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      If you are at all familiar with The Horror Guys’ podcast or website, you’ll know that we cover horror films from the very oldest to the newest releases, but we tend to favor the oldies. Our previous books covered all the old Universal films from “Dracula” and “Frankenstein” in 1931 up until the mid-1950s when supernatural monsters became more atomic-themed. For our next project, we decided to go back in time rather than forward. We went back to the earliest days of cinema when silent films ruled, and it may be shocking how well some of those earliest films hold up today.

      We’ll begin with a handful of films from Georges Méliès, who is probably best known for his 1902 film “A Trip to the Moon,” but also dabbled in numerous short horror subjects, even playing the devil himself in one of them (in color, no less!). Méliès and others experimented with film and moving pictures and developed quite a number of the storytelling techniques that we still use today. For the first fifteen years of the existence of moving pictures, the vast number of productions were of shorts from 2 to 15 minutes long. It wasn’t until the early 1910s that longer films were attempted, and by that point, it was only another twenty years until the “talkies” came about, quickly overtaking and obsoleting silent films. For most purposes, the silent age of feature-length films only lasted about twenty years.

      Lost films and missing reels are a serious problem with old films, and none more than those of the silent age. For example, the already-mentioned Georges Méliès created over 500 films, most of which are lost today. The very first known appearance of Dracula in the film, “Drakula’s Death,” is lost to us. Possibly the best-known lost film of all time is “London After Midnight,” a horror film starring the legendary Lon Chaney— fortunately, there is a reconstruction of this film, and we’ll look at that reconstruction here.

      One often-overlooked benefit of silent films is that they are very language-independent. If you want to film a silent film in Sweden and show it in America, all you need to do is translate the intertitle cards. We’ll be looking at films from around the world, from Sweden, Japan, Hungary, America, and a surprising number of German “Expressionism” films.

      Among the special storytelling challenges silent filmmakers had to overcome were the limitations on dialogue. People in silent movies were perfectly able to talk to one another, but if they did it too much, the audience would get tired of reading all those intertitles. At what point is it simply easier to read a book? One of the most powerful mood-setting tools filmmakers use today is music. Not just songs but character themes, musical cues, and sound effects play an immense part in the popularity of today’s films, and none of those were available to the silent film makers. All they had to work with was lighting, set design, and acting, which was often hard to do under the conditions of filming horror films, which often take place at night, in the dark. We’ll see how they overcame those challenges.

      WHAT’S IN THIS BOOK

      We’ll be looking at more than thirty silent films that fall under the genre of horror. These are presented in chronological order from the 1896 two-minute short “House of the Devil” up to the very end of the silent age with “The Last Warning” and “Vampyr” from the late 1920s and early 1930s. Lastly, I’ve thrown in a bonus film, “Begotten,” which came out in 1991, nearly sixty years after the rest of these films, but is done in the same silent, grainy, black-and-white style.

      We’ll be including full synopses, including full spoilers, followed by commentary, opinions, and some trivia when appropriate. We will not be discussing directors, stars, or behind-the-scenes production anecdotes at any length. We’re “story guys,” and for the most part, we look at the plot and stories presented within the films.

      A couple of things we would normally comment on for a film review are purposely left out here. Almost all these silent films have an accompanying musical soundtrack that was added later. We have virtually ignored these in our reviews, as almost none of these are original. The technology wasn’t there to record whatever was played in the 1920s in any practical or high-quality way, and what you hear today largely depends on where your copy of the film came from. If I would claim that the music in a film that I watched on Amazon Prime or Netflix was great, you may listen to something on YouTube with a whole different mood.

      Note on sources: Except for a couple of “lost films,” all of these movies should easily be available as DVD or Blu-Ray discs if that’s the way you want to watch them. Easier still; almost all of these are available to watch for free on YouTube. Sometimes purchasing a disc will get you a cleaner copy of the film, but not always. Not all, but many, of these films have lapsed into the public domain, so getting your hands on a copy need not be difficult or expensive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION FROM KEVIN L. KNIGHTS, THE OTHER HORROR GUY

          

        

      

    

    
      What is it that makes these silent movies fascinating a hundred years or more later?

      The audiences of the day had never seen moving pictures like this. There were slide shows, hand crank machines, and stage shows that were limited to what physics and actors were capable of. Suddenly projected greater than life size, the image of a monster fills the wall in front of them. The screams. The gasps. People fainting. It would be amazing to have a time machine, step out as a well-dressed man of the time, and pay a nickel to see this new film.

