Appointment is always
weirdly compelling though and plays a bit like a very bizarre episode
of Hammer House of Mystery & Suspense. What is the main plot of The
Appointment? Ian (the great Edward Woodward in a very large pair of
glasses) lives in a nice house with his wife Dianna (Jane Merrow) and
14 year-old daughter Joanne (Samantha Weysom). Joanne seems to have a
very close bond with her father and is devastated when she learns he
can't attend her school music concert (she’s a talented violinist)
because he has to attend some sort of work related meeting many miles
away. 

Joanne throws a giant strop and although Ian feels
guilty he decides he has no choice because the work related meeting is
very important. That night Ian dreams about his car being attacked by
rottweilers. His wife also has strange dreams. On his long drive to his
meeting, Ian seems to keep encountering a lorry with rottweilers on the
side. Meanwhile, we see Joanne talking to something unseen by the (now
fenced off) woods where Sandy vanished. What can any of this mean? 

The
Appointment is not one of those films that gives you all the answers so
you have to fill in some of the blanks for yourself. It seems pretty
obvious though that Joanne has some sort of psychic ability - or dark
powers. There is an obvious link between Sandy and Joanne which may (or
may not) be significant. The film also appears to suggest that there
might be something unhealthy going on between Ian and his daughter in
that she is very possessive of him. Ian goes to enter Joanne's room at
night but then decides not to. It seems unlikely that this subtext was
unwitting or unintentional. Samantha Weysom (who has no acting credits
beyond 1991) gives a rather bizarre performance with an odd (and
wooden) line delivery but you know what? It actually works for the
character. It makes Joanne seem weird.

It is sometimes said that
this film is not horror and has no gore but that's not true. It has a
consistently unsettling atmosphere thanks to the sound effects and
score and a mechanic meets a very nasty end at one point. The film
jumbles up dreams and reality in an effective way so sometimes you
aren't quite sure what is real. Much of the film is just Edward
Woodward driving in his car and, blimey, what a journey. It seems as if
he drives halfway around the world! I bet that was part of the appeal
for Edward Woodwood in taking this film was that he'd get to sit down
for most of it! Why not just take the train? He'd surely get to his
destination quicker! 

The car crash sequence near the end is
utterly brilliant. It's sort of ridiculous at first but then becomes
terrifying when the car flips up over a precarious drop. The sequence
where Ian is all bloodied and dazed and trapped in his car (which is
perched in trees!) is both gripping and frightening. There's some nice
outdoor location work in the driving scenes. Woodward earns his money
with this crash sequence alone. The Appointment is a fascinating
thriller/horror that deserved a wider audience. It's a shame really
that it didn't get more attention. It would have made a great episode
in either of the 1980s Hammer television shows. This film might be a
bit slow for some but it is worth sticking with and is one of those
films that lingers in the memory for a while after you've seen it. 


THE BEAST MUST DIE (1974)

The
Beast Must Die is a somewhat camp (at the very least it teeters on the
brink in unsteady fashion) 1974 British horror film from the wonderful
Amicus studio directed by Paul Annett and based on James Blish's story
There Shall Be No Darkness. In the film wealthy playboy, philanthropist
and big game hunter Tom Newcliffe (Calvin Lockhart) invites, as you do,
an eclectic group of people to his gigantic country mansion as guests
of him and his wife Caroline (Marlene Clark) because he is convinced
that one of these characters is a werewolf! The sprawling mansion is
fitted with a high-tech closed-circuit television surveillance system
with numerous security cameras and listening devices controlled by
Newcliffe's trusted assistant and employee Pavel (Anton Diffring). Once
the werewolf is secretly spied or duly reveals his or her self
Newcliffe plans to shoot the biggest game of all with his hunting rifle
and add it to his prized trophy collection.

This select group of
suspects is made up of archaeology and werewolf expert Dr Lundgren
(Peter Cushing), former medical student and suspected cannibal Paul
Foote (Tom Chadbon), disgraced British diplomat with constantly
disappearing staff Arthur Bennington (Charles Gray), society beauty
Davinia Gilmore (Ciaran Madden), and shifty looking concert pianist Jan
Jarmokowski (Michael Gambon), a man who (suspiciously) never seems too
geographically far away from the scene of some grisly murder. "Why do
you think I invited you? Because every one of you sitting right here in
this room has one thing in common: Death!" declares Newcliffe. He's
completely obsessed with bagging a werewolf and dismisses the servants
and cuts off the telephones. He insists that his guests all stay
throughout the cycle of the full moon until the beast reveals itself...
As
our suspects play chess, banter, dine and discuss werewolf lore at
Newcliffe's grand country house, numerous red herrings and clues are
thrown in our direction and the film even invites us to guess who we
think the werewolf might be, supplying us with an enjoyably gimmicky
William Castle style thirty second 'Werewolf Break' (narrated by
Valentine Dyall) with ticking clock before the great revelation. The
Beast Must Die begins by telling us that "This is a detective story in
which YOU are the detective. The question is not Who is the murderer? -
But Who is the werewolf? After all the clues have been shown you will
get a chance to give your answer. Watch for the werewolf break!" 

