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EDITOR’S NOTE


This book contains 383 film reviews, listed in chronological order. Each decade is prefaced by an introductory chapter putting the films in context, and the review sections also contain features that either explore the ideas behind horror’s favourite monsters (Ghosts, Vampires) or introduce related fields of interest for the horror fan (Giallo, Serial Killers), alongside box entries on everything from Dr Jekyll & Mr Hyde to H.P. Lovecraft. The entries are designed to complement each other rather than duplicate information, and have been cross-referenced where necessary.
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Films are listed by their original title in their country of origin, with a full list of alternate titles in the index. While this may prove confusing for English-language viewers more familiar with The Bird with the Crystal Plumage than L’Uccello dalle Piume di Cristallo, it seems the best way to handle films that, like Jorge Grau’s Peak District zombie epic No Profanar el Sueño de los Muertos, boast five alternate titles.


Choosing which films to review here has not been an easy task. Horror is at once the most creative and most formulaic of genres, and I’ve used a milestones and mavericks policy of covering the key titles alongside entries that bring something new to the genre: innovations rather than sequels and remakes, with a few notable exceptions. While the emphasis is on feature films, relevant shorts and television films and series have been included, and the book also has an international scope: at least one film from every country with anything approaching a horror-film industry is covered, so you’ll find little-seen gems from India and the Philippines nestling among better-known offerings from Japan and Italy.


Horror is, it seems to me, better defined by its effects – fear, shock, revulsion – than its iconography, effects often better served by films that sit on the edge of the genre or which are not generally considered genre items at all. This applies particularly to post-’80s cinema, and while the global horror renaissance has thrown up some indisputable modern classics, elsewhere the conventional trappings of genre – gothic castle, straight razor, shambling zombie – have proved less fruitful than prison bars (Ghosts … of the Civil Dead) and SM clubs (Irreversible) in providing the true descendents of Night of the Living Dead and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre.


Horror criticism has often been bogged down by an over-reliance on factual detail or a dry academicism that rarely conveys the sheer enjoyment of watching many of the films listed here. With film facts available to anyone with Internet access at the click of a button, we’ve favoured opinion over technical details, and hope that enough of our enthusiasm for the genre has infected the reviews for you too to want to track down some of the scariest, strangest and most imaginative films cinema has to offer.
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Jekyll transforms in S.G. Hulme’s illustration for a 1930 edition of Dr Jekyll & Mr Hyde.










CHAPTER 1



BEGINNINGS


Horror Cinema. Where to start?


The movies perhaps began in 1891. Celluloid roll film, introduced by the manufacturer George Eastman, enabled the American inventor Thomas Edison, assisted by William Dickson, to devise the Kinetograph, a camera capable of exposing images in rapid succession. Developed in a strip and viewed inside a turn-the-crank device called the Kinetoscope, this ribbon of pictures gave the illusion of movement. The Kinetoscope, a coin-in-the-slot fairground novelty, was designed for a rapid turnover of single spectators. Though slide-shows, magic lanterns, praxinoscopes and other pre-cinema spectacles had been popular attractions for decades, the idea of showing movies to an audience gathered as if for a lecture or a play did not immediately appeal to Edison.


In 1895, the Frenchmen Auguste and Louis Lumière developed the Cinématographe. This could take moving pictures (like the Kinetograph) and also project them on a screen. On December 28th, the brothers held the first film show for a paying audience. In the basement of the Grand Café in Paris, they screened brief snippets taken during the year: workers leaving the Lumière factory (La Sortie des Usines Lumière) and men playing a hand of cards (Partie d’Écarte). L’Arroseur Arrosé (The Sprinkler Sprinkled), a staged gag in which a boy plays a trick on a gardener, might claim to be the first fiction film – and the first act of movie violence. The hit of the evening, and the first true sensation of the cinema, was L’Arrivée d’un Train à La Ciotat (The Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat). Having never seen a motion picture before, Parisian patrons could not quite tell the difference between a silent, black-and-white image of a locomotive steaming towards the camera and a real train crashing through the basement wall and threatening to plough them under.


For a decade or so, Kinetoscope and Cinématographe co-existed, apparently not even in competition. However, the Lumière vision of cinema as a theatrical attraction caught on around the world, drawing huge audiences and inspiring many other film pioneers, while Edison’s gadget was primarily used for “what the butler saw”-style peepshows. By the early years of the 20th century, Edison had moved to the projected-on-a-screen variety of cinema – among his best-known productions was the first film of Frankenstein (1910). Ironically, by then, the Lumières were out of the business and Edison was getting richer thanks to a near-stranglehold on American film production – he had patented sprocket holes, the perforations that allowed film to run through a projector. This hold would only be broken by mountebanks who fled the Edison-dominated New York film scene to found a new movie capital in California – Hollywood.


So much for cinema; what about horror?


Formats that would become movie genres were mostly well-defined in other media before Edison and the Lumières came along. Adventure and detective stories were developed in prose, the musical was a staple of the theatre, Westerns proliferated in cheap novels, the love story informed every form of narrative art, the conventions of the religious spectacular were familiar through painting, the great epic had been with us since antiquity and, in the late 19th century (thanks to Jules Verne and H.G. Wells), even science fiction was coalescing into something recognizable as a distinct branch of narrative.


But in 1890, if you called something a horror story, no one would have known what you meant. Which isn’t to say they didn’t exist. Just as cinema was coming together through the efforts of a disparate bunch of creative minds, so was horror.


Of course, the genre had been a long time coming. There are gruesome, fantastical elements in the earliest-known narrative, The Epic of Gilgamesh. Heroes who fight monsters are commonplace in Graeco-Roman and Norse mythology, reaching a peak in the eighth-century Old English epic poem Beowulf. In a typical horror scenario, something is raiding King Hrothgar’s hall every night, leaving dead and mutilated corpses. The hero traces the trouble to the monster Grendel, whom he kills in battle. This story even contains its own sequel, as Beowulf then has to confront Grendel’s vengeful mother.


Many other myths, stories, epics or cycles conform to the structure of the horror story. If given a certain slant, they could be made or remade as horror films. In the Bible, we find the plagues of Egypt (later inspiration for Dr Phibes), the tribulations of Job (perhaps the first great conte cruel or cruel tale) and the apocalyptic vision of the Revelation the source for Rosemary’s Baby, (1968) The Omen, (1976) and sundry “Christian” horror tales. Classical drama is full of bloody business, from Oedipus blinding himself when he realizes how dreadfully he has transgressed to the cycle of hate, murder and revenge in the Oresteia.


There were bursts of activity on the horrific front, giving rise to self-contained sub-genres. Elizabethan and Jacobean theatre audiences thronged to “revenge tragedies,” which drew on classical models but played up ghosts and gore. Hamlet has its vengeful spectre, exhumed skull, multiple stabbings and poisonings and Ophelia’s mad scene, while the doom-haunted tone of Macbeth is set by the witches on the blasted heath. William Shakespeare really went all-out for the kind of shock which ’70s Italian filmmakers would relish in Titus Andronicus – source for the sequence in Theater of Blood (1974) where Robert Morley chokes on his beloved poodles and in which rape victim Lavinia has her hands cut off and her tongue cut out so she can’t identify her abusers, but foils them by writing down the guilty names with her bloody stumps. And Titus is tame next to Christopher Marlowe’s Tragicall History of Dr Faustus (the archetypal deal-with-the-Devil story), Cyril Tourneur’s (or Thomas Middleton’s – no one is sure) The Revenger’s Tragedy (which opens with the stage direction “Enter Vindice, holding a skull”) or John Webster’s The White Devil and The Duchess of Malfi. These plays demanded increasingly elaborate stage effects – hidden bladders of pig’s blood pricked by daggers, fake heads brandished after offstage decapitations, Gloucester’s bloodied eye-sockets in King Lear – which would remain in the stage repertoire, being taken to greater extremes in the French Grand Guignol of the 19th century, and eventually forming the basis of the movies’ discipline of special make-up effects.
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Rackham’s suitably gothic cover to a 1935 edition of Poe.






