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Introduction


Almost as long as people have been making movies, they have been making scary movies. The idea of deliberately setting out to scare is as old as story-telling itself, it’s a process that enables us to confront and hopefully defeat our deepest terrors, so horror has a very practical application. Many of the great horror stories address primal fears – fear of the unknown, fear of the outsider, fear of ourselves.


Someone’s favourite horror film is a personal choice, what gives one person the heebie-jeebies can leave another disinterested. So here’s my choice – well, no, not quite my choice. Here is my selection of 50 films that represent some of the finest horrors ever made. Please excuse a slight bias towards British films! Some of the movies here are particular favourites of mine, many are accepted benchmarks, and most are films that heralded the start of a trend. So Cat People has to stand for all of Val Lewton’s eerie delights, Witchfinder General represents the Tigon films, and The Pit and the Pendulum serves as the example of Roger Corman’s Poe films. (And yes, I know the film’s title card reads Pit and the Pendulum, or strictly speaking, two title cards read Edgar Allan Poe’s Pit and the Pendulum, but this little book is not the place to fight over such things.)


It’s a shame there’s no room for John Barrymore’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde – older than Nosferatu – or Paul Wegener in The Golem. I had to leave out Tod Browing’s Freaks, the director’s ultimate expression of his fascination with disfigurement and the outsider, and I’m sad that there’s only one role to represent Boris Karloff, one of my favourite horror stars. There are many, many more films that should have been in here, but you can work them out for yourselves.
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Boris Karloff as the Monster in Frankenstein.


[image: illustration]


The Exorcist – is it the best horror film ever made?


Horror fans seem to be the sort of people who like making lists, and it’s an interesting party game to find out who prefers Dracula to Freddy Krueger.


As I was putting together this Top 50 Horror book, the regular question was ‘What’s number one?’ Well, there isn’t one – the films are in chronological order, you’ll have to pick the best one yourselves. Seeing the films in chronological order shows how trends come and go, and shows the changing status of the horror film over the years.


In the 1930s, there were some very expensive horror films indeed, with all the star power and ballyhoo that studios like Universal, MGM and Paramount could throw at them. There was something of a lull in the 1940s and an almost complete disappearance of horror films in the early 50s when sci-fi was box office gold.


Then Hammer stoked the fires again, and by the early 60s horror was back on fighting form. There were the deeply pessimistic post-Vietnam films of the 70s, the exuberant gore-fests of the 80s and the post-modern horrors of the 90s.


There was a surprising resurgence of old-fashioned monsters in the early part of the new century and, as the Internet made the world a smaller place, films in languages other than English became an ever more important part of the mix.


So sit back, and prepare to be horrified. And don’t worry if your favourite horror film isn’t featured here, it will almost certainly appear in a book of the Top 100 Horror Films. (Now there’s an idea...!)
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Sarah (Shauna Macdonald) reaches the depths of despair in The Descent.









Nosferatu – A Symphony of Horrors (Eine Symphonie des Grauens) (1922)



Estate agent Thomas Hutter is sent from his home in the German port of Wisborg to Transylvania, to complete the sale of a property to the nobleman Count Orlok. Despite the warnings of terrified locals who try to persuade him to turn back, Hutter eventually reaches Orlok’s castle. The Count is a bizarre figure and Hutter is later startled when he cuts his finger, and Orlok springs up to suck the blood from the wound. Later, in the cellars, Hutter discovers Orlok’s coffin and flees the castle. He is knocked unconscious while trying to escape, is rescued and taken to hospital. Later, a ship with a dead crew arrives in Wisborg and disgorges a cargo of rats – plague quickly spreads, and at its heart is the monstrous figure of Count Orlok.
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Artwork to promote Nosferatu on its release in 1921.


Nosferatu was the only production from the German Prana Film company, formed in 1921 by Enrico Dieckmann and Albin Grau. Grau had wanted to make a vampire film ever since an encounter in 1916 with a Serbian farmer who attested his father was a vampire. Grau would ultimately decide upon a version of Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel Dracula but the company did not attempt to secure the copyright.


So, when Henrik Galeen wrote the script, he changed the principal location to the fictional port of Wisborg in Germany and altered the character names – Orlok for Dracula, Hutter for Harker, etc. The Van Helsing character was also dropped, and it is Hutter’s superior Knock who is in thrall to Orlok, like Renfield in the book. While many films of this German Expressionist period were made entirely in studio (including the famous Cabinet of Dr Caligari) Nosferatu was filmed on location around Wismar and Lübeck. The film was directed by Friedrich W Murnau, who had made a version of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde called Der Januskopf in 1920 starring Conrad Veidt.
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Orlok’s shadow creeps up the wall towards Ellen Hutter’s room.


As the subtitle suggests, Nosferatu is indeed a ‘symphony of horrors’. To play Orlok, actor Max Schreck was made-up with a bald head, tufts of hair and rat-like teeth, the very embodiment of pestilence. To emphasise the supernatural evil of his vampire, Murnau used a number of in-camera visual effects. By double-exposure, Orlok is seen to appear as a ghostly shape outside his coffin while the vampire sleeps within, while for a sequence of Orlok’s coach hurtling through the forest, the film goes into negative. The most famous effect in the film sees Orlok’s shadow creeping up the wall to Ellen Hutter’s room in the finale.
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The ship of death has a new captain. Max Schreck as the pestilential Graf Orlok.