The
Beast Must Die is sort of Agatha Christie meets Shaft (leading man
Calvin Lockhart comes across a more theatrical Shaft clone) meets The
Most Dangerous Game meets James Bond meets a, er, daft low-budget
Amicus film. It begins with some wonderfully funky and amusing
seventies music courtesy of the always dependable Douglas Gamely and
sweeping overhead shots of isolated countryside. Calvin Lockhart,
wearing the first in a succession of slightly camp tight outfits that
frequently make him look like a backing singer in the Eurovision song
contest, is being hunted in a booby trapped forest by numerous armed
men. He eventually crashes exhausted through the foliage onto genteel
lawns by his mansion where his guests/werewolf suspects are politely
sipping tea outside and waiting for him. The armed men of course were
all Newcliffe employees and he was merely testing his security system
using himself as bait.

The guests must know why they are really
here and quickly start to bicker and look shifty when Newcliffe drops
his - on the face of it completely bonkers - werewolf bombshell.
"You're not seriously trying to tell us that one of us is a Werewolf!"
protests Michael Gambon, looking a bit like Jason King. It's quite a
nice idea to try and cross a drawing room murder mystery with a
werewolf film and The Beast Must Die always keeps you reasonably
interested to find out who the culprit is, especially when the murders
begin. The clues and red herrings are a bit all over the place though
to say the least and not to be taken too seriously. This is really a
film where they could probably have revealed anyone as the werewolf at
the end after endowing virtually every single character in the whole
film with at least one suspicious piece of behaviour or background
information!

The film makes quite good use of the surrounding
woods (the famous Amicus stream makes an appearance), overhead
helicopter shots and the whole surveillance angle. Pavel's security
room with countless television monitors watching over the mansion is
nicely designed and enjoyable in a dated seventies sort of way with its
chessboard floor and Pavel's electronic "grid" with little red lights
indicating where his various listening devices are. The scenes between
Diffring and Lockhart in the security room as they plot a way to flush
out the werewolf are always good fun. There is a car chase too
involving Gambon that is slightly comical but enjoyable with Gamely's
very seventies music pounding away. Perhaps one criticism is that the
film is never very scary or frightening, instead often coming across as
camp, but it is quite creepy on one or two occasions and there is a bit
of blood and gore (though not much) here and there when the guests
start to be picked off. One of the most atmospheric and memorable
scenes in the film probably occurs when Pavel's security room is
threatened by the werewolf from a glass ceiling high above.

The
werewolf itself, when it finally makes an appearance, is quite
obviously a large German Shepard dog with a big coat thrown over it or
something and as you are always patently aware of this fact they wisely
don't overdo the werewolf capers. At least you get a vague sense of a
live beast on the loose even if it isn't terribly convincing or
terrifying. The alternative of an actor pitching up with a Dog Soldiers
type werewolf mask probably wouldn't have improved the film an awful
lot in my opinion. The werewolf shenanigans work best when they are
depicted in a relatively fleeting manner or occur during the quite
atmospheric sequences which are set during the night. Today they would
CGI a film like The Beast Must Die to within an inch of its life and
probably lose half of the charm on offer here. The central idea of the
film, that one of the guests is really a werewolf but must hide that
fact, is always more interesting and creepy than the actual 'werewolf'
scenes that occur.

The Beast Must Die has a rather eccentric
cast and it's always enjoyable to see them together at the dinner table
with vast tracts of werewolf information and musings on things like
transmogrification entertainingly coming from Peter Cushing's Dr
Lundgren courtesy of a bizarre foreign accent. "Ze urge to eat human
flesh is uncontrollable," explains Lundgren as they sit around the
dinner table. "I'm afraid der iz vorse to come..." I don't know about
anyone else but he'd certainly put me off my Crispy Pancakes if he came
around for tea. Cushing nonetheless engages and gains sympathy in his
usual quiet way and Michael Gambon and Tom Chadbon are both fun just
for their ridiculous seventies hair and clothes. The frilly shirts and
period trappings form part of the charm of the film now.

The
urbane Charles Gray, who lest we forget played Blofeld in Diamonds Are
Forever only a few years before this film, is sadly a trifle underused
though as Arthur Bennington and mostly just complains about being held
against his will by Newcliffe. I think I would have liked a bit more
for Anton Diffring to do as Newcliffe's right hand man Pavel too.
Diffring spends most of the film in the high-tech surveillance
attempting to track the werewolf for his boss. He's also supposed to be
from the country where the werewolves originated so is yet another
suspect in the film!