In 1764, the English novelist Horace Walpole published The Castle of Otranto, which he claimed to be a rediscovered mediaeval Italian manuscript. This saga of ghostly and criminal doings in an old Italian castle was the first of a cycle of increasingly lurid “gothic” novels. The most commercially successful of the gothic novelists was Mrs Ann Radcliffe, whose many works (The Mysteries of Udolpho, The Italian, etc.) deal with imperilled heroines, magnetic yet repulsive villains, more old Italian castles, contested inheritances, secret passages and the like. Any supernatural business is explained away Scooby-Doo-style as ghost riders turn out to be bandits in disguise. By the time Jane Austen paid homage to, while parodying, Radcliffe and her many, many imitators in Northanger Abbey, the form was an established strand of what passed for popular culture. Parents worried that their daughters (the gothic audience was predominantly female) got strange ideas from over-consumption of gothic novels. Frivolous mock-mediaeval fashions in architecture (Walpole spent his earnings on a new-built ruin) and clothing showed how pervasive the influence was.


Parents didn’t really have much to worry about in the genteel works of Mrs Radcliffe, but might well have been given pause by Matthew Gregory Lewis, whose 1796 best-seller The Monk unashamedly plunges into the supernatural, along with an enthusiastic catalogue of wild depravity (and a virulent anti-Catholicism typical of the British gothic novel). Another variant on the Faustus story, The Monk follows the eponymous, saintly Ambrosio, who is visited by the demonic in the form of a youth who turns out to be a girl and tempts him into a succession of fleshly pleasures and crimes – including matricide, incestuous rape and worse – that lead to his being torn apart by the Devil. The only contemporary writer more extreme than Lewis was the Marquis de Sade, who wrote in 1800 that the gothic novel was “the necessary fruit of the revolutionary tremors felt by the whole of Europe” – making him among the first critics to perceive a connection between upheavals in society (which he knew a lot about) and apparently fantastical fiction. The later gothic period produced masterpieces like Charles Maturin’s 1820 Melmoth the Wanderer, and the style lasted into the 19th century, perhaps petering out with J. Sheridan LeFanu’s longer novels like Uncle Silas or The House by the Churchyard (LeFanu is best remembered for short stories or novella-length work, like the much-filmed vampire tale Carmilla) or evolving into the serialized “penny-dreadfuls” following the exploits of Dick Turpin, Varney the Vampyre or Sweeney Todd.


The most famous and lasting horror novel of the gothic period is Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus, published anonymously in 1818. The author was not then the respectable Mrs Shelley, but the scandalous Mary Godwin – teenage runaway adultress (Lewis wrote his masterpiece in his teens too) and, essentially, romantic poetry groupie. Purportedly the fruit of a tale-telling contest involving Percy Shelley and Lord Byron, as seen in the prologue of Bride of Frankenstein (1935) and several full-length fancies like Gothic (1986) and Haunted Summer (1988), Frankenstein owes its convoluted structure (tales within tales) to the gothics, but breaks new ground in its story of the callous scientist Victor Frankenstein and the tragic yet malign Monster he creates. The book is a cornerstone not only of horror, but science fiction. Despite the frequent use of the Frankenstein name as a stick to beat science (as in scares about genetically modified “Frankenfood”), it should be remembered that Victor’s crime is not making a monster, but being a bad parent – everything would have been all right if he’d taken care of his creature rather than rejecting it simply because it looked hideous.


Before the supposed contest, the Shelley-Byron ménage – which included Dr John Polidori, author of a scurrilous but influential bit of bitchery called “The Vampyre” (a caricature of Byron, and the first vampire story in English) – had been poring over volumes of folk and horror tales translated from the German. They might have looked at the works of E.T.A. Hoffman – his doll-come-to-life Olimpia in “The Sand-Man” is a Frankensteinian precedent – but there were many others to choose from. The American Edgar Allan Poe acknowledged the influence of the Germanic gothic when he began to write his own distinctive horror tales in the 1830s and ’40s. After dashing off the archetypal “Metzengerstein,” he broke away from this tradition by claiming that his terror “was not of Germany, but the soul.” By this, he meant that he dropped the mechanical plot elements of the genre to creep into the minds of deranged protagonists, presenting torments at once more physical and more spiritual than those of the typical gothic protagonist.
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The beast in the bedroom. A 1939 engraving by Abot for Poe’s “Murders in the Rue Morgue.”






Poe was too prodigious to limit himself to one form – besides his horror, he practically invented the detective story and wrote important early science fiction, bizarre humour, journalistic hoaxes, puzzles, alternately vicious or toadying reviews and begging letters. However, he left a core of tales of mystery and imagination that would be adapted over and over – “The Black Cat,” “Murders in the Rue Morgue,” “The Pit and the Pendulum,” “The Fall of the House of Usher,” “A Cask of Amontillado,” “The Tell-Tale Heart” and “The Masque of the Red Death.” While the gothics tended to revolve around a virtuous but imperilled heroine who would be saved at the end, Poe’s tales present women who were dead, dying or spectral and concentrate on the kinks of their male protagonists – on the verge of either madness or transcendent wisdom, obsessive on details to the exclusion of all else, and thinking in frenzied, dash-ridden sentences that spill from the author’s pen like the compulsive ramblings of a drunk or a lunatic. It’s too easy to write Poe off as a neurotic who put his own failings into his tales: just as his poetry uses complex metre and rhyme schemes, his prose is finely wrought to seem like madness while the author is in complete control of his effects.


By the late 19th century, the gothics seemed quaint and comical (Gilbert and Sullivan had a bash at sending them up in Ruddigore, or The Witch’s Curse), though trace elements lingered in the more labyrinthine constructions of Charles Dickens (Bleak House) or Wilkie Collins (The Woman in White). Poe was remembered as much for his messy life as his work, which was more popular in translation in France than in England or America. However, in the decades immediately before and after the birth of the movies, there was an unparalleled burst of activity. More key horror texts were produced in a comparatively brief time than in all the centuries preceding and, arguably, all the years since.


Consider this parade – 1886: The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, by Robert Louis Stevenson; 1887: She, by Sir H. Rider Haggard; 1891: The Picture of Dorian Gray, by Oscar Wilde; 1894: Trilby, by George du Maurier; 1895: The King in Yellow, by Robert Chambers; The Time Machine, by H.G. Wells; 1896: The Island of Dr Moreau, by H.G. Wells; 1897: Dracula, by Bram Stoker; The Invisible Man, by H.G. Wells; 1898: The Turn of the Screw, by Henry James; The War of the Worlds, by H.G. Wells; 1902: The Hound of the Baskervilles, by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle; Heart of Darkness, by Joseph Conrad; 1903: The Jewel of the Seven Stars, by Bram Stoker; 1904: Ghost Stories of an Antiquary, by M.R. James; The Empty House, and Other Ghost Stories, by Algernon Blackwood; 1906: House of Souls, by Arthur Machen; 1908: The House on the Borderland, by William Hope Hodgson; 1911: The Phantom of the Opera, by Gaston Leroux; Alraune, by H.H. Ewers.


And that’s only the books that have lasted. If there had been awards for genre fiction in this period, readers would probably have voted for Marie Corelli, author of The Sorrows of Satan and The Mighty Atom, who once outsold all of the great writers listed above and is now entirely forgotten.


