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      I was born in the late 1960s, an era dominated by Hammer Horror films and Christopher Lee. Being a little young for those kinds of films, my family rarely went to theaters in those days, and when we did, it was usually to a Disney matinee. I distinctly remember enjoying both “Blackbeard’s Ghost” and “That Darn Cat” in the theater. I’m not completely sure what my first theater-based horror experience was, but it was probably a Saturday matinee of “The Wolf Man” when I was eight or nine years old.

      Most of my early horror experiences were from TV in glorious monochrome. I clearly remember black-and-white television sets being very common, and I especially remember how impressed I was when we got our first color set. Even then, most of the movies that I was able to watch were still black and white, while the commercials were all in color. My earliest exposure to horror films was the old films shown on Saturday afternoons and late-night on the weekends.

      There was often a “horror host” to introduce the films. I was in Dayton, Ohio, so we had Dr. Creep and his “Shock Theatre” program on channel 22, and on a clear day, maybe I could pick up the Cool Ghoul from Cincinnati’s channel 19. Late at night, channel 12, also from Cincinnati, had Bob Shreve and the “Past Prime Playhouse.” A decade later, we got cable, and then we were able to watch Sammy Terry from channel 4 out of Indianapolis. These programs were full of commercials, followed by the host giving film trivia or doing some manner of creepy skit. The closest thing that exists like it today is Svengoolie, but Sven’s program is extremely modern, professionally written, and well-produced compared to what the local stations produced in the 70s. Still, the concept is the same.

      Many of the films shown in those days were imports: a half dozen or so Godzilla flicks made a regular rotation, all badly dubbed and with even worse creature effects. There were dozens of 1950s nuclear-age radioactive monsters and giant insects that would rampage regularly. Vincent Price in a silly Roger Corman film would be featured not less than twice monthly, or so it seemed.

      And then, of course, there were the classics, which were Dracula, Frankenstein, the Wolf Man, and the Creature from the Black Lagoon. These films were old even in the days of my parents’ youth, but they still held up. I remember having nightmares over the Wolf Man quite often when I was little. These “classics” were almost exclusively Universal films, and the characters and stories were so iconic that they launched an entire film genre.

      “Dracula” from 1931 was Universal’s first monster hit, and this was soon followed up by “Frankenstein,” an even larger smash in the same year. “The Mummy” arrived a year later, and it was clear that Universal was on a roll. After a few years of this, the head of the studio decided that horror was “played out,” and put a halt to the films. But it was only a handful of years before the studio was back in the game. By the time World War II broke out, the western world needed a distraction, and we got the Wolf Man, the Inner Sanctum, and four new Mummy films all within a few years.

      By 1950 or so, the subject matter for most horror films had migrated from supernatural monsters like vampires and werewolves to more scientific, atomic-age horrors like aliens from space, mutants, and giant creatures of one form or another, and the classic age of monsters was fading away. Not only that, but a new entertainment platform was rising: television.

      In 1957, Screen Gems licensed 550 films from Universal to be shown on TV1. They bundled up fifty-two classic mostly-horror films and created a package of films called “Shock Theater” which they then sold to various TV stations around the country. The movies were a massive hit, and the very next year, Screen Gems released a second package, “Son of Shock.”

      These films were tremendously successful, but the old pre-television films had one problem: they all had odd lengths. Some were just under an hour long, while others were a full hour and a half. This made them difficult to schedule in a fixed block of time along with commercials. Out of necessity, always being the mother of invention, the networks figured out how to make it work. The invention of the “horror host” soon followed. With trivia, skits, monologues, and other hijinks, the hosts could fill up the “dead space” and with the addition of commercials could make a one-hour film fill a two-hour time slot.

      Of course, these new horror hosts quickly became celebrities themselves, and their shows continued long after the original fifty-two (or seventy-two if you Include Son of Shock) had lost their shine. As I mentioned earlier, there was a whole new generation of horror hosts on TV by the time I was old enough to participate. Even today, with Svengoolie, this is the primary reason he’s there, along with the added benefit of making these old black-and-white classics interesting for younger viewers.

      WHAT IS THIS BOOK?