The scenes of these characters all together
in the mansion are always quite good fun though and I love the moment
when the guests are presented with a blood red sauce at dinner,
presumably to entice the werewolf into a slip. "Well, if that was
dinner, I can't wait for the cabaret!" says Rick Wakeman lookalike Tom
Chadbon. Newcliffe deploys various (and not very subtle) methods in the
film designed to make one of his guests suddenly sprout fur and grow
fangs so there is plenty of riffing on werewolf mythology with the
passing around of silver candlesticks and bullets etc. "Money buys
things but men shape events!" says Newcliffe, attempting to explain his
obsession to nab a pesky werewolf.

A big part of the cult appeal
of The Beast Must Die is surely the eccentric and strange performance
of Calvin Lockhart as Newcliffe. Lockhart is ridiculously hammy and
theatrical and has a habit of suddenly emphasising random words as if
he's trying desperately to impart great weight and meaning. It is a
slightly odd spectacle at times with this over enunciating Shaft clone
attempting to prod a collection of refined British actors into tripping
up and turning into a werewolf. Lockhart's earnestly wooden performance
and choice range of camp outfits is a winning combination and it's
always oddly compelling when he's running around in the woods with his
hunting rifle and an outfit that wouldn't look out of place in an
episode of Blake's Seven. Despite my affectionate jesting of Lockhart's
thesping prowess I do genuinely enjoy his performance in the film and
he's always a commanding and rather stylish presence in his black,
slightly military style outfits as the guests mince about in a
selection of lighter summer clobber and silly hats.

Despite its
obvious flaws and rather modest budget, The Beast Must Die is enjoyable
nonsense on the whole with a great central premise (I'm amazed to be
honest that no one has ever thought of remaking this). This is an
entertaining dose of kitsch seventies British horror from Amicus with a
host of familiar faces. And no, the first time I watched this I didn't
manage to guess correctly who the werewolf was! Watch out for the
"werewolf break" and see if you have better luck...


THE BORDERLANDS (2013)

The
Borderlands is a 2013 horror film written and directed by Elliot
Goldner. This is a found footage film - which may set some alarm bells
ringing because we all probably feel as if we've seen a few too many
found footage horror films and found most of them to be mediocre. Let's
be honest, an awful lot of found footage films are tedious. There are
some good ones out there which come as a nice surpise but you have to
sift through an awful lot of chaff to get to the wheat. 

Found
footage films which I find watchable include Troll Hunter, As Above, So
Below (this is the found footage film set in the catacombs and tunnels
under Paris - it got poor reviews but I had fun with it), [Rec],
Cloverfield, The Blair Witch Project (which is obviously the most
famous found footage film), and The Last Broadcast (which everyone
apart from me seems to hate). The first Paranormal Activity film was
also tolerable I suppose. Found footage films are popular for horror
filmmakers because you don't need much money to make one. Found footage
is certainly not a new genre and has been around for decades but it was
the success of Blair Witch which (for better or worse) jumpstarted the
whole thing again. As the V/H/S franchise will attest, found footage
films remain quite a popular niche in horror. 

So, if we HAVE
to include a found footage horror film (not exactly an area festooned
with British films I'll grant you) in this book, I would probably pick
The Borderlands. Even if you do have an aversion to found footage
films, The Borderlands (which was called Final Prayer in the United
States) is worth a look and certainly one of the better ones. This film
is a decent attempt to make a folk/religious horror with some
Lovecraftian influences thrown in there for good measure. The basic
plot has Brother Deacon (Gordon Kennedy) and Father Mark Amidon (Aidan
McArdle) asked by the Vatican to investigate alleged supernatural
activity going on in a church in Devon. Technology expert Gray Parker
(Robin Hill) also joins the investigation to film everything and set up
surveillance equipment. Well, as you might imagine, things gradually
get stranger and stranger and it all builds to a chilling conclusion. 

While
a lot of elements in The Borderlands may seem more than a trifle
familiar (strange goings on in a church or supernatural investigations
are hardly new in horror films and many found footage films use a
supernatural investigation as their premise) this film is genuinely
interesting and well acted too. The film does fall into some well worn
found footage tropes but, generally, it is more watchable than a lot of
films in this genre. Brother Deacon is a likeable and very human
central character and Gordon Kennedy and Robin Hill develop some
believable chemistry over the course of the film. The film is quite
creepy in a Ghost Stories for Christmas sort of way and gradually
builds to to an absorbing last act. Found footage films can be hard
going at times but this one manages to gradually reel you in and keep
you watching. There is nothing amazingly original about the film but it
is very competently put together and well cast. 