While these books were coming out – along with a torrent of short stories, many by the same authors – the cinema was advancing from flickering experiments that were basically moving snapshots to feature-length stories that could compete with the grandest stage productions. A few of these works have surprisingly resisted adaptation – we still await the great Arthur Machen or William Hope Hodgson movies (Ishiro Honda’s Matango, 1963 – an unauthorized version of Hodgson’s “A Voice in the Night” – honourably excepted). However, most of this batch have been filmed over and over again, and spun off so many sequels, imitations, homages, revisions, reworkings and other variants that it’s possible a full half of the horror films ever made are, in some way or another, drawn from this brief two-and-a-half decades of literary production. Toss in Frankenstein and Poe, and you can make that a full three-quarters.
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Griffin on the run. Illustration by Louis Strimpl to the 1912 French edition of The Invisible Man.






Though M.R. James and Algernon Blackwood wrote only ghost stories, the other writers in this group had varied careers as popular novelists, playwrights and tale-tellers. Stoker might be as eternally associated with his vampire Count as Doyle is with his Great Detective, but they covered a wide range in other works. Stevenson, whose “fine bogey tale” of Jekyll and Hyde seems to have kicked off this remarkable run, was hailed for his stories of adventure, and – like Wilde, Conrad, Henry James and Wells – contributed lasting masterpieces to several genres. It may be that this outpouring of what would soon be horror was linked to the contemporary rapid development of cinema and other technology, from the telephone to the automobile to the aeroplane. When the world changes rapidly, people are scared and excited at the same time. That zeitgeist encourages storytellers to play on those emotions, which underlie much horror fiction and throb dangerously throughout this shelfload of masterpieces.


With all this activity, some people started making connections – in a letter congratulating her son on the good reviews for Dracula, Bram Stoker’s mother said there was “nothing like it since Frankenstein” (“Poe is nowhere,” she snipes with maternal short-sightedness). The gothic novels all looked back, with settings either in the past or a fantasized foreign country. Even if we now view them through a London fog of gaslight nostalgia, the late-19th-century horror cornerstones tend to be up-to-the-moment. Stevenson, Stoker and Leroux include newspaper clippings to add weight to their fantastical tales, Wells and Haggard traipse off to far corners of the globe (or the universe) only to bring stories home to oak-panelled clubland, while Hodgson, the Jameses and Blackwood find ancient ghosts, curses and sorceries nestling in an uncertain modern world.


In some of these stories, the horrific elements aren’t even primary: Jekyll and Hyde is a twist-at-the-end crime thriller (in 1886, the last chapters must have been a jaw-dropper which made Mr Hyde the Keyser Söze or Tyler Durden of his day); Dorian Gray is a black (or at least very dark mauve) satire; and Wells’s novels are considered to be scientific romances (though he wrote better monsters than anyone else – cannibal morlocks, beast-people, invisible maniacs, vampires from Mars). Heart of Darkness is “serious literature” (albeit with severed heads stuck on poles) and Hound of the Baskervilles is a whodunit of the rationalized supernatural. Yet what we remember, what lingers in pop culture, of these tales are the set-pieces that have made them cinema staples: Dorian’s portrait and Ayesha in the blue flame, ageing (or de-evolving) to withered corpses; Jekyll taking the potion and transforming into the “somehow deformed” Hyde; the Martians devastating the Home Counties; the creepily angelic kids under malign, perhaps spectral influence; M.R. James’s nastily physical little ghosts (whoever tagged him a master of “subtle” horror missed the face sucked off the bone in “Count Magnus”); and, most of all, the vampire Dracula in his Transylvanian castle, climbing down the walls, creeping into English ladies’ bedrooms, drinking blood, defying an array of heroes and decaying to nothing when his heart is pierced.


If modern horror starts somewhere, Dracula is as good a place as any. It deploys exactly the strategies, learned from Collins and Stevenson, that still serve for Stephen King and almost every horror film, yet has a plot which isn’t far removed from Beowulf. A credible, “realistic” setting – unlike those of the gothic novels or, say, Dorian Gray – is established, allowing for suspension of disbelief when the monster intrudes. There is a mystery element as normal characters, aided by a scholarly type (here, Dr Van Helsing) puzzle over strange phenomena (those two holes in the neck) and work out who and what the villain is, discovering the monster’s powers and limitations and weaknesses. In the climax, the hero (and, often, a heroine) overcomes the monster through applied knowledge and moral superiority, and destroys it – though usually not without cost (Quincy dies).


However, a full year before Dracula came to the printed page, the Devil made his movie debut.
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Lon Chaney shows off his dentures in the lost film London After Midnight (1927).










CHAPTER 2



1896–1929


In Le Manoir du Diable (The Devil’s Castle, 1896), a bat flies into a haunted castle and transforms into the Devil, represented, as often on stage, in the person of a nattily dressed gent with a beard. From a cauldron, this Mephistopheles conjures up and dispels imps, demons, ghosts, witches and a skeleton. A cavalier brandishes a crucifix and the Devil vanishes in a puff of smoke. All in two minutes.


This is officially the first horror film. It derives its imagery from centuries of books, legends and stage plays – among those conjured up by the Devil is an old man with a grimoire (a manual of magic), presumably Faustus himself. Much has been made of the bat transformation and the power of the crucifix, which means the vignette tends to be further listed as the first vampire movie – though these tropes wouldn’t be exclusively associated with vampires until Stoker’s book became well-known.


The director and star of Le Manoir du Diable was Georges Méliès, father of the cinema of the fantastic. The Lumières, fathers of the cinema of documentary realism, came to the movies through technical interest in photography and, incidentally, saw little future in them beyond a passing fad. But Méliès was a showman, a conjurer in an era when illusionists were top-of-the-bill attractions, who saw trick photography first as an aid to magic. In films, Méliès used multiple exposures, dissolves, perspective tricks, elaborate props and stage make-up to accomplish what were basically vaudeville acts on film. Le Manoir du Diable has no “story,” just a parade of tricks, with a flourish for an exit.


Between 1896 and 1914, Méliès directed over five hundred movies. He did not confine himself to fantasy, making early stabs at animated “French postcard” (Après le Bal/After the Ball, 1897), historical re-creation (Jeanne d’Arc/Joan of Arc, 1899), religious spectacle (Christ Marchant sur les Flots/Christ Walking on Water, 1899), topical drama (L’Affaire Dreyfus/The Dreyfus Affair, 1899), literary adaptation (Les Mousquetaires de la Reine/The Queen’s Musketeers, 1903) and a bogus newsreel about the coronation of Edward VII that the King himself thought genuine. Before his own distinct style caught on, he was among the cinema’s first rip-off artists, capitalizing on the Lumières’ La Ciotat by filming trains at other stations, L’Arrivée d’un Train – Gare de Joinville (1896) and L’Arrivée d’un Train – Gare de Vincennes (1896).


But it is for magic that we remember Méliès.


After Le Manoir du Diable, he delivered many films along the same lines, often in the same genially demonic persona, sometimes building whole movies around a single illusion: in L’homme à la Tête de Caoutchouc (The Man with the Indiarubber Head, 1902), he inflates his own head to giant size until it bursts like a balloon. Taking his act from stage to screen, Méliès lived up to the title of one of his 1899 films, A Turn-of-the-Century Illusionist.


Eventually, Méliès’s films grew longer and more ambitious. Among his literary adaptations – highlights rather than the whole story – were the screen debuts of Rider Haggard’s Ayesha (La Danse du Feu/Haggard’s She: The Pillar of Fire, 1899), the charlatan Cagliostro (Le Miroir de Cagliostro/Cagliostro’s Mirror, 1899), E.T.A. Hoffman’s living doll (Coppélia: La Poupée Animée, 1900), Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf (Le Petit Chaperon Rouge, 1901), Bluebeard (Barbe-Bleue, 1901) and the Wandering Jew (Le Juif Errant, 1904), while he returned often to Faust and Mephistopheles. His filmography is littered with titles that suggest sub-genres in the making: L’Auberge Ensorcelé (The Bewitched Inn, 1897), La Caverne Maudite (Cave of Demons, 1898), Le Spectre (Murder Will Out, 1899), Cléopâtre (Robbing Cleopatra’s Tomb, 1899), Le Savant et le Chimpanzee (The Doctor and the Monkey, 1900), Le Fou Assassin (The Dangerous Lunatic, 1900), Les Filles du Diable (Beelzebub’s Daughters, 1903) and La Fée Carabosse et le Poignard Fatal (The Witch, 1906).