The film’s box-office returns were limited by a bitter copyright dispute with Bram Stoker’s widow Florence, who ordered all copies of Nosferatu destroyed. Grau complied, but thankfully, a few prints escaped destruction. The film is now regarded as one of the treasures of the silent era.









The Phantom of the Opera (1925)



A mysterious figure haunts the catacombs beneath the Paris Opera House, and those who work there shiver at tales of the ‘Opera Ghost’. Madame Carlotta, the prima donna of the opera company, is terrorised by letters from ‘The Phantom’ who demands that a young singer called Christine should perform in her place in a production of Faust. Christine says she has been secretly tutored by an unseen figure she calls ‘the Spirit of Music’. But Christine’s protector is in truth a disfigured criminal called Erik, and when his demands are not met, he exacts a terrible vengeance...


On a trip to Paris in 1922, Carl Laemmle, president of Universal Pictures, met author Gaston Leroux who gave the producer a copy of his 1911 novel The Phantom of the Opera. Laemmle immediately optioned the book as a vehicle for his popular star Lon Chaney, and assigned director Rupert Julian to direct. The film was to be one of the most spectacular movies Universal had produced, although Julian warred with Chaney and the crew and eventually walked off the picture. Despite its troubled production, the film was a huge success and a lasting one – a re-edited version of the film was produced with a two-strip Technicolor sequence for the appearance of the Phantom in his ‘Red Death’ guise, and a soundtrack was added. While the unmasking is undoubtedly the most famous sequence, the whole film has an inescapable sense of eerie menace.


Lon Chaney was a huge star of the 1920s, dubbed ‘the Man of a Thousand Faces’ because of his astonishing ability to transform his appearance from picture to picture. He was a skilled acrobat and mime artist, and created his own makeups. He gravitated towards playing outcasts and deformed characters and achieved huge success as Quasimodo in The Hunchback of Notre Dame in 1923.


Erik the Phantom is a career-defining performance, using all of Chaney’s skills and showcasing the ‘reveal’ as Christine tears off the Phantom’s mask to see his true face. Chaney’s make-up work is as brilliant as his physical performance. Many of Chaney’s films, simply because of his performances, are still powerfully disturbing. Chaney found a kindred spirit in director Tod Browning, and in 1927, played a vampire character in Browning’s silent film London After Midnight. Sadly, no copies of this film are known to have survived.
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A scene from the Technicolor sequence added later to the film.


Universal remade The Phantom of the Opera in colour in 1943 with Claude Rains as the Opera Ghost but changed the character – he was now a wronged composer disfigured by acid. Hammer made their version with Herbert Lom in 1962 and many others followed, with actors including Maximillian Schell, Robert Englund and Charles Dance as the Phantom. The story is probably now best known because of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s long-running stage musical, which premiered in 1986 and was filmed in 2004.
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Lon Chaney as the Phantom









Dracula (1931)



Property agent Renfield travels through the Carpathian mountains to the castle of Count Dracula. The Count is initially welcoming, but Renfield soon discovers that his host is a vampire and falls under his power. Then, a deranged Renfield accompanies Dracula’s coffin to England, where the Count has purchased a house. The vampire turns his attentions to the family of Dr Seward, and in particular, the doctor’s daughter Mina. When Mina becomes ill with a strange sickness, Seward calls in a colleague, Dr Van Helsing...


Eight years after Nosferatu, Stoker’s classic gets a more legitimate telling. This is a film of atmosphere – a creeping, clammy feeling of dread that smothers the screen like mildew, at its best in scenes like the Count and his brides rising from their coffins and Renfield’s arrival at the cobweb-choked castle. Lugosi’s Dracula may seem stiff and theatrical, but there’s something compellingly bizarre about him as he observes “The blood is the life, Mr Renfield...” It’s not for nothing that this film kicked off a run of Universal horror pictures which are still being watched today, when most of the films from the 1930s are long forgotten.
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Part of Universal’s extensive publicity campaign for Lugosi’s Dracula.


The film’s script was adapted from a stage version of Dracula that opened in London in 1924. Adapted by Hamilton Deane, it condensed Stoker’s globetrotting novel and placed a suave Count Dracula in a drawing-room setting. The play was taken to Broadway, where Hungarian actor Bela Lugosi was cast in the title role. Universal producer Carl Laemmle Jr saw the play and immediately realised the story’s potential – the studio had always been lucky with horrors. The intention was that Tod Browning would direct with Lon Chaney as the Count, but Chaney’s untimely death in 1930 meant that a substitute had to be found. Conrad Veidt (from The Cabinet of Dr Caligari) was considered, until Laemmle settled on Lugosi. Joining Lugosi from the theatrical Dracula were actors Edward Van Sloan and Dwight Frye as Van Helsing and Renfield respectively. Browning undoubtedly creates wonderful pictures, cramming the screen with bizarre details like scuttling armadillos in the castle, but the picture has a halting, stilted rhythm. Behind the camera was cinematographer Karl Freund, a leading exponent of the German Expressionist style and a director in his own right.