It is the
ending that really makes The Borderlands truly memorable. Without this
ending the film probably wouldn't have got as much attention (not that
it got much attention anyway) or even be in this book. The big twist at
the end is a wonderfully nasty and shocking reveal - a memorably
terrible fate. It's the sort of ending which lingers in the memory and
that's something you can't say about most horror films - especially
found footage films. This ending comes quite abruptly in that it takes
a sharp turn into something truly horrifying when it dawns on you what
is happening. The Borderlands was certainly shrewd in having this
ending up its sleeve because without it you probably would have
forgotten the film as soon as the credits had rolled. It also subverts
expectations in that it doesn't go for ghosts or the supernatural. 

One
other thing I like about The Borderlands is that it does at least
explain why everything is being filmed. With a lot of found footage
films it isn't very plausible that someone would film everything - even
in the midst of great danger. If you really hate found footage films
you might find the Borderlands a bit of a slog but it is worth the
effort to get to that ending and the film is likeable enough with a
decent amount of wit and plenty of atmosphere. The locations are nice
and often spooky and the cast are all very good. The sound effects in
this film are also inventive and add to the creeping sense of unease.
The Borderlands is not what you would call a classic but it's one of
those modern British horror films which turns out to be somewhat better
and more interesting than you expect it to be and at a lean (and
sensible) 89 minutes it never threatens to seriously outstay its
welcome either. 


CAPTAIN KRONOS - VAMPIRE HUNTER (1974)

Captain
Kronos – Vampire Hunter was written and directed by Brian Clemens. This
is a slightly unusual departure for Hammer in that it is a vampire
horror film but also a swashbuckler. Hammer didn't really go in for
swashbucklers so this film is quite novel in the Hammer library. The
film is a lot of fun and although it got a muted reception when it came
out, Kronos is now regarded to be something of a cult classic. The
story follows the adventures of Captain Kronos (Horst Janson), a
professional vampire hunter, as he hunts down bloodsuckers. His
assistant is the hunchback Professor Hieronymus Grost (John Cater). You
could say that Captain Kronos is sort of like a period version of that
Marvel character Blade! If you have any pesky vampire trouble then
Captain Kronos is the man to call.

Unlike traditional vampire
films, Captain Kronos takes a fairly unique approach to the genre.
Instead of relying on the usual vampire folklore, the film presents
vampires as a diverse group, each with their own strengths and
weaknesses. Captain Kronos employs various methods to combat the
vampires, including sunlight, sacred swords, and other traditional
vampire-hunting techniques. Captain Kronos – Vampire Hunter is very
entertaining and an atypical sort of entry for Hammer. By the early
1970s, Hammer films were starting to be deemed a bit old-fashioned and
twee (especially in the wake of American horror films like Night of the
Living Dead, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and The Exorcist) so you can
see Hammer trying some new things around this time - like kung fu,
transplanting Dracula into the present day, and being a bit more
risque. 

Captain Kronos – Vampire Hunter is something different
because it is a swashbuckling action film in addition to being a horror
picture. It's a shame really that this film never got a sequel because
a Captain Kronos franchise would have been a lot of fun. Captain
Kronos: Vampire Hunter had its release delayed for two years (it was
made in 1972 but only saw the light of day in 1974) and was given zero
marketing. No wonder it bombed - which is a shame. Horst Janson
impresses as the charismatic and enigmatic Captain Kronos, certainly
looking the part of a dashing hero. Supporting actors, such as John
Cater as the knowledgeable Professor Grost, add depth and personality
to the plot, and there's a wonderfully nasty turn by Ian Hendry as a
thug named Terro. 

There is also a nice role for Hammer legend
Caroline Munro as Carla, the Gypsy girl who Kronos rescues. They of
course become lovers in the end. There won't be any pipe and slippers
for Kronos though because a vampire hunter's work is never done. The
captain won't be settling down with Carla. He's like Bill Bixby in The
Incredible Hulk or that dog in The Littlest Hobo. He has to keep moving
on. The cinematography in the film effectively captures the eerie
atmosphere of the narrative, painting a gloomy yet alluring picture of
the Gothic landscape. The fight scenes, in particular, showcase
impressive choreography and innovative camera work, injecting energy
and tension into the movie. There's a lot of nifty sword play from
Kronos. 

The makeup and special effects, given the era in which
the film was made, are commendable and effectively contribute to the
overall ambiance. One of Captain Kronos' biggest strengths lies in its
ability to break free from the clichés that often plague vampire
movies. The film ingeniously sidesteps the conventional lore and
mythology, introducing new ideas and perspectives regarding vampires
and their vulnerabilities. Captain Kronos – Vampire Hunter is an
enjoyable romp on the whole and something different from the usual
Hammer vampire fare. Kronos deserves its status as a cult film and is a
very entertaining vampire horror swashbuckler. 