[image: A cartoon moon face with a rocket embedded in one eye grimaces in pain. Craters and shadows add texture to the surface.]


One in the eye for the man in the moon. Voyage dans la Lune (1901).








[image: Louise Brooks wears a dark bob haircut and a satin dress with thin straps.]


Jazz Age icon Louise Brooks in Die Büchse der Pandora (1928).






His biggest success, and most-often-seen work, was Voyage dans la Lune (A Trip to the Moon, 1901), which almost has a plot in combining bits from lunar trips made in books by Verne and Wells. This encouraged him to make more “impossible voyages,” to the sun, under the sea or to the North Pole. Méliès set out to amaze and obviously chuckled when nervous patrons were terrified by phantoms, skeletons or the Devil – but he was not truly in the horror business, nor even really interested in cinema as a medium for telling stories. Nevertheless, he invented the tricks and first put on moving film the images that would recur.


In the early years of the 20th century, the movies took hold around the world – and there was already competition between nations. In America, pioneers like Edwin S. Porter paved the way for geniuses like D.W. Griffith; in Italy, there were feature-length epic spectaculars in the second decade (Maciste, the ancient muscle hero, made his debut in Cabiria in 1914); in Germany, the heirs of E.T.A. Hoffman began to play with shadows, and in Britain one- and two-reel melodramas began to proliferate (a typical British film title of 1902 was A Fight With Sledge-Hammers).


Activity was so hectic that oft-told tales made their debuts and were done over again within months. William Selig’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1908), a film of the stage play that had been touring since Stevenson’s day, might be the first American horror movie. It was rapidly followed by a British remake (The Duality of Man, 1910), a Danish effort starring Alwin Neuss (Den Skaebnesvangre Opfindelse, 1910) and another American version (1912) with James Cruze and Harry Benham sharing the title roles (an interesting approach rarely reused). In 1913, a German Der Anderer vied with two American films called Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, one starring King Baggot and produced by Carl Laemmle (later patriarch of Universal Pictures, where the horror movie really began), the other in a primitive colour process. Then things went quiet until 1920, when three versions arrived simultaneously: John S. Robertson’s lavish star vehicle for John Barrymore (whose steeple-headed, spider-fingered Hyde pre-empts Max Schreck’s similar-looking vampire by two years), a quickie imitation with Sheldon Lewis (famed as “The Clutching Hand” in serials) and F.W. Murnau’s Der Januskopf, a tragically lost adaptation with Conrad Veidt as the transforming doctor (metamorphosing under the magical influence of a two-faced bust rather than mad science) and Bela Lugosi as his butler. The first parody was Horrible Hyde (1915) but Stan Laurel got in on the act in Dr Pickle and Mr Pride (1925).


Though Jekyll and Hyde was the most-adapted horror story of the silent era, other famous monsters made their debuts. Edison’s Frankenstein (1910), with Charles Ogle as the wild-haired creature whipped up in a vat like instant soup, was followed by Life Without Soul (1915), in which Dr Frankenstein becomes “William Frawley” (William A. Cohill) and the Monster is “the Brute Man” (Percy Darrell Standing), and perhaps the first Italian horror movie, Il Mostro di Frankenstein (1920). The Picture of Dorian Gray was first filmed in Denmark (Dorian Gray’s Portraet, 1910), but there were soon versions from Russia (Portret Doryana Greya, 1915), America (1916, starring Henry Victor – the strongman of Freaks – as the beautiful youth), Germany (Das Bildnis des Dorian Gray, 1917) and Hungary (Az Élet Királya, 1918 – with Lugosi as Dorian’s mentor Sir Henry). Sherlock Holmes made his debut as early as 1900 in Sherlock Holmes Baffled, featuring an (or possibly the) Invisible Man, while Sherlock Holmes in the Great Murder Mystery (1908) was another crossover: here, Holmes solves Poe’s “Murders in the Rue Morgue,” feeling the collar of the killer gorilla. The sleuth’s creepiest adventure was first filmed in Denmark (source of a surprising number of early gothics) as Den Graa Dame (The Grey Lady, 1903), with a spectral lady instead of a Hound of Hell. Germany not only turned out a faithful Die Hund von Baskerville (1914) but followed it with six sequels in which Holmes pursues the novel’s dog-training villain. There were also multiple early versions of staples like She, Trilby, Notre Dame de Paris, Sweeney Todd, Maria Marten, Faust or Dr Faustus, “The Monkey’s Paw” and Fu-Manchu.


Poe was often adapted, in France (Le Puits et le Pendule, 1909, Le Système du Docteur Goudron et du Professeur Plume, 1913) and America (The Sealed Room, 1909, The Raven, 1912, The Pit and the Pendulum, 1913). D.W. Griffith first took a frequently reused tack by combining several Poe stories into one episodic narrative for The Avenging Conscience (1914). The Avenging Hand (1915), the first feature-length British horror film, sounds like an unauthorized adaptation of Stoker’s Jewel of Seven Stars, with a revived ancient Egyptian princess and a severed hand. It was among a run of mummy-themed films: The Mummy (1911), The Dust of Egypt (1915), Die Augen der Mumie Ma (The Eyes of the Mummy, 1919). The Vampire (1913) was an East Indian snake lady, whereas The Werewolf (1913) was an American Indian shapeshifter. A cycle of films about monkey-gland transplants (a medical fad of the day) and Darwinian theory stretched to a French 1913 adaptation of Gaston Leroux’s novel about a humanized gorilla, Balaoo (remade as The Wizard, 1927, and Dr Renault’s Secret, 1942).


Already, some filmmakers were specializing in the macabre, and a few actors were building reputations on the strength of horror roles. The German Paul Wegener, a director-star, cut a hefty figure as Balduin in Der Student von Prag (1913), adapted from H.H. Ewers’s Poe-like novel of a deal with the Devil and a deadly doppelgänger, but achieved fame under a clay wig and built-up costume in and as Der Golem (1915), the legendary living statue of the Prague ghetto, revived to rampage in modern times. This was such a success that Wegener delivered a parodic sequel, Der Golem und die Tanzerin (The Golem and the Dancing Girl, 1917) and a more elaborate prequel, Der Golem, wie er in der Welt Kam (The Golem, 1920). Wegener also took bizarre roles in Der Yoghi (1916), Der Rattenfänger von Hameln (The Pied Piper of Hamelin, 1918), as a warlock modelled on the then-scandalous Aleister Crowley in Rex Ingram’s French-shot American film The Magician (1926), the title part in Svengali (1927) and a mad scientist in another Ewers adaptation, Alraune (1928). Wegener’s last bow in horror was in the multi-episode Unheimliche Geschichten (The Living Dead, 1932), written and directed by his rival Richard Oswald, who had come into the genre with a couple of the Hund von Baskerville sequels and stuck around to deliver adaptations of Hoffman (Shlemihl, 1915, Hoffmanns Erzählungen, 1916), Das Bildnis des Dorian Gray (1917), a first Unheimliche Geschichten (including tales from Poe and Stevenson, 1919), Cagliostro (1929), an elaborate remake of Die Hund von Baskerville (1929) and a talkie Alraune (1930) with Brigitte Helm re-creating her silent role as the artificially created femme fatale.


