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      When anything makes money, it brings about imitators. One of the best cases of this was Amicus Productions. 

      Back in 1957 and ‘58, there were two immensely popular British horror films, “Curse of Frankenstein” and “Horror of Dracula. Everyone saw them, and they made a pile of money, leading to Hammer Films becoming a household name. Two men, Milton Subotsky and Max J. Rosenberg, formed a partnership in a deliberate plan to rival Hammer’s success. Their plan became action, and in 1962, they released their first film. Like Hammer, not all of their movies were horror, but they leaned heavily that way. And they had some real successes like “Tales From The Crypt,” “Dr. Who and The Daleks,” and “The Land That Time Forgot,” which are still well known to this day.

      Although not as prolific or successful overall as Hammer, Amicus did pretty well for itself for about sixteen years. They made everything from serious drama to ridiculous musicals; we’ll look at all of them here. Most of the “Horror Guys Guides” series focuses on only the horror films of a particular actor or studio, but this one will look at everything Amicus produced, as well as a couple that they didn’t but with which they still have a connection. There weren’t that many connected ones, and they’re all noteworthy, so why not?

      This book takes each Amicus film and closely related non-Amicus films and examines them all individually. We watched every film recently, specifically with the intent of writing this book. Each entry lists the writer, director, principal cast members, run time, alternate titles, if any, and then a full synopsis with spoilers of each story. And we top them off with my commentary and occasional bits of interesting trivia.

      I’m not a filmmaker, and I don’t know all the backstory about what went on with the productions. I’m a “story guy,” and that’s what I focus on most: the plots. The bulk of the book is the synopses and summaries, as that’s where my priorities lie.

      So, we’ll begin with a timeline and list of all the films covered here. Then, we’ll move into all 32 films, more or less in chronological order. Some of the films were released in the UK first, while some were released in the United States or other places, and the official release dates are complicated because of these international releases. I have sorted all the films by the year they were released, as reported by IMDB. It’s entirely possible some films were produced before others within a specific year and were held for some reason until later. Don’t take my timeline as absolute gospel.

      Milton Subotsky was the creative heart of Amicus, so we’ve also included a few of his significant non-Amicus films as well, even though those are outside the “Amicus Timeline.” There’s also the movie that he thought was his best work, “The Birthday Party,” although it was not released through Amicus. 

      Amicus released their final films in the mid-1970s, but that’s not necessarily the end of the story. Another company, Amicus Entertainment, released two films in 2007 and 2009, attempting to capitalize on the Amicus name, although that may be the only connection. In late 2023, a Kickstarter was fully funded to produce and release a brand new portmanteau film, legitimately bringing back what Amicus was best known for, with the blessing of the Subotsky family heirs. Will there be many more Amicus films in the future? We can hope so!
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            1962 IT'S TRAD DAD!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	AKA “Ring-A-Ding Rhythm!”

        	Directed by Richard Lester

        	Written by Milton Subotsky

        	Stars Helen Shapiro, Craig Douglas, John Leyton, Felix Fenton, Deryck Guyler

        	Run Time: 1 Hour, 18 Minutes

        	Watch it: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jk8ad0u0URw
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      SPOILER-FREE JUDGMENT ZONE

      There really isn't much to spoil as far as the plot is concerned because there's such a simple story being told that's really just a thread to link together a bunch of music performances from many different artists. It's mostly referred to as jazz, but there's a variety of styles, and a lot of it blurs the lines into rock and roll. All in all, it was surprisingly fun.

      SYNOPSIS

      The mayor goes to the local coffee shop for coffee. A whole bunch of screaming teenagers storms the place to dance. One of them even puts a little chihuahua in the mayor's hat. Credits roll.

      The mayor calls a meeting of the town council about it. "The teenagers are disrupting the town with the wild, furious music they play." He wants to do something about "Creeping Jazzism."

      The teens watch Terry Lightfoot on their TV singing "Tavern in the Town." Meanwhile, the mayor and council storm out of their chambers and drive off. Kenny Ball plays "Nineteen-Nineteen March" for the kids. We see some interesting cutaways and camera tricks to make the act a little more visually interesting. The politicians all storm in and turn off the TV in the middle of the song.

      The clueless manager of the coffee shop, Craig, and his girlfriend, Helen, stop and ask the narrator for help. The helpful narrator sends them to the TV Center to set up a jazz show. They peek in on Gene Vincent performing "Space Ship to Mars" in the studio. Then they watch a panel discussing something, and one host punches the other. Helen and Craig then listen to The Brook Brothers singing "Double Trouble" on the radio. We see that the TV Center looks like a really fun place to work.