CARRY ON SCREAMING (1966)

The
Carry On series began in 1958 and released regular films until 1978. It
was resurrected in 1992 but that disastrous venture (Carry On Columbus)
proved that the series belonged to the fifties and - especially - the
sixties and seventies and should probably remain there. The films,
produced by Peter Rogers on very modest budgets and directed by the
unflappable Gerald Thomas (who often managed to get scenes done with
one take to save time and money), span out of the British tradition of
saucy seaside postcards and music hall. Double entendres and innuendo.

Though
critics were sniffy, British audiences loved the films and they often
featured in the top ten domestic box-office hits of the year. The Carry
Ons were a uniquely British institution (Peter Rogers was proud of the
fact that they didn't use any foreign money to fund them). Like many
people, I grew up watching the Carry On films on television and always
loved them. The films are just good old fashioned silly fun. One of the
secrets of the success behind the series was the familiar stock company
of actors that formed around them. Sid James, Kenneth Williams, Charles
Hawtrey, Joan Sims, Hattie Jacques, Peter Butterworth, Kenneth Connor
etc. 

These performers were not out and out comedians but
rather good actors who had the ability to play comedy. It was an
important distinction and the reason why they were chosen. The problem
with a lot of comedians is that they can't act. Take someone like Peter
Cook for example. He was a brilliantly funny man on chat shows and in
comedy sketches but if you put him in a film he couldn't act to save
his life. Only the James Bond series can really claim to trump the
Carry Ons when it comes to longevity. One can still find the Carry Ons
on television to this day, winning new generations of fans. Some of the
films are better than others but the Carry Ons are fascinating to
explore as they move from Ealingesque black and white to colourful
historical parodies to the more risque seventies. 

Carry On
Screaming was released in 1966. In the Edwardian era, Detective
Sergeant-Bung (Harry H Corbett) has to investigate a rash of missing
people. The prime suspect is Dr Watt (Kenneth Williams), the strange
owner of Bide-A-Wee Rest Home. The Carry Ons spoof Hammer Studios to
good effect in Carry On Screaming in this fondly remembered outing for
the team. While the Carry Ons are generally remembered as being cheap
and cheerful (and I suppose many of them were in their own charming
way) we shouldn't forget the craft and invention that went into the
historical capers and Carry On screaming serves as an impressive
pastiche of Hammer and horror films in general with great
cinematography, plenty of atmosphere and some wonderful sets and
costumes. 

The monsters (which include riffs on The Mummy,
Frankenstein's Monster and vampires) are a lot of fun too. Sid James
was unavailable to film this one and was replaced by Steptoe & Son
star Harry H Corbett (in what would be his only Carry On). Corbett
makes a nice addition to the team here and works very well with Peter
Butterworth as a comical Holmes & Watson. Fenella Fielding vamps it
up as Valaria Watt and Kenny Williams is his usual unrestrained self as
the mysterious Dr Watt. He has another memorable much quoted line
("Frying tonight!") near the end. The film riffs not just on Hammer but
also The Addams Family television show. 

Charles Hawtrey
doesn't have an awful lot to do here but Jim Dale, Joan Sims and
Bernard Bresslaw all have their moments. Look out for another Jon
Pertwee cameo too. This specific Carry On era was very into the
pastiche of particular film genres and historical periods and Carry On
Screaming is a great example, falling not too far behind Carry On Cleo
in the pantheon of Carry On's period adventures. This is a fairly
handsome production by Carry On standards and an affectionate riff on
horror films in Carry On style. 


CENSOR (2021)

Censor
was directed and co-written by Prano Bailey-Bond. It was based on a
short film called Nasty which Bailey-Bond had directed. Censor concerns
Enid Baines (Niamh Algar), a young woman who works for the British
Board of Film Classification in 1985. Enid has to watch endless films
to decide what should be cut out or if the film should even be allowed
a certificate. The films she has to watch obviously include a lot of
low-budget horror and exploitation pictures. 

This was the
height of the 'video nasty' panic where many horror films became like a
sort of forbidden fruit and could be seized and destroyed if they were
deemed to be obscene or likely to corrupt. This censorship and tabloid
hysteria all seems a bit silly from a modern perspective (especially as
horror is fairly mainstream today and gore and blood isn't a big deal)
- although one can obviously agree that a certificate system is
sensible and you shouldn't allow literally anything to be put in a
film. 

The remarkable thing about the video nasty era from a
modern perspective is that some classic films actually got caught up,
to varying degrees, in the video nasty affair. Films like Phantasm, The
Texas Chainsaw Massacre, The Evil Dead, The Thing, George Romero's
Martin. Basically then, some of the greatest horror films ever made!
Anyway, in the film Censor, Enid is having a tough time because a film
she approved for release has been linked in the media to a real life
murder. 