      This book is a compilation of synopses and reviews of all fifty-two of the original Shock Theater films. Most are horror, but there are about a half-dozen espionage and gangster stories as well. World War II broke out in the middle of Universal’s peak, and spies and enemy agents quickly became the “monster du jour” for a little while. Those are here as well.

      Over the past year-and-a-half, Kevin L. Knights and I, from the HorrorGuys.com website, have collected and watched all of these. Many of these films have been discussed on the website, but just about as many weren't. Still, they are all here. This book covers all fifty-two of the original Shock Theater! Films, while the second book continues the series by covering all additional twenty of the Son of Shock! films, as well as twenty-seven other Universal classics that weren’t included in either package. This includes the three Creature from the Black Lagoon films, which didn’t come along until 1954, and were a little too recent to hit the TV circuit by 1957. Between the two books, we'll watch 99 films.

      Each film begins with the necessary stats: director, writer, stars, and run time. Then there’s a long synopsis, usually including spoilers for the films. I’ll leave it to you whether you want to watch the films first or read the stories first, but there are many spoilers ahead. Finally, each film has some commentary, and this is all my own opinion or thoughts on the film as well as trivia and other information about each of the films. There’s also a timeline showing the sequence in which the films were released, which shows the progression of ideas over the twenty-six years these films were produced.

      Keep in mind that this book is meant to be a retrospective on the stories themselves, not an extensively researched book of facts and trivia. I am not a film historian or professional critic; I am a massive fan of horror films, and I am more interested in the stories told (good or bad) than any backstage gossip or drama. My perspective on each of these films pertains to their watchability and entertainment value today. In some cases, the films only have value from a historical perspective, and others can rival any modern horror story in entertainment value. I’ll be sure to point out which is which, in my own opinion. Some of these stories are based on books or stage plays (Murders in the Rue Morgue, The Raven, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, etc.), and in all cases, I have judged only the story told on film. I’ve not read some of the original source books, and it’s been years since I’ve read others, so I am judging each film on its own as a standalone story. I’ve not gone by scripts for any of these stories either—everything you see here is based on a recent viewing in 2019 or 2020, not a hazy memory of a childhood viewing.

      Grab your DVD, Blu-Ray, or streaming remote and join us in a rewatch of the greatest horror films of the early 20th century!
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        Shock! Son of Shock! and Other Relevant Films

      

      

      In the table below, you will find every film discussed and reviewed in this two-book set. This book contains all the films in the original Shock! Package, while the second book in the series contains all the Son of Shock films, plus nearly thirty additional films that may have been included in other packages or in no packages but are otherwise interesting or relevant to the discussion. There are 99 total films discussed:
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            DRACULA (1931)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Directed by Tod Browning

        	Written by Bram Stoker, Hamilton Deane, John L. Balderston

        	Starring: Bela Lugosi, Helen Chandler, David Manners

        	Run Time: 75 Minutes

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Although Universal had had some success with previous horror entries, the next two films were the ones that made people take notice and put Universal on “the map” in the horror genre.

      SYNOPSIS

      Renfield gets off the stagecoach, and the locals warn him about Dracula and his castle. They literally tell him about vampires, even using that word. We then cut to the castle, where we see multiple coffins open and hands reaching out. We see the vampires awaken.

      Renfield rides to the castle in another coach, without a driver. Dracula shows up and says all his iconic lines right away. He wants Renfield to help him sign the lease to Carfax Abbey. Dracula leaves him alone, and three remaining vamps come in. Dracula reappears and drives the three away, then leans down toward Renfield’s unconscious body...

      Aboard the ship, we see Renfield saying “Master, the sun is gone!” As he opens the box. Later, we find out that all the crew has been killed. They arrest Renfield and commit him to Dr. Seward’s asylum in London.

      Dracula comes to London, and the body count starts rising. He goes to the opera and meets Seward, his daughter Mina, friend Lucy, and fiancée John. Lucy recites a creepy poem about death, which turns on the Count.

      That night, Lucy opens the window, and Dracula flaps inside in bat form. He kills her.

      Van Helsing analyzes Renfield’s blood and knows he’s been bitten by a vampire. He confronts Renfield with wolfsbane, and Renfield reacts badly.

      Dracula then bites Mina, who wears a scarf around her neck the next day. Van Helsing examines her and finds the marks. Dracula shows up, and he knows the name of Van Helsing. Van Helsing notices that Dracula doesn’t show up in the mirror.