      The Temperance Seven perform "Everybody Loves You Baby" as the singer belts it through a megaphone. Craig and Helen sneak into a studio where they stop to watch Bob Wallace singing "Aunt Flo." The host there refuses to help Craig and Helen.

      The narrator then suggests they ask David Jacobs for help. At David's nightclub, he's got Gary U.S. Bonds singing "Seven Day Weekends." A man fires a gun, and all the help runs out to serve a very speedy dinner. The Paris Sisters are up next with their hit "What Am I to Do." The host then introduces Del Shannon and "You Never Talked About Me." The Dukes of Dixieland are up next, playing "By and By." Gene McDaniels performs "Another Tear Falls" on stage after that. David Jacobs talks for a bit and then releases Chubby Checker on the audience with "Lose Your Inhibition Twist." Craig asks David to come to his jazz festival, but David can't do it.

      Craig complains that they can't even get a disc jockey for their jazz festival. Moving to the jazz studio, they watch Acker Bilk and his band do "In a Persian Market." John Leyton does "Lonely City." They go downstairs for another song by Acker Bilk, "High Society."

      Meanwhile, back in town, the mayor and his assistant are literally smashing records in a press. The only one to be spared is Lawrence Welk; the mayor likes him. Acker Bilk agrees to come to Craig and Helen's show. He does "Frankie and Johnny" for them. Craig talks to another big disc jockey who agrees to come; he may be able to get some talent to show up. Several of the guys who refused earlier are swayed to attend.

      The mayor approves the show, not realizing that it's a jazz show. He arranges for all the roads into town to be blocked by ridiculous traps. "There'll be no jazz show in this town!" The band's buses get caught in… giant rubber bands?!

      To fill in time, Craig takes the stage and sings "Rainbows" for the audience. Oh No- the bus breaks through the rubber bands and continues to town, not realizing there's an impenetrable barrier ahead. Helen sings next, with "Let's Talk About Love." The bus simply drives around the "impenetrable barrier." Back at the jazz show, Helen sings some more with "Sometime Yesterday."

      Eventually, the real bands arrive! The mayor and his men decide to head to the show to put a stop to these shenanigans. Meanwhile, Kenny Ball plays "Beale Street Blues,” Chris Barber's group plays "Yellow Dog Blues," and Ottilie Patterson does "Down by the Riverside."

      The mayor's group arrives, and the Chief of Police claps along with "When the Saints Come Marching In." The mayor is not amused. Helen tells all the reporters to give credit for putting on the show to the mayor, who smiles and says yes, they'll have a show like this every week!

      Everyone lives happily ever after. Craig and Helen sing "Ring-a-Ding" together.

      COMMENTARY

      Is asking the narrator for help breaking the fourth wall? I'm not really sure, but it was the first time I've seen that done.

      This was a really simplistic "story" that gave an excuse to stitch together a bunch of musical acts. I'm not really a jazz fan, but some were still pretty entertaining today, and some weren't. I'd not heard of any of the jazz acts, but several of the rock-n-roll artists were familiar to me. There's such a wide variety of styles here that there's no way it's all going to appeal to everyone.

      You can easily tell that each of the music acts by the "big" stars was recorded in their own studios and stitched into the narrative here. No two of the acts had any real contact with each other. On the other hand, some of the later acts, after the Jazz Fest, seem to be done specifically for the film. The only singers who actually interact with the plot are the main characters, Craig and Helen, who do end up singing songs themselves.

      I'm mostly here for the horror movies, and I was dreading watching this one, but I was pleasantly surprised. The version we watched on YouTube was clear and sharp, probably restored at some point in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1963 JUST FOR FUN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Directed by Gordon Flemyng

        	Written by Milton Subotsky

        	Stars Mark Wynter, Cherry Roland, Alan Caddy, Bobby Vee

        	Run Time: 1 Hour, 24 Minutes

        	Trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bbdcd4wMDPc
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      SPOILER-FREE JUDGMENT ZONE

      Once again, it’s a thin story used as an excuse to link together a bunch of different musical acts, so there aren’t many actual spoilers. The music is entertaining and fun, with a lot of folks that have faded into obscurity over the decades, so it’s interesting seeing what was hot back then.

      SYNOPSIS

      Mark Wynter and Chery Roland sing “Just for Fun” as the credits roll. Once upon a time, in a country that shall be nameless but looks an awful lot like Britain, there was a boy and a girl and a parliament. There are two political parties in parliament: the party of the right and the part of the left. The left wants to give teenagers the right to vote so they have a chance of winning, so they rush through a bill to let all teenagers participate in the election process.