This is something which has happened in real life too.
Films like Child's Play and Severance were alleged to have inspired
awful and tragic real life crimes. One could probably suggest though
that coal-hearted people who lack any conscience, empathy, or
compassion, and have no sense of right and wrong (and so are capable of
doing dreadful things) would probably do something dreadful in the end
even if Child's Play and Severance didn't exist.

Enid is getting
abusive phone calls in the story and she's also haunted by a mystery
relating to her sister Nina. We see that Enid's parents have registered
Nina as legally dead but Enid seems to think that Nina is alive. Enid
is then drawn into a mystery when she views some films by cult
exploitation director Frederick North (Adrian Schiller). Enid becomes
convinced that one of the actors in the films is her supposed dead
sister Nina and resolves to go and rescue Nina - who she presumes is
some sort of hostage held by these low-budget filmmakers. 

Censor
is an incredibly stylish film that recreates a grubby realistic version
of the 1980s rather than a retro neon fantasy. The offices that Enid
works in are very bland and dingy. One interesting thing about Censor
is that it doesn't become the sort of film that you expect it to be.
You think you can guess where we are heading but the film anticipates
this and goes off in another direction - becoming a lot more dreamlike
(or nightmarelike if you prefer) than you expected. This seemed to
irritate some people but I enjoyed the direction Censor took in the
end. 

One thing I really love about the film is the way that
the aspect ratio gradually changes to resemble a VHS tape from the
1980s. It's a clever touch. There's a fascinating look too at video
shop culture in the 1980s where 'video nasties' are kept under the
counter as a sort of contraband lest they should be seized by the
authorities. It's amazing how times have changed. Take a film like The
Burning for example - which was cut to ribbons by the BBFC and then
declared a video nasty when a version was put out by someone uncut. You
can watch The Burning most weeks on the Horror channel these days. The
idea that this film would corrupt or damage anyone seems preposterous
today.

Censor is powered by an amazing performance from Niamh
Algar as Enid. Algar shines in the central part here and really carries
the film. The film has fun with the concept of exploitation filmmaking
with this famed underground director making some horror film in the
woods and acting as if he's Orson welles or something. Michael Smiley
has fun too in his part as a sleazy producer although his encounter
with Enid at his house seems like a tonal lurch into more throwaway
horror - though this was doubtless deliberate. There aren't that many
familiar faces in the cast aside from Nicholas Burns, who plays one of
the other censors. Burns has been in everything from Nathan Barley to
Black Mirror. 

There's a great score by Emilie
Levienaise-Farrouch and a perfect sense of detail from seedy offices to
rain lashed streets to moonlit woodland. Some people don't like the
ending of this film but I thought it was very effective - hypnotic
even. Censor is one of the best looking of the modern British horror
films and spins a compelling yarn of madness and memory against a
backdrop of this strange moral panic inspired by a lot of low-budget
horror films. 

One of the themes of Censor is our need to find
scapegoats for why society isn't what we want it to be. Deciding that
society's problems can be connected to some trashy slasher films made
on a micro-budget is plainly absurd. Censor is clever in the way that
it weaves its story around this fascinating era and uses the video
nasty panic and horror films in general in a meta and compelling way.
This is one of the best modern British horror films and worth watching
for Niamh Algar's performance alone. 


THE CITY OF THE DEAD (1960)

The
City of the Dead was directed by John Llewellyn Moxey and written by
George Baxt. This isn't an official Amicus film but it might as well
be. It was produced by Max Rosenberg and Milton Subotsky under their
production company Vulcan (this was the only film made under that
banner). A few years later they took the name Amicus and the rest is
history. The City of the Dead is really more or less an Amicus film.
More than that though, The City of the Dead is a brilliant little
horror film that deserves to be much better known. If this film was
made by Hammer it would be a cult classic.

The City of the Dead
was made in Britain (at Shepperton) but is set in the United States.
Which would explain why Christopher Lee is grappling with an American
accent! The script started life as a pilot for a proposed Boris Karloff
television series but this show obviously didn't transpire in the end.
The City of the Dead was released in the United States in 1961 under
the (rather silly) title Horror Hotel. The American version of The City
of the Dead suffered some cuts by the censors and was missing some key
scenes.

The story begins in 1692. A witch named Elizabeth Selwyn
is burned at the stake but summons supernatural powers to save herself.
"In 1692, Elizabeth Selwyn went to the stake, she was buried in the
churchyard in New England, and yet 3 years later, 3 years later a new
wave of blood sacrifices broke out in the village that condemned her.
The daughters of the elders who had condemned her were themselves found
dead with every single drop of blood drained from their bodies, and
afterwards people came forward to testify that they had actually seen
Elizabeth Selwyn." This is a great sequence and very vivid and
horrific. The City of the Dead often manages to convey a feverish
dream/nightmare atmosphere where we can't always be sure what is real
or not. Despite the fact that it was made in 1959, The City of the Dead
uses many techniques that feel very modern. You get 'jump scares' and a
nice amping up of tension at times.