      It must have been a real thrill for many of the people involved in making these movies. They were doing things in film for the first time ever. In the millions of hours of movies since then, every film trick and technique was done for the first time. A load of them were first in the silent era.

      Brian has done a stand-up job of watching and documenting the silent horror films. I saw many of them along with him. Sometimes we watch so that you don’t have to, and sometimes we let you know what’s really good and you should check out.

      Enjoy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HOUSE OF THE DEVIL (1896)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	AKA “The Haunted Castle”

        	Director: Georges Méliès

        	Writer: Georges Méliès

        	Stars: Jehanne d'Alcy, Jules-Eugène Legris, Georges Méliès

        	Run Time: 3 Minutes
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        The House of the Devil (1896)

      

      SYNOPSIS

      A bat flies in and morphs into the devil. He makes a large cauldron and also conjures an assistant, then he conjures a girl from the pot. Then everything disappears.

      Two men come in, and the devil and his assistant scare them. The girl comes out from the next room, and the man falls in love with her as the devil watches. The girl turns into a group of witches, but then the man grabs a cross off the wall and scares away the devil.

      COMMENTARY

      This is the earliest known horror film. Ever. Wow!

      It’s very short, that’s for sure. Still, there is a story: the devil haunts this house, and the men battle against him and eventually win over the devil. It’s extremely basic, but it’s there. There are a lot of vanishing and appearing people and objects, this was a magic trick unparalleled in 1896, and it probably astonished audiences at the time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE INFERNAL CAULDRON (1903)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	AKA “Le Chaudron infernal”

        	Director: Georges Méliès

        	Star: Georges Méliès

        	Run Time: 2 Minutes
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        The Infernal Cauldron (1903)

      

      SYNOPSIS

      A woman is being tormented by two devils. One of the devils wraps her up in a sheet and throws her into the fire pot. Then he does it again with another person, cackling with glee after she burns. Then a third goes in, and they stir the pot.

      The devil says the magic words, and three angels (or maybe they’re ghosts) pop out of the boiling cauldron. They fly around the room as the devil does a dance and laughs. Then the angels turn into fireballs, and the devil jumps into the cauldron to escape.

      COMMENTARY

      Again, it’s short. There’s no real story or plot besides watching devils throwing souls into the fire, and then the souls get revenge on the devil.

      The effect of the people going into the cauldron and then burning was pretty good. The ghostly things at the end were pretty cool too. Remember, this was George Méliès, one of the very first filmmakers; literally, everything he did was a “first” in one way or another.

      This fun little short film is pretty unique as it’s in color! Each frame was hand-painted to make the devils green, the fire red, and the other various items their respective colors. Even for a two-minute film, that had to take some time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HOUSE OF GHOSTS (1908)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Director: Segundo de Chomón

        	Writer: Segundo de Chomón

        	Run Time: 6 Minutes, 5 seconds

        	Aka “La Maison Ensorcelee”
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        The House of Ghosts (1908)

      

      SYNOPSIS

      Three travelers, two men and a woman, walk through the rain and take shelter in a house. They tend to fall down a lot and are very clumsy. Soon, these slapstick travelers see a strange creature where the painting once was.

      They dry off and grab a few chairs, but the chairs disappear, and they all fall down. Their empty clothes animate and scare them. They lay out food on a table and watch as the food prepares itself, using stop-motion photography as the knife cuts the sausage and serves them. It slices bread, and then the teapot does its job as well. Dinner is served!

      Then it’s bedtime, but the room keeps tilting, and the bed slides from one end of the room to the other as the men roll around clumsily. To top off their crazy evening, fireballs start dancing around the room.

      Finally, the giant figure we saw in the painting earlier reaches inside and plucks the tiny humans from the miniature bed. He takes them out to the woods, apparently planning to eat them, but they get out of the sack and escape at the last minute.

      COMMENTARY

      This was one of the earliest films to show an actual haunted house and also one of the first to feature stop-motion animation. The scene where the knife cuts the meat and bread is the longest part of the film and is clearly the main innovation here.

      The three people are made up like clowns, with obvious whiteface and prosthetic features to give them all a cartoony, caricature-like appearance, possibly to help tone down the “extreme horror” that must have accompanied such frightful happenings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRANKENSTEIN (1910)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Director: J. Searle Dawley

        	Writers: J. Searle Dawley

        	Stars: Mary Fuller, Charles Ogle, Augustus Phillips

        	Run Time: 16 Minutes
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        Frankenstein (1910)

      

      SYNOPSIS

      It starts off with young Frankenstein leaving for college, and two years later, he's found the secret of life. That was fast!