      Mina starts reporting seeing Lucy at night. Van Helsing believes her, but Jonathan doesn’t. “She looked like a hungry animal; a wolf.” Van Helsing says they must drive a stake through Dracula’s heart. Dracula confronts Van Helsing, and they both say too much. Dracula hypnotizes him but is run off with a cross.

      Later that night, Dracula comes in again and goes after Mina. The two of them head back to the Abbey where Dracula sleeps. They run into Renfield, who has been followed by Van Helsing and Jonathan. Dracula kills Renfield. Van Helsing and Jonathan find Dracula asleep in his coffin and stake him. Mina feels better immediately.

      COMMENTARY

      There is mostly no soundtrack. The director, Tod Browning, didn’t think people would accept music without an obvious source. This is particularly obvious with the hissing of the old film; music would have filled in the silence far better. Several scenes seem drawn out due to the hissing silence, and the slow pace of the film works against it for modern viewers. Fortunately, directors soon learned that non-diegetic sound didn’t actually confuse the audiences in the way they expected.

      Renfield and Van Helsing steal much of the show with two over-the-top performances. Dracula doesn’t say much, but he’s creepy in every scene, despite his tediously slow speech. The others are mostly forgettable except for Dwight Frye’s Renfield— his maniacal laugh alone is classic in every way. Lugosi had already played Dracula in 261 performances of the Broadway stage play, many of them opposite Edward Sloane, so the two actors had very well-refined performances.

      No one can dispute the historical and financial significance of the film. Along with Frankenstein later in the year, it jump-started Universal’s “Dark Universe.” Yet if you are trying to introduce a young fan to the classics, this may not be the best choice of a launching point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRANKENSTEIN (1931)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Directed by James Whale

        	Written by Mary Shelly

        	Starring: Colin Clive, Mae Clark, Boris Karloff

        	Run Time: 1 hour, 9 minutes

      

      SYNOPSIS

      This film has an odd beginning. A theater manager, played by Edward Sloane, comes on stage and gives us an introduction and a warning about the content.

      
        
        How do you do? Mr. Carl Laemmle feels it would be a little unkind to present this picture without just a word of friendly warning: We are about to unfold the story of Frankenstein, a man of science who sought to create a man after his own image without reckoning upon God. It is one of the strangest tales ever told. It deals with the two great mysteries of creation: life and death. I think it will thrill you. It may shock you. It might even horrify you. So, if any of you feel that you do not care to subject your nerves to such a strain, now’s your chance to uh, well, ––we warned you. 1

        

      

      The actual film starts at a funeral. The doctor and Fritz wait patiently for the grave to be filled in and are left alone. As soon as the caretaker leaves, they’re on it, quickly digging up the body. They also cut down a man who had been hanged earlier. The man’s neck has been broken, so his brain was damaged; they can’t use him. Instead, they steal a brain from the nearby medical school. There’s an accident, and Fritz takes the abnormal brain instead of the good one.
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      Henry writes to Elizabeth, his fiancé, and she tells Victor about it. They go to see Henry’s old teacher, who agrees that they do have something to worry about. They all set off to confront Henry Frankenstein.

      Meanwhile, Henry and Fitz are working in the lab. They have everything ready, and someone’s at the door. It’s a group of friends, come to do an intervention. He explains that he has taken a brain and transplanted it into a body of his own creation. He persuades them to watch, and he proceeds with his experiment.

      It works: “It’s alive!” Victor and Elizabeth go to see the Baron, Henry’s father. He’s convinced that Henry’s got another woman, even though everyone else knows what Henry is really working on.

      Meanwhile, Henry and the old professor are examining the creature. When alone, Fritz abuses and torments the terrified monster. The creature escapes and kills Fritz (who totally had it coming). They manage to sedate the thing. Almost immediately afterward, Henry passes out from exhaustion just as everyone shows up again.

      The professor promises Henry that he will destroy the creature but is instead killed by it. The creature escapes, but for some reason, no one seems to notice. Later, Henry and Elizabeth get married. The whole town celebrates. While this is happening, the creature encounters a little girl, whom he kills accidentally. He then comes to town and attacks Elizabeth, not accidentally.