      Mark Wynter sings “Vote for Me” in the soda shop. They turn on the TV to watch Jet Harris plays “Man From Nowhere,” a pretty cool instrumental with very interesting lighting effects. Clodagh Rodgers is up next with “Sweet Sweet Boy” and a background full of weird dancing candy-striped mimes. Joe Brown and the Bruvvers sing “Let Her Go” next, and the announcer mentions that the program has been canceled.

      Now that the teens can vote, maybe they can get up a petition to save music shows on TV. Mark and Cherry head straight over to the TV station. They peek into a studio and watch Ketty Lester sing “A Warm Summer Day.” Freddie Cannon is in the next room, and he sings a song. The pair moves to a different studio and watch Bobby Vee sing “(All You Gotta Do Is) Touch Me.” Next, we hear “Crazy Crazes” by Kenny Lynch.

      Mark and Cherry try to give the Prime Minister their petition since he’s there for a broadcast, but he ignores them, so they go see the leader of the opposition party instead. He’s at a show where Lyn Cornell performs “Kisses Can Lie,” and Sounds Incorporated plays “Go.” Cherry and Mark don’t have tickets, so they can’t get in, but they sit outside and listen. The Tremeloes and “Keep on Dancing” come up next.

      Mark soon gives up on both political parties, so they all decide to create their own party and make it a real party! The new Teenage Party listens to musicians campaigning: Karl Denver starts with “Can You Forgive Me.” Louise Cordet asks, “Which Way the Wind Blows.” Joe Brown and the Bruvvers return and sing “What’s the Name of the Game.” Cherry complains that Mark is working too hard on all this voting stuff, so he sings “Happy with You” to her.

      Mark and Cherry want equal time on the air for their party. The other two parties join together in a bipartisan effort to make sure “the show does not go on.” They send one of the politician’s sons to join them as an infiltrator. The “Fun Party” does, in fact, go on the air.

      The Springfields sing “Little Boat.” Kenny Lynch sings “Monument” next. “Just Another Girl” by The Vernons Girls comes on after that. The Tornadoes do “All the Stars in the Sky” for us. During the performance, the infiltrator sets off a smoke bomb and yells, “Fire!” That doesn’t work, so the politicians try plan B, cutting the power lines. That plan fails as well. Plan C fares no better.

      Back in the studio, Jet Harris and Tony Meehan do “Hully Gully,” which doesn’t really look like much of a dance. Sweden weighs in on the election with The Spotnicks, who sing “My Bonnie Lies over the Ocean” while wearing full space suits. Freddie Cannon does “The Ups and Downs of Love.” Johnny Tillotson sings “Judy Judy Judy” for us after that, followed by The Crickets and “My Little Girl” and “Teardrops Fell Like Rain.”

      The politicians decide to use a missile to shoot down the teenagers’ Telstar satellite. It crashes spectacularly.

      “The Night Has a Thousand Eyes” comes on, performed by Bobby Vee. Cherry and Mark sing “Just for Fun” once again to close out the Teenage Parties’ show.

      The teenagers won and took over parliament. The UK sinks into the sea…

      COMMENTARY

      Much like the previous film, this is simply a series of songs and some dance numbers lightly connected with the loosest of stories. This one seems a bit lighter on jazz and heavier on early rock and roll.

      The story is really, really lame, and it’s obvious that’s not the point, but like the previous film, it’s a fun sampler of the musicians that were popular at the time. This one did add some cameos from British comedians and personalities of the time, none of whom I recognized, but an attempt was made.

      This was fine, but looking at it from a modern perspective, more of the songs and artists from the first movie are still known today.
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        	Directed by Freddie Francis

        	Written by Robert Bloch, Milton Subotsky

        	Stars Peter Cushing, Patrick Wymark, Christopher Lee, Jill Bennett

        	Run Time: 1 Hour, 23 Minutes

        	Trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lgq2zRSnVsg
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      SPOILER-FREE JUDGMENT ZONE

      The set pieces and interesting point of view shots elevate what would be a mediocre tale to something pretty good. As always, it’s fun to see Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee working together. As you might guess from the title, a skull plays a central part, and it’s a little far-fetched and weak in the story.