Universal’s earliest horrors do not have specially-composed scores. The title music for Dracula came from Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake (also used for The Mummy) while Frankenstein used stock music that features in the Flash Gordon serials. An excellent 1999 Dracula score by Philip Glass has helped make the film more palatable for audiences in the 21st century.


Dracula opened on 12th February 1931, because Browning was superstitious and wouldn’t let it première on Friday 13th. It was a sensation. Lugosi was established as a Hollywood star, and would be associated with horror pictures for better or worse, for the rest of his career. Universal made a sequel, but strangely, did not revive Lugosi’s Count. Instead, they constructed a film around Van Helsing, played again by Van Sloan, who opposed Dracula’s aristocratic daughter – enchantingly played by Gloria Holden in Dracula’s Daughter in 1936.
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“I bid you welcome!” Bela Lugosi as Dracula









Frankenstein (1931)



By robbing corpses from graveyards, Henry Frankenstein and his assistant Fritz are secretly working to create a living human being. Frankenstein’s fiancée Elizabeth and a friend called Victor Moritz are worried about Henry’s obsessive preoccupation with his work and contact Dr Waldman, his old medical professor. All three are present as Frankenstein shows them the culmination of his experiment, and using the power of a ferocious lightning storm, brings his creation to life...


Frankenstein was initially proposed as Bela Lugosi’s follow-up to Dracula. Like Stoker’s story, Frankenstein had enjoyed a successful stage run, adapted from the 1818 novel by Mary Shelley and an early silent film version had been made in 1910 by Thomas Edison’s pioneering film company. In 1930, French director Robert Florey submitted an idea to Universal, but Lugosi was not keen on playing a part with no dialogue, and turned the role down – Florey was then replaced by Englishman James Whale. In the role of Frankenstein’s Monster, Whale cast a fellow Englishman, 44-year-old Boris Karloff, born William Henry Pratt in Camberwell.


Whale thought Karloff’s angular, sorrowful face was ideal for the monster, and worked closely with Universal make-up artist Jack Pierce who carefully shaded Karloff’s face with greasepaint and constructed a squared-off skull-piece out of tin. With steel calipers on his legs to give a halting mechanical walk, plus a pair of asphalt-spreader’s boots, Karloff stood nearly seven feet tall. He was considered so fearsome that he was given a blue hood to cover his head while moving between studios, and pregnant ladies were warned to stay away. To add to the mystery, Karloff was credited as ‘?’ in the film’s titles.


Karloff’s performance in this film is genuinely magical. His monster combines childlike wonder and mindless brutality, evoking sympathy and terror in equal measure. Whale’s film is undoubtedly one of the masterpieces of cinema and Karloff is, without question, the most famous monster of them all.
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Boris Karloff makes his entrance as Frankenstein’s misbegotten monster
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Henry Frankenstein (Colin Clive), The Monster’s Mate (Elsa Lanchester) and Dr Pretorius (Ernest Thesiger).


Compared to Dracula, Frankenstein is a much more assured and modern piece. It crystalises such horror movie standards as the hunchbacked assistant, the lightning storm and the mad scientist’s lab. The laboratory itself was brilliantly realised for Whale by Hollywood’s ‘Mr Electric’, Kenneth Strickfaden, who worked on over 100 films and here choreographed more than 20,000 volts of electricity for the memorable creation sequence.
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James Whale, Colin Clive (Henry Frankenstein), Dwight Frye (Fritz) and Karloff were reunited for The Bride of Frankenstein in 1935. Karloff was given top billing – after just four years he was now an established star, known worldwide as ‘Karloff the Uncanny’.


Whale injected even more black humour into this movie, filling the screen with a gallery of grotesques headed by Ernest Thesiger’s magnificent Dr Pretorius. ‘The monster demands a mate!’ screamed the posters, and he got one, in the form of Elsa Lanchester, a colleague of Whale’s from his London theatre days and the wife of actor Charles Laughton. She memorably brought Frankenstein’s female creature to life, complete with a lightning-streaked hairdo inspired by Queen Nefertiti and a hissing scream inspired by swans in Regent’s Park.
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Posters for The Bride of Frankenstein (1935) and Son of Frankenstein (1939)


In 1939, Karloff made his third and final appearance as the monster in Son of Frankenstein with Basil Rathbone as the son of the title, and Bela Lugosi joining in the fun as Ygor, a lugubrious Transylvanian shepherd who escaped the gallows and who uses the revived monster as a tool for his revenge.


Plans to shoot Son of Frankenstein in Technicolor, like Gone with the Wind and The Wizard of Oz, were abandoned when screen tests of Karloff’s bluish-green greasepaint were not considered effective. It would be nearly 20 years until Hammer’s colour version of Frankenstein in 1957.
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