      The villagers find out about the little girl, and they’re out for blood. They track the creature down, but during the hunt, the creature captures Henry and carries him into an old windmill. The creature throws Henry Frankenstein off the roof. It looks like a fatal fall, but someone says he may survive.

      The villagers set the windmill on fire, killing the “monster.”

      Afterward, the old Baron drinks a toast to Henry and Elizabeth, who have both survived and live happily ever after.

      COMMENTARY

      The “monster” is a confused mess of a murderer’s brain and an innocent, child-like personality. I had forgotten about the “Abnormal” murderer’s brain, and in my memory, the monster was just an oversized innocent. That’s not completely true here; the creature’s first response to most things was anger and violence, not fear.

      The final body count is only three: Fritz, the old professor, and the little girl.

      It’s never clear why the villagers assume the girl was murdered; the monster tossed her into the lake, and she drowned, but no one was around to see it. There was no reason to assume someone murdered her. It’s also unclear why Fritz was carrying torches everywhere when the castle clearly had electricity in both the living quarters and the lab.

      Overall, this movie was much better preserved than “Dracula.” The sound was better, the video is clean, and overall, this was much more pleasant to watch. Dracula, even though it did have sound, still very much felt like a silent movie. Frankenstein was much more modern and easily the more entertaining of the two to watch today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MURDERS IN THE RUE MORGUE (1932)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Directed by Robert Florey

        	Written by Edgar Allan Poe, Robert Florey, Tom Reed

        	Starring: Bela Lugosi, Sidney Fox, Leon Ames

        	Run Time: 61 minutes

      

      Bela Lugosi had been in the running to play Frankenstein’s monster, but he had wanted to play the doctor instead. When the monster makeup resembled the creature from “The Golem,” he dropped out of the project— or he may have been fired along with Robert Florey, the director, who was later replaced with James Whale. As a consolation prize, the two were given this film to work on1.
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      SYNOPSIS

      The film opens in 1845 in France, at a circus. Dancing girls, American Indians (called Redskins here!), and, of course, Erik the gorilla, presented by Dr. Mirakle. None of the audience members has ever seen a gorilla, so this is an astounding presentation. He claims that he can speak to the ape, and he (sort of) explains the concept of Evolution to the audience. The audience doesn’t approve of the idea, but Mirakle insists that he will prove the theory. Mirakle claims privately that Erik will someday mix his blood with a human woman.

      Dr. Mirakle secretly injects young women with ape blood. He follows Camille and Dupin to their home but kidnaps a woman off the street instead. She dies as a result of his blood-mixing.

      Medical student Dupin arrives at the morgue to investigate the now-three deaths. They all have the same needle marks. Dupin obtains a blood sample, and they all died from the same foreign substance being injected into their bodies. Eventually, Mirakle kidnaps Camille, and Dupin leads the police right to him. Before they can break into Mirakle’s apartment, Erik the gorilla kills Mirakle for no discernable reason.

      Then, Erik carries Camille up onto the roof. Dupin follows Erik and shoots him; Erik falls to his death.

      COMMENTARY

      Lugosi looks interesting and hugely different with curly hair and a unibrow. He has a lot more to do here than he did in Dracula. Unfortunately, he still sounds exactly like Dracula; Lugosi never did lose his accent, even though it might have helped his career immensely. The filming of the ape alternates between a real chimpanzee and a man in a monkey suit, sometimes in the same scene, which looks very cheesy. Mirakle has quite a nice workshop, and it has an awesome dead-body disposal system.

      The film was filmed to be 80+ minutes, but so many violent scenes were cut out that the runtime was only 61 minutes. This movie is much more well-preserved than many of the earlier Universal films; it’s clean, sharp, and sounds great. On the other hand, the plot is weak, it’s noticeably short, and isn’t related to the original Poe story in any way other than having a character named Dupin. Although there is a drawn-out scene involving the police questioning people, it’s all done for comic relief, and the police are largely incompetent.

      Note: Darwin wrote “On the Origin of Species” in 1859, and this takes place in 1845, so the public’s lack of understanding of the idea of Evolution is not anachronistic; Mirakle was a genius ahead of his time— or a madman, you decide. On a related note, King Kong was released the following year. Whether this film had any influence on the latter is for you to decide.
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