After the prologue, we go
back to the present day where Nan Barlow (Venetia Stevenson) is a
curious and attentive student who studies witchcraft in the classes of
Professor Alan Driscoll (Christopher Lee). I don't remember A'Level
witchcraft at school! I would definitely have taken that class. Nan is
persuaded by Driscoll to visit a Massachusetts town called Whitewood
that has a long and dark history when it comes to witchcraft and
alleged witches. Nan is told that she can learn a lot more about the
history of witchcraft in Whitewood and gain some valuable knowledge to
prepare herself for her exams. So, Nan travels to this out of the way
little town and settles into the Raven's Inn. However, the eccentric
owner Mrs Newless (Patricia Jessel) and the locals seem more than a
little strange. There is something very weird about this town - as Nan
will discover for herself.

The City of the Dead is a beautiful
looking horror film with the black and white photography and smoke
billowed anachronistic village. This film really does look amazing at
times. It's like an episode of The Twilight Zone crossed with Night of
the Living Dead. As Nan gets closer and closer to Whitead, the
landscape becomes ever more nightmarish and mist shrouded. We begin to
develop an unease. No good can come of this visit to Whitewood, we
strongly suspect. Maybe it's because it was made around the same time
as the first season of Rod Serling's Twilight Zone and also uses black
and white and modest studio sets, but The City of the Dead really does
feel like watching an elongated 'lost' Twilight Zone episode at times.

It's
hard to go into depth with the plot without giving everything away but
it is remarkable all the same how much this film is like Psycho (which
was released a few months before The City of the Dead but actually went
production a month LATER than this film). Both films have an identical
structure in the way that they make you think a certain person is the
main character and then completely flip that assumption on its head in
shocking fashion. Both films then have similar second and third acts
with family/friends investigating a disappearance and they even have a
similar shocking 'rocking chair' reveal. It's incredible how these two
films seem to be so similar in their structure.

This is arguably
the scariest film that Rosenberg and Subotsky ever made and has some
genuinely tense and creepy moments of horror. You genuinely fear for
the characters in The City of the Dead. You should beware of the
shorter American cut of this film that is still floating around. That
version omits the witch burning scene at the start, presumably because
it was deemed too shocking for the censors at the time. This scene is
not only very arresting though but segues into the class being taught
by Professor Driscoll. It's a very fun theatrical sequence of horror
and feels like it should always be a part of the film.

Christopher
Lee's American accent is passable enough (even if he doesn't seem
entirely comfortable with it) and his performance is commanding enough
too for the part. The director has some striking close ups of Lee
looking stern and sinister in the film. Venetia Stevenson, who retired
from acting not long after The City of the Dead, is likeable enough as
the young student. Her performance in this film isn't widely
appreciated (it seems - from retrospective reviews) but I like her
slightly mannered accent and down to earth nature. Patricia Jessel adds
some flamboyance to the cast and Dennis Lotis and Tom Naylor are
serviceable enough when they take on more of a central role in the
story.

One might argue though that the first half of The City of
the Dead is stronger as we learn more about the town through the window
of Venetia Stevenson's character. Like her, we get drips and drabs of
information and begin to suspect that something is very wrong about
this place. The mythology of the story in the film is the sort of thing
that The Blair Witch Project traded on. There are some very effective
scenes in the film where Nan seems to hear voices and music and
evidence of a party but is only met with an empty quiet room when she
investigates or tries to join the fun. These scenes are very effective
in conveying the strange nature of Whitehood, a place where reality and
nightmares seem to be merging into one. The City of the Dead is a great
looking and effective horror film that is still very enjoyable. Rarely
have fog machines and low budget sets been made to look so striking and
chilling.


A CLOCKWORK ORANGE (1971)

A
Clockwork Orange was released in 1971 and adapted by Stanley Kubrick
from the 1962 Anthony Burgess fable about the choice between good and
evil. This is the most infamous of Kubrick's films because it was
banned in Britain for many years - its mystique and notoriety of course
reaching near legendary proportions because it was forbidden fruit and
largely unseen in the country where it was made. The film provoked
something of a media storm when it first appeared and was interpreted
by some as a celebration of how great it is to be bad. When there were
stories of copycat violence and a judge branded it a wicked film,
Kubrick asked Warner Bros not to distribute the film in Britain
anymore. 

He never really explained if he was genuinely
disturbed by the effect the film might be having on some troubled souls
or if he was just sick to death of all the attention. Maybe it was a
combination of the two. The surprising thing about A Clockwork Orange
when you do finally watch it is that there appears to be only one
onscreen death (it's a novel one though) and the film is of course
slightly tamed by the passage of time. But there is definitely a bit of
wickedness about A Clockwork Orange, the violence all the more surreal
and striking for being wrapped up in the usual spectrum of cinematic
effects that is the trademark of Kubrick.