Wegener and Oswald were principally adaptors of others’ work – their films have pictorial virtues and an obvious feel for the material, but little sense of the developing potential of cinema. Others came at horror from a different direction, not just hoping to trade on well-known material but seeing ways to expand the boundaries of film art. The key title here is Das Kabinett des Doktor Caligari (The Cabinet of Dr Caligari, 1920), directed by Robert Weine, but as importantly the work of scenarists Carl Mayer and Hans Janowitz, art directors Walter Röhrig and Hermann Warm (who devised the stylized sets, painted shadows and other visual trickery of “Caligarism”) and even Fritz Lang, who was signed up to direct but moved on to something else after devising the frame story that reveals the whole action to be taking place in the mind of a lunatic. Lang’s bookends turned what might have been a confounding art movie into a gimmick picture. The revelation meant patrons disturbed by the imagery could leave the theatre thinking they now “understood” what they had seen, the visualized ravings of a disordered mind. Mayer and Janowitz despised this angle, having intended to depict a world that was cruel and insane rather than simply a protagonist who was having bad dreams. The breakout performers were Werner Krauss, as the top-hatted mountebank and mesmerist Caligari, and Conrad Veidt, as the leotard-clad, hollow-cheeked somnambulist/murderer Cesare. Both would join Wegener among the elect group of proto-horror stars: Veidt, whom Universal considered casting as Dracula in 1930 (arguably he would have been a better choice than Lugosi), played Der Graf von Cagliostro (1921), the rumoured diabolist-violinist Paganini (1923), the pianist with a murderer’s hands (Robert Weine’s Orlac’s Hände/Hands of Orlac, 1924), Ivan the Terrible (Das Wachsfigurenkabinett, 1924), Balduin in a remake of Der Student von Prag (1926), Rasputin (1930) and The Wandering Jew (1933); Krauss played Iago (Othello, 1922), Jack the Ripper (Das Wachsfigurenkabinett, 1924) and the Devil in Der Student von Prag (1926).


F.W. Murnau cast Veidt in Der Januskopf, scripted by Caligari’s Janowitz. Having got away with this full-length Stevenson adaptation by making name changes (this is the strange case of “Dr Warren and Mr O’Connor”) and plot alterations, he made the mistake of assuming that Bram Stoker’s widow would be as negligent as the Stevenson estate (who, one suspects, had earned little from the many Jekyll and Hyde movies) and turned Count Dracula into Graf von Orlok for Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des Grauens (Nosferatu, 1922). Whereas Caligari’s “Expressionist” style was created entirely in the studio, Murnau took his vampire out on location, filming in Slovakian mountains and ruins. Nosferatu still stands as the only screen adaptation of Dracula to be primarily interested in terror. Max Schreck’s rat-featured, corseted stick insect of a monster has no undead glamour, nor even the melancholy that Klaus Kinski and Willem Dafoe bring to variations in Nosferatu, Phantom der Nacht (Nosferatu the Vampyre, 1979) and Shadow of the Vampire (2000). Just as Dracula can serve as a template for the horror novel, Nosferatu (far more than Caligari) serves as a template for the horror film. Murnau added wrinkles to Stoker that have persisted, notably the vampire vanquished by the first light of day.


Caligari and Nosferatu aren’t the whole Expressionist story. Throughout the ’20s, as German society spiralled out of control, German cinema was shadowed by figures as sinister as Caligari, Cesare and Orlok. Fritz Lang turned out the epic Dr Mabuse, der Spieler (1922), in which Rudolf Klein-Rogge (a bit-player in Caligari) incarnates superhuman evil as a master criminal in the tradition of Fu-Manchu and Professor Moriarty. Mabuse is a founding text for all manner of far-fetched thrillers, including the Hitchcock japes of the ’30s, the films noirs of the ’40s, the super-spy pictures of the ’60s and the paranoid conspiracy dramas of the ’70s. Lang brought Mabuse back, extending malign influence from an asylum cell and beyond the grave in Das Testament des Dr Mabuse (1933), but his most influential early talkie is M (1931), the first great serial-murder film, with Peter Lorre as the paedophile killer stalked by cops (including Mabuse’s nemesis, Inspector Lohmann) and criminals. Paul Leni, another interesting German director of the ’20s, put Jack the Ripper on screen in Das Wachsfigurenkabinett (1924) before decamping for America. The missing link between Werner Krauss’s tubby, trench-coated Ripper and Lorre’s whistling, whining Franz Beckert is the mild-mannered, pathetic Jack the Ripper (Gustav Diessl) of G.W. Pabst’s masterly Die Büchse der Pandora (Pandora’s Box, 1928), killing the innocently fatal heroine Lulu (Louise Brooks) in a clinch under the mistletoe. Alfred Hitchcock had already taken note of what was going on in Germany, where he served an apprenticeship, and essayed his own Ripper story, the British Expressionist classic The Lodger (1927).




[image: A man in a dark cloak looks at a woman in a sleeveless gown. They stand close together under dim lighting.]


John Barrymore’s Hyde looks for love, Dr Jekyll & Mr Hyde (1920).






Hollywood didn’t yet have horror films, but had a horror star in Lon Chaney, master character actor and make-up artist. Chaney plays full-on monster roles as the ape-man in A Blind Bargain (1922), Quasimodo in The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) and the skull-faced Erik in The Phantom of the Opera (1925), plus a (very funny) parodic mad scientist in The Monster (1925) and a (fake) vampire in London After Midnight (1927), but his most distinctive work comes in melodramas, usually directed by Tod Browning. Their masterpiece is The Unknown (1927), in which Chaney plays a murderer hiding his giveaway double-thumbs by binding his arms and posing as an amputee, performing a knife-throwing act with his feet. The heroine (a young Joan Crawford) affects to abhor a man’s embrace, so “Alonzo the Armless” has his arms surgically removed to become her ideal lover – only to learn she’s changed her position on hugging and is canoodling with the circus strong-man, whereupon Alonzo plots a revenge nasty enough for the EC Comics of the ’50s. The difference between Chaney’s grotesques and the creatures of German Expressionism is that most of Chaney’s brilliantly mimed, remarkably made-up freaks are just grumpy guys who don’t get the girl (a theme Chaney raised to obsessive levels), rather than incarnations of evil or insanity in semi-human form. Perhaps this is why his most horrific films, though illuminated by moments of masterly acting, wear less well. Chaney’s best work – in Browning’s The Unholy Three (1925) and Victor Sjöström’s He Who Gets Slapped (1924) – falls on the outskirts of genre.


When Universal Pictures, who backed Hunchback and Phantom, lost Chaney to MGM, they replaced him with Conrad Veidt as the Joker-grinning freak of The Man Who Laughs (1928). That was directed by Paul Leni, who had made the most important American horror film of the decade, The Cat and the Canary (1927). John Willard’s 1922 Broadway play was a semi-spoof of the already-established genre of Old Dark House mystery, in which a group of people gather for a reading of a will in an isolated, spooky locale and are menaced by a monstrous figure who turns out to be the most cheerful, helpful suspect. Leni got the most out of clutching hands, secret passageways and bodies tumbling from wardrobes. There were many similar efforts: The Monster (1925) and The Bat (1926), directed by the talented Roland West, who remade the latter as a widescreen talkie, The Bat Whispers (1929); Seven Footprints to Satan, directed by Benjamin Christensen, who had handled the striking Danish semi-documentary Häxan (Witchcraft Through the Ages, 1921); multiple versions of Seven Keys to Baldpate (1917, 1925, 1929), a property thought worth rehashing as late as House of the Long Shadows (1983); The Ghost Breaker (1922), The Gorilla (1927), The Thirteenth Hour (1927), The Haunted House (1928) and the first all-talkie, The Terror (1928). Leni even got to do it again, in the Old Dark Theatre tale The Last Warning (1929).