      There's an excellent scene of the monster's creation, where they clearly made a dummy and set it on fire— then played the film backward so we can watch the creature assemble itself out of smoke. Very well done for those early days.

      Of course, the monster escapes and terrorizes Frankenstein for a bit, sees his fiancé, and falls in love. Frankenstein drives the monster back, and it somehow becomes trapped inside a mirror.

      COMMENTARY

      This was the first filmed version of Frankenstein, produced by Thomas Edison in 1910.

      It’s only 16 minutes, and is, of course, a silent black-and-white film, but it hits the high points of the Frankenstein story at least as accurately as the Whale version in 1931.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            L’INFERNO (1911)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Directed by: Francesco Bertolini, Adolfo Padovan, Giuseppe De Liguoro

        	Writer: Dante Alighieri

        	Stars: Salvatore Papa, Arturo Pirovano, Giuseppe de Liguoro, Augusto Milla

        	Run Time: 1 Hour, 12 Minutes
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        L’Inferno (1911)

      

      SYNOPSIS

      Dante is out walking in the woods and spots the Mount of Salvation off in the distance. He wants to go there, obviously, but he can’t; there’s a panther (symbolizing Avarice), a lion (symbolizing Pride), and a she-wolf (symbolizing Lust). Beatrice, Dante’s idea of the perfect woman, descends from Paradise to ask the poet Virgil to rescue and guide Dante.

      Virgil agrees to help, and he goes to lead Dante to the portals of the Inferno. They soon arrive at the gates of Hell; “All hope abandon ye who enter here.” They walk into a big, dark cave, and start heading downwards. They must cross the river and deal with the ferryman Acheron. There are large numbers of dead, naked men who want to cross the river.

      They walk through Limbo and see those who are unbaptized. Other Greek poets come to talk, and they explain that they are among those who died before Christ, so they are blameless, have no punishment, yet have no hope.

      Soon they come to King Minos and other demons, who all have horns and tails. Next, he meets the carnal sinners, who float in the hot winds of Hell. Next, they head to the circle of the Gluttons, which is guarded by Cerberus, the three-headed monster. They pass Pluto, another giant demon, who guards the misers, condemned to roll big bags of gold around. They pass through the Stygian Swamp, where the slothful are tormented.

      They next run into the three Furies over the City of Dis. Dante avoids being turned to stone, and an Angel appears to open the gates and let him inside the city. They walk through a forest of trees that are what’s left of the suicides. They are tormented by harpies. They see the blasphemers, who are burned by a continuous rain of fire.

      Flatterers were condemned to a river of filth. Others end up in a lake of boiling pitch. The demons start to chase the poets, but they cannot leave their own circle, so the men get away. Thieves and grafters get their own special torture, as do sowers of discord, such as Mohammed, who appears in one scene with his chest torn open.

      They come across three giants, one of whom carries them to the next circle, where traitors are entombed in a lake of ice. Beyond that, they spot Lucifer, the biggest demon of all, eating people with his three mouths. They sneak past him and leave Hell.

      COMMENTARY

      One of the problems with this kind of classic story is that even when “The Inferno” was written, Dante used many “current” pop culture references. Dante meets traitors, liars, misers, and other sinners who are specifically named, I assume, after real people that were probably well known at the time but are long since forgotten to most everyone now. Some of them, such as Mohammed and Judas, are still known today, but a lot of them aren’t.

      This took three years to make, and it was the first full-length Italian feature film ever made. It must have taken quite some effort to get however many hundreds of people to appear naked and still avoid whatever censorship issues existed at the time. This was, in fact, the first film to show frontal male nudity. It was also the first full-length feature film to be shown in its entirety; prior to this, it was assumed people wouldn’t sit through a film of this length, and other long films were broken up and shown in episodic format.

      There are numerous special effects. Beatrice has some kind of “aura” that looks like maybe there’s a fan behind her. The floating carnal sinners all fly around, as do several other characters. Cerberus and most of the animal-type creatures are men down on all fours wearing costumes. The demons all have horns, tails, and some have really cool wings. There’s a man carrying his decapitated head that is extremely well done.

      Visually, there are dozens of individual scenes and settings, and it’s clear they went to a lot of trouble to put this together. On the other hand, there’s not a lot of real “plot” here. Dante goes from one interesting scene to another, in sequence, much like making a film about a man walking through a zoo. Is it horror? Definitely— we get a full-on tour of Hell, with monsters, demons, and the devil himself. Is it scary? Not in the least— not by today’s standards. At no point does it seem like Dante is in any danger; it’s just a tour. It’s super important historically, but it’s tame and borders on the boring.
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