The film centres
around Alex (Malcolm McDowell), a Beethoven obsessed teen in a
dystopian future Britain who is fond of fighting, rape and murder, and
is leader of a small gang known as droogs. A night on the tiles with
little Alex can get very obstreperous indeed. Droog chic is white
shirt, braces, bowler hat, and a spider web of mascara eyelashes. A
composite and tribute to myriad British youth cults from down the
decades. They drink milk spiked with hallucinogens and their idea of a
good night out is breaking into a house and beating someone up while
crooning Gene Kelly's Singin' in the Rain. "The Korova milkbar sold
milk-plus, milk plus vellocet or synthemesc or drencrom, which is what
we were drinking. This would sharpen you up and make you ready for a
bit of the old ultraviolence."

Burgess invented a language
called Nadsat that is used by the characters in the film to good
effect. Basically a mixture of corrupted Russian (maybe Burgess thought
the Russians would win the Cold War) and Cockney rhyming slang. "It’s
funny how the colours of the real world only seem really real when you
viddy them on the screen." A heady cocktail of slapstick and violence
ensues but two of the other droogs Dim (Warren Clarke) and Georgie
(James Marcus) become resentful of his leadership and decide to frame
him for a crime. He is convicted to 14 years in prison and becomes a
subject for a government experimental rehabilitation scheme (Ludovico
Technique - a kind of aversion therapy that causes him to retch at the
mere thought of violence or sex). Can they transform the psychopathic
delinquent into a politically correct and safe human being? And does
the state have the right to remove free will? A remarkably dangerous
and frightening tool in the hands of a totalitarian government.

I
read A Clockwork Orange once on a train journey between Victoria
station and Canterbury and it's a short but vivid and compelling book.
Burgess' wife was raped by American deserters during the war and he
later witnessed the first battle between Mods and Rockers on Brighton
seafront so one can see where the inspiration for the book came from.
This is a moderately faithful adaption although Kubrick of course
always puts his own stamp on whatever project he directs, no matter who
was behind the source material. Arthur C Clarke, Stephen King, Anthony
Burgess or whoever. It seems to me that the most salient differences
are the inversion of the ending and Kubrick's tendency to add a whiff
of glamour and beauty to the violence. 

The book was violent
too but maybe the Nadsat narration took the edge off. Kubrick, to be
fair, has to show things, not describe them. This was perhaps the thing
that made the film so controversial. The symphonic beauty of the
violence, as choreographed and visually striking as a dance number in a
Hollywood musical. A Clockwork Orange is a film that seems to almost
enjoy its dirty deeds. One of the surprising things about the film when
you watch it for the first time though is that the droog
"ultraviolence" is confined only to the first section of the film.
Maybe twenty, twenty five minutes or something. Thereafter Alex is a
victim, covered in snot and in prison. 

One tends to
immediately conjure images of the mascara bowler hatted teen hijinks
when you think of A Clockwork Orange but it's only a small part of the
story. Maybe the film loses something at some point with this shift
(Kubrick has less scope for fantastic visual flourishes) but it always
remains interesting and relatively compelling. Malcolm McDowell, for
all the evil deeds of his character, remains a strangely likeable and
seductive anti-hero, referring to us - the audience - as "my brothers"
as he narrates this terrible tale. It's a great performance and he has
definite charisma. It captures him at his best before he got older and
began to slip into role of stock Hollywood nutty villain like a
comfortable pair of slippers. 

You can see the influence of
Alex in a range of characters. Even Heath Ledger's Joker. I love the
classical music selections and synthesiser compositions by Wendy Carlos
and there is clever use of Beethoven's 9th Symphony, The William Tell
Overture, and of course and most shockingly, Singin' in the Rain. A
stylised gang fight occurs beneath the strains of Rossini's The
Thieving Magpie. The Thamesmead estate in London makes a striking
backdrop in the first portion of the film. Brutal futuristic
architecture that sort of looks beautiful and depressing at the same
time. 

Kubrick uses Thamesmead for one of the most memorable
flourishes in the film where Alex thrashes a couple of his droogs for
hinting at mutiny and one ends up in the water. A simple scene but the
use of slow motion and music makes it somehow epic. Look for some
familiar faces in the supporting cast. Steven Berkoff, the wonderful
and barking mad Patrick Magee as Frank Alexander - the writer whose
house Alex and his droogs break into. Oh, and David (Darth Vader)
Prowse in a pair of pants. A Clockwork Orange is a difficult film but a
great one at its best and an essential part of the Kubrick mythology.


THE COMPANY OF WOLVES (1984) 
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