As talking pictures caught on, Murnau and Leni were in Hollywood, perfectly positioned to direct horror films. Dracula had been running on stage in Britain and America since the mid-’20s, and the rights had legitimately been bought by Universal Pictures in the hope that Chaney would star. However, within a few years, Murnau, Leni and Chaney were all dead through freak accidents or illnesses. The future of Dracula, and hence the genre, was up for grabs.



DER GOLEM: WIE ER IN DIE WELT KAM


AKA THE GOLEM: HOW HE CAME INTO THE WORLD


1920, Ger, co-dir/co-scr Paul Wegener, co-dir Carl Boese, co-scr Henrik Galeen, starring Paul Wegener, Albert Steinrueck, Ernst Deutsch, Lyda Salmnonova


The Jews of Prague are exiled in an edict from the Emperor. Rabbi Loew summons a demon to animate his golem and protect his community. The golem saves the Emperor’s life when his palace crumbles, and the edict is removed. However, when Loew’s assistant directs the golem to attack a rival suitor for Loew’s daughter’s charms, it goes on the rampage. Wegener’s magnificent prequel to the Henrik Galeen-directed 1913 version is the most successful take on the golem legend, showcasing amazing set designs, from the imaginative inventiveness of the Prague ghetto, all misshapen roofs and warren-like homes, to the asymmetrical, organic interiors, seeming as animate and made from the same clay as the golem himself. Loew’s house is a particularly remarkable design: the principal room appears to be modelled on an inner ear, with the smallest features, down to the hinges on the doors, ornately detailed. It’s never quite clear how Loew believes the golem will protect the ghetto: his imagination doesn’t extend far beyond sending it out with a shopping list, and his magic is to blame for the palace’s ruin. In fact, the principal factors behind the edict – that the Jews “practise black magic” and “endanger the lives and property of their fellow men” – are borne out by events, highlighting a vein of anti-Semitism running throughout the film: the Jews’ cramped, close confines and shabby dress are contrasted with the finery and open spaces of the court; a Jewish warden is seen in close-up counting a bribe; and it takes a child outside the ghetto (and thus, implicitly, non-Jewish) to stop the golem. A clear influence on Frankenstein, particularly Wegener’s trajectory of bewilderment to rage as the titular creature, it entirely lacks the later film’s piety: Loew encounters problems simply because he hasn’t read far enough ahead in his and the invocation of the demon, one of the film’s most startling sequences, invites us to marvel at his control of the elements.
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A psychodrama nightmare played out in a damaged brain, Das Kabinett des Dr Caligari.






DAS KABINETT DES DOKTOR CALIGARI


AKA THE CABINET OF DR CALIGARI


1920, Ger, dir Robert Weine, scr Hans Janowitz, Carl Mayer, starring Werner Krauss, Conrad Veidt, Friedrich Feher, Lil Dagover


Caligari’s story is a simple Hoffmannesque tale of a sinister doctor with a somnambulist patient, “asleep for 23 years,” whom he parades at town fairs then wakes at night to murder people in their beds. The undistinguished Robert Weine was second choice for director after Fritz Lang. The producers were luckier with the production design when Hermann Warm asked two painter friends to help with the sets. It was Fritz Lang who suggested that the central story of a man trying to expose the evil doctor’s crimes be framed by a prologue and epilogue, thus revealing the somnambulist tale to be the delusion of a man in an asylum who believes his doctor is Caligari.


The film’s extraordinary visual appearance has far exceeded its qualities as a piece of cinema, making it the Expressionist movie par excellence. The shots of tilted walls, angled windows and doors, and canvas painted with black and white rhomboids for light and shade was immediately imitated in other European films. This influence later crossed the Atlantic with German filmmakers heading to Hollywood, surfacing in diluted form in horror films such as The Black Cat and Son of Frankenstein, in numerous dream sequences, and (much later) in the films of Tim Burton.


Weine’s direction is static and uninspired yet the film remains compelling through the carefully structured chaos of its design and an eerie performance by Conrad Veidt as the somnambulist, Cesare. The Expressionist theme bleeds from the sets into the characters. Cesare is a sharp and angular silhouette, with waxen pallor and glassy stare, stalking into rooms with a long blade in his hand. Jane, the woman he abducts, is a deliberate contrast in white fabrics, her room all rounded shapes and vertical lines. The controversial framing scenes may unnecessarily distance the central narrative and prevent the film from achieving the density of, say, Eraserhead, but they help turn the story into an extended dream sequence, a psychodrama nightmare played out in a damaged brain. [JC]
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The golem goes shopping, Der Golem: wie er in der Welt Kam.






HÄXAN


AKA WITCHCRAFT THROUGH THE AGES


1921, Swe, dir/scr Benjamin Christensen, starring Maren Pedersen, Oscar Stribolt, Clara Pontoppidan, Benjamin Christensen


Christensen’s “history of mysticism” starts unpromisingly enough, with a parade of woodcuts whose features, described in the intertitles, are pointed out with a pencil: the director’s delivery of “a lecture within the framework of the history of civilization” appears initially to be just that. But, with the second of its seven sections, the woodcuts come to life, Christensen mounting convincingly detailed re-creations of Middle Ages witchery ranging from the uses of magical potions to the tortures meted out by the Inquisition. The film’s approach is intelligent, informed and resolutely non-exploitative, although it acknowledges the scatological grotesquery of witch confessions in scenes of sorceresses kissing demons’ bottoms, flinging the contents of chamberpots over their enemies’ doors and stripping naked to meet their horned lord. The Devil (impiously portrayed by Christensen himself) is a gleeful personification of lust, an ecstatic trickster figure in sharp contrast to the cruelly repressive Church, attacked with Buñuelian vigour as yet another innocent is sent to the stake “for the benefit of mankind and the pleasant smell in God’s honour.” As an exploration of the social and psychological roots of witch hysteria Häxan is peerless, but Christensen is too much the showman to stop there, his superlative collection of hags, crones and torture implements topped only by such startling animation sequences as a Méliès-style conjuring trick of coins flying through a door, nightshade visions of witches birthing Satanic horrors and flying to the Sabbat, broomsticks aloft, and infernal debauches resembling Bosch’s nightmare visions brought to life. The film was re-released in the ’60s, with William Burroughs’s laconic Midwestern drawl replacing the intertitles to the delight of freaks and the horror of silent-cinema purists.


NOSFERATU, EINE SYMPHONIE DES GRAUENS


1922, Ger, dir F.W. Murnau, scr Henrik Galeen, starring Max Schreck, Gustav von Wangenheim, Greta Schröder, Alexander Granach


Murnau’s silent masterpiece is something of a revenant film. Henrik Galeen had radically slimmed the plot and changed character names but the unauthorized adaptation was still nearly destroyed by a lawsuit from Bram Stoker’s widow. Prints survived, however, and with Galeen’s script and some extraordinary designs from occultist Albin Grau, Murnau produced one of the classic works of early German cinema.


Although primitive by contemporary standards, it has the distinction of being the first truly successful horror film, as well as a considerable influence on later vampire movies: Max Schreck’s iconic figure – hairless head, flared ears and elongated fingers – has become a secondary archetype for screen vampires after Bela Lugosi’s Romanian lounge lizard. Galeen’s story takes estate agent Hutter to Count Orlok’s castle in the Carpathians. When Orlok sees a picture of Hutter’s wife, he attacks him and leaves him locked in a room, then journeys to Bremen to pursue the woman and bring plague upon the town. Murnau and his crew saved money by shooting on location, which gives the film a freshness that studio-bound productions of the period lack, especially in the mountain scenes. Nothing is accidental for Murnau: each shot is as carefully framed and precisely intended as in a Kubrick film, with Schreck’s vampire shown continually emerging from areas of darkness, often within an arched frame. Murnau provides a host of very memorable images, ranging from the eerie negative shot of the coach flying through the trees, and the striking image of the vampire rising bolt upright from his coffin then stalking across the open deck of the ship, to a thoroughly chilling montage of Orlok’s shadow purposefully stalking its way upstairs towards Ellen Hutter’s room.