      SYNOPSIS

      We begin in a cemetery in the 1800s. The men there are digging up a grave. One man opens the coffin and cuts off the head of the man inside. He then leaves, carrying a small package…

      Pierre, the phrenologist, returns home to find a woman in his bathtub, but he quickly throws her out. There’s work to do. He pours acid on the head, and soon there’s nothing left but… a skull! Credits roll.

      In the modern day, we open at an auction. Christopher Maitland and Sir Matthew Phillips are competing for items at an auction. There are four demonic statues for sale, and Phillips has deeper pockets– he gets the figures by making a big jump in his bid. Afterward, Maitland asks why he paid so much more than they’re worth, and Phillips can’t even explain why he wanted them— something came over him.

      Later, Mr. Marco comes to see Maitland. Maitland’s wife doesn’t like Marco, but business is business. He’s brought an old book about the life of the Marquis de Sade. It was rumored that the Marquis was into the occult and died with a hatred of all mankind. The book is bound with human skin. Maitland writes books on the occult himself, and he’s a collector of the macabre, so he’s very interested. Marco mentions that he may have another item tomorrow night. Marco goes home, and we see that he has the skull in his closet.

      The next night, Marco returns, bringing the skull along with him this time. He wants a thousand pounds for it. It’s not just any man’s skull; this is the skull of the Marquis de Sade. We get a flashback to Pierre and his fate. As the executor of Pierre’s estate does an inventory, he throws the skull into a pile, but it soon moves to a better place. The skull takes over the man, and he kills Pierre’s mistress. Maitland thinks the skull is too expensive, and Marco cuts the price in half.

      Maitland says he’ll think about it. Maitland plays pool later with Matthew Phillips. He tells him about the skull, but he can’t verify it’s genuine. Phillip says that he knows it’s genuine, as it was stolen from him. Phillips says he’s glad it was stolen and advises Maitland to stay away from that dangerous skull. He believes that the Marquis was possessed by an evil that still possesses that skull. He thinks the skull wanted him to buy those figurines at the auction.

      Two men come to arrest Maitland. They don’t take him to the police station but instead to some weird kind of courtroom. They make him play Russian roulette with a loaded gun–three times. Maitland is locked in a room and gassed. He gets a vision of the skull– and suddenly, he’s in an apartment building. It turns out to be Marco’s apartment.

      Maitland gets the money and goes back to Marco’s place for the skull. He finds a mummy– could that be Marco? He takes the skull with him. Marco’s dead body falls on Maitland as he leaves. He hides the skull and goes home.

      Inspector Wilson interrogates Maitland about why he was there and so forth. Phillips warns Maitland that last night is just the first of several nights of rituals, and if he has the skull, he needs to get rid of it. He offers Maitland a protective amulet to ward off the skull’s evil. When Maitland goes back for the skull, Marco’s landlord is killed.

      Maitland goes home, and late that night, he watches as the skull lets itself out of the display case and takes center stage on a table. The book from earlier floats over and sits down next to it. Maitland is in a trance and goes outside. Over at Phillips’s place, Maitland breaks in and steals one of the demonic figurines, killing Phillips in the process. He places the statue next to the skull and the book. He takes a knife and goes into his wife’s bedroom; when he sees her cross, he can resist the skull’s power.

      Even later that night, the skull gets out of the display case again and wakes Maitland up. He once again picks up the dagger and plunges it into the skull. The skull turns over an hourglass, and the knife appears elsewhere. Maitland screams for Jane to help him, but he’s trapped in a room. The skull flies from room to room and finally closes in on him…

      In the morning, Jane wakes up and finds her husband stabbed to death in his bed. The inspector comes around and notices the similarities to the Marco case. They don’t pay any attention to the old skull on the table.

      COMMENTARY

      In real life, the Marquis de Sade's body was exhumed from its grave on the grounds of the lunatic asylum at Charenton, where he died in 1814, and his skull was removed for phrenological analysis. It was subsequently lost, and its fate remains unknown1.

      The sets, with all the antiquities and strange artworks, are really nifty here. Pierre’s house, Maitland’s study, and even Marco’s apartment are filled to the brim with all kinds of weird things. We get several shots from the skull’s point of view, which is both interesting and a little silly. The flying skull doesn’t look too bad, but I doubt many people would believe it was real.

      Supposedly, the original story as written was little more than an outline, and a lot of the film was made up as they filled the time. It’s got a tiny role for Patrick Magee as the police doctor. Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee are the big draws here, although Lee doesn’t have much to do. Cushing does a lot with only a little material. The build-up in the first hour with Marco and Phillips was good, but his solitary “battle” with the skull was pretty dull to my modern eyes.

      It was a weak premise with good performances.
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