[image: A woman stands between horned demons, one holding a staff and another raising a claw. Candles and shadows fill the scene.]


Scatological grotesquery at the Sabbat in Häxan.






Other films of the period such as The Phantom of the Opera had equally memorable characters and performances but only Murnau created a work that combines character and scenario to such powerful effect. The film survives in prints of varying quality; the tinted BFI restoration with an excellent score by Hammer composer James Bernard is highly recommended. [JC]


THE PHANTOM OF THE OPERA


1925, US, dir Rupert Julian, scr Frank M. McCormack (uncredited), starring Lon Chaney, Mary Philbin, Norman Kerry, Arthur Edmund


The new owners of the Paris Opera House ignore the Phantom’s warning to replace Prima Donna Carlotta with her understudy Christine in a performance of Marguerite. Carlotta is crushed by a chandelier and the Phantom abducts Christine, who is intrigued by his attentions until she sees his horribly scarred face. Universal’s lavish production remains the finest and most faithful adaptation of Gaston Leroux’s novel; in its original conception (with the Phantom discovered lying dead on his organ by the mob) it was still closer to Leroux, but producer Carl Laemmle, unhappy with Julian’s work after previews, ordered reshoots. Julian, a temperamental and dictatorial director, refused to comply, and Edward Sedgwick was recruited to shoot new scenes. This version also previewed badly, and the film was re-edited, with additional scenes shot featuring comedian Charles Conklin. These were in turn removed by Laemmle, but the re-edit was used for the original release. Muddying the film’s history still further, Universal re-released it in 1929 as a sound film with additional scenes featuring Carlotta’s mother and a new soundtrack; this edit is the version most commonly seen today. Chaney’s performance as the Phantom is justly celebrated, his marvellously expressive eyes and theatrical gestures anticipating Karloff’s Frankenstein creature in its balance of pathos and monstrosity. The actor also designed his own make-up, luridly impressive even today, and the character remains one of the most compelling explorations of the silent cinema’s obsession with romantic disfigurement. The Phantom’s lair is an infernal underworld five floors beneath the opera house, itself built over a network of mediaeval torture chambers. The secret passages are reached by passing through a mirror and crossing a Stygian lake, lending the story the quality of Classical myth. The Phantom represents the necessary inverse to the witless merriment of the opera house, a reminder of ugliness, pain and mortality distilled in his appearance as the Red Death during a masked ball, a spectacular sequence shot in early two-strip Technicolor. But he is still a sympathetic character, his achievements as a showman (engineering the crushing of the leading lady under a chandelier is an operatic coup) and his romantic conviction easily outshining the deceitful, fame-obsessed Christine, unable to look past the Phantom’s surface ugliness, and her dull lover Raoul. Aided by opulent sets – the Piranesi-like chambers of the underworld are particularly memorable – and inspired art direction, the film is let down only by overwrought acting from Philbin, some ludicrously purple prose for the intertitles – “No longer like a toad in these foul cellars will I secrete the venom of hatred!” – and the hackneyed image of a mob armed with torches that ends the film.








DRACULA


Dracula’s cinematic life began with Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des Grauens, the first and unauthorized screen adaptation by F.W. Murnau. Albin Grau’s vampire design re-imagined the Count as an alien presence a world away from Stoker’s deathless aristocrat, creating an icon powerful enough to be resurrected in later works such as Tobe Hooper’s Salem’s Lot (1979). Official imprimatur came in 1931 with Tod Browning’s film of the Hamilton Deane stage adaptation. Bela Lugosi’s vampire has since become a universal signifier for the Count (much to Lugosi’s dismay, since it typecast him for life), but the film is meagre fare next to other horror movies of the period. Lugosi’s performance is static and the whole production betrays its stage origin with a singular lack of drama despite some wonderful scenes in the ruined castle. George Melford’s Spanish-language version, made alongside the American film with the same sets but different crew and actors (Carlos Villarías was the vampire), used the same resources but managed everything better.


Hammer did everything better still when Christopher Lee blazed onto the screen in 1958, seething with diabolic energy. Stoker’s story was mutilated even further, leaving only bare bones, but this hardly mattered with Lee and Peter Cushing’s Van Helsing confronting each other for the first time. While Lugosi’s Dracula has devolved to the level of Halloween masks, Lee’s rampaging performance is the one future actors still have to beat. The film made him an international name but he despaired of the sequels, preferring to point people to his role in Jesus Franco’s 1970 version, with Herbert Lom as Van Helsing and Klaus Kinski (later to play Nosferatu) as a typically manic Renfield. Franco’s story followed the book with greater care than previously attempted but the film is still hostage to its low budget.


The late ’70s saw several Draculas arrive at once, with the BBC’s faithful TV adaptation starring Louis Jordan, Werner Herzog’s remake of Nosferatu and an expensive Hollywood production by John Badham based on a Broadway revival of the stage play. Frank Langella played the Count on stage and screen and was popularly considered “the sexiest Dracula of all,” a rather confused emphasis given that Stoker’s vampire was a shape-shifting monster. Badham’s production has great sets and some impressive scenes but the story was as mangled as ever, with Dracula even staking Laurence Olivier’s Van Helsing at the end.


Francis Coppola’s equally lavish Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) took the usual liberties but managed to create something quite unique, a sumptuous film that carves out its own identity (Gary Oldman’s powerful Dracula has a different guise in nearly every scene) while acknowledging its predecessors. Coppola pulled off a difficult balancing act, mixing outright horror with rich aesthetics to create something as heady and delirious as the absinthe that Dracula drinks with Mina. Dracula’s character has become an archetype that each generation seems compelled to reinvent. With screen vampires as active as they ever were, we’re probably due a 21st-century version any time now. [JC]




[image: Max Schreck as Count Orlok stands at the end of a stone corridor. He wears a long coat and holds both hands raised.]


Max Schreck emerges from the shadows, Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des Grauens.











[image: Lon Chaney as the Phantom reveals a skeletal face with bulging eyes and an open mouth.]


The Phantom unmasked. Lon Chaney, The Phantom of the Opera.






THE UNKNOWN


1927, US, dir Tod Browning, scr Waldemar Young, starring Lon Chaney, Joan Crawford, Norman Kerry, Nick de Ruiz


Browning drew on his carnival background and obsession with sexual pathology for this astonishingly perverse conte cruel, the most concise expression of castration anxiety in the director’s oeuvre of truncated torsos (for synopsis see p.21). Alonzo is an entirely unsympathetic character, a murderer and thief who tries to use Nanon’s phobic fear of men’s hands to his own ends: Malabar the Mighty saves him from a beating, but Alonzo encourages him to take Nanon in his arms – “Let her listen to the song of your blood!” – while knowing full well what her response will be. Alonzo’s love for Nanon is selfish and possessive, however insane the sacrifice he makes; Malabar, by contrast, is willing to help cure her of her phobia. Browning uses Chaney as a sideshow display, showcasing him drinking wine, smoking cigarettes and playing a guitar with his feet, as well as shooting a rifle and throwing knives at Nanon in his show itself. However, Chaney brings a tragic intensity to the role that makes him a powerful identification figure, expressing everything from tortured pathos through fidgety uncertainty to delirious happiness using just his marvellously expressive eyes and feet, all underscored with the blackly comic tone that sees a post-operation Alonzo, on being told by Nanon that he looks thinner, admitting that “I have lost some flesh.” Freaks remains Browning’s masterpiece, but Sidney Hayers’s Circus of Horrors (1960) maintained his sexual perversity in a similar tale of a criminal hiding out in a circus, while Jodorowsky’s Santa Sangre is a fittingly lurid tribute to the director’s work.


THE CAT AND THE CANARY


1927, US, dir Paul Leni, scr Walter Anthony, Alfred A. Cohn, Robert F. Hill, starring Laura La Plante, Creighton Hale, Forrest Stanley, Tully Marshall


Eccentric millionaire Cyrus West’s relatives gather 20 years after his death to hear the reading of his will. He has left his money to his most distant relative, Annabelle West, but only on condition that she be proved sane. The housekeeper is convinced that West’s ghost roams the house and an escaped lunatic is on the prowl: will Annabelle last the night? John Willard’s 1922 play, a haunted-house spoof, proved durable enough to spawn a 1930 Spanish-language film, a 1939 Bob Hope vehicle and a 1979 misfire by softcore auteur Radley Metzger, but Leni’s version is the classic, its iconography of fake walls, hidden passages and ghostly corridors providing the visual inspiration for everything from The Old Dark House (Whale openly acknowledged Leni’s influence) to The Raven, Corman’s Poe films and the Italian gothics of the ’60s. While it lacks the broad palette and rictus grin of The Man Who Laughs (1928), a historical melodrama that is probably Leni’s finest American film, The Cat is packed with the visual flourishes Hollywood studios expected from their German émigrés, from double and triple superimpositions to distorted reflections, shadow play, restless POV (point-of-view) meanderings and outlandishly animated intertitles. Yet for all its visual innovations, the source material ensures the film remains light-hearted, stagy and less sophisticated than its Continental peers, its chills mostly relying on “Behind you!” pantomime frights as Leni’s Teutonic gloom evaporates in the Hollywood sunshine. Martha Mattox’s marvellously grim housekeeper – “I don’t need the living ones” – and Lucien Littlefield’s fearsome doctor aside, the cast do little but cringe and run in comic cowardice, with Hale particularly grating as the craven, owl-faced Paul Jones, as terrified of physical contact as he is of ghosts, making Annabelle’s evident fondness proof of such unaccountably perverse taste that she probably was insane after all.


LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USHER


AKA THE FALL OF THE HOUSE OF USHER


1928, Fr, dir/scr Jean Epstein, starring Margaret Gance, Jean Debucourt, Charles Lamy, Abel Gance


A friend visits Roderick Usher and his ill wife Madeleine. Usher is painting a portrait of Madeleine that seems to sap her strength. When it is completed she appears to die, but his conviction that she has been buried alive is justified when she returns from the grave. One of the milestones of the French avant-garde, Epstein’s sumptuous visual feast, “based on themes by E.A. Poe,” betrays Poe’s original conception in its shift of Madeleine from Roderick’s sister to his wife but still achieves an atmosphere of cloying morbidity of which the writer would doubtless have approved. Epstein’s other key change is to situate Usher in the world of natural phenomena, extended shots of the misty marshland and bare trees surrounding his house giving the film an acute air of wintry despair; lighting and wind take on supernatural dimensions, with shots of horned owls and mating frogs spliced in to express ideas of death and resurrection, while Epstein contrasts the film’s roots in the natural world with the artifice of triple superimpositions, slow motion and negative photography, showcased most spectacularly in the funeral march to the crypt. These visually stunning sequences partly redeem the dull creakiness of many of the scenes in Usher’s house, although they were not enough for assistant director Luis Buñuel, who was presumably dismayed by the humourless piety of the resurrection sequence and made this his final collaboration with Epstein.




[image: Roderick Usher, in a dark robe, paints a woman sitting upright in a chair. Candles on a stand are seen in the foreground.]


Roderick Usher paints his wife, La Chute de la Maison Usher.
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Bela Lugosi fakes his fangs, Mark of the Vampire (1935).










CHAPTER 3



1930s


Again, it starts with Dracula.


When interviewing Bela Lugosi about his stage performance as the Count, journalists lumped Dracula in with The Cat and the Canary, The Gorilla and Seven Keys to Baldpate, and asked him if he was worried about being typecast in “mystery plays.”


After Lugosi had starred in Tod Browning’s 1931 film, with Frankenstein in pre-production at Universal as a follow-up and competing studios rooting about for similar properties to chase the Dracula dollars, the term “horror film” slipped into general usage.


When the British Board of Film Censors instituted a special rating for these distasteful items, they labelled them “H” for “Horrific” – which seems to have sealed the deal in so far as naming the genre went. It wasn’t a linguistic inevitability: terms like “macabre,” “gothic,” “weird” (as in the pulp Weird Tales), “terror,” “monster” and “shudder” were also available.


Though Dracula founded a genre, there’s a feeling that neither the studio nor the director really had their heart in the film. Both were involved with the project because of Lon Chaney. With his death, it may have seemed like a contractual obligation. Universal faffed about with casting choices before resorting, essentially because he was cheap, to Lugosi. It may be they didn’t go with Conrad Veidt because they didn’t see Dracula as a super-spectacular like The Phantom of the Opera, which was in re-release in a part-talkie version, or The Man Who Laughs. Browning hardly gave Dracula his best shot – though stunningly designed and photographed by the German Karl Freund (who had done Der Golem, 1920, and Metropolis, 1926), the picture is basic filmmaking, certainly not on a par with The Unknown or other surviving Chaney-Browning films. Some have argued that the simultaneous Spanish version shot on the same sets (from a translation of the John L. Balderston script) is more excitingly directed (by George Melford). It should be noted that it’s far less excitingly script-edited – Browning tore out redundant pages which Melford faithfully plods through. The English-language Dracula has pace to recommend it above its Spanish shadow, not to mention Lugosi’s iconic performance in a role Carlos Villarías cannot claim to own in the way the Hungarian did (and does). Browning’s film also has a definitive fly-eating Renfield from Dwight Frye, whose cracked laugh is almost as imitable as Lugosi’s lububrious “I … am … Dracula” accent.


There was enthusiasm for Dracula on the part of studio head Carl Laemmle Jr, just promoted by a doting father. But no one seems to have considered how radical the material was. To the Laemmles, Dracula was a solid, proven property – a book everyone knew and a play that was still running. The studio that had coined it in with The Phantom of the Opera and The Cat and the Canary thought they knew what they were getting. Dracula was even a remake: Nosferatu might be officially suppressed, but certainly wasn’t forgotten – clips turn up in a Universal short Boo! (1932), so there must even have been a print on the lot for easy reference – and Murnau was well-known around town as an Oscar winner for Sunrise (1928).


The difference between what had come before in Hollywood and Dracula was underlined by the play’s epilogue, in which Dr Van Helsing (Edward Van Sloan in the film) comes out from behind the curtain to assure the audience that “there are such things.” The Phantom was malformed at birth, the Cat just the secondary heir in a fright mask and Chaney’s pointy-fanged London After Midnight vampire turned out to be a sleuth playing dressing up to catch a killer. Lugosi’s Dracula is a real-life, honest-to-Bram Stoker bloodsucking reanimated corpse. Previously, Hollywood had been leery of “such things” and practical Yankee reviewers were a touch sneery about their appearance in high-falutin’ European pictures which might do for the carriage trade but wouldn’t pack ’em into the stalls. Browning didn’t care either way. He remade London After Midnight as Mark of the Vampire (1935), with Lugosi in the cloak again, and tried to get away with a Scooby-Doo ending as if he hadn’t founded a whole new genre with Dracula.


Junior Laemmle took note of the unexpected box-office bonanza of Dracula, which hit theatres in February 1931, and immediately began to develop Frankenstein, getting it out before the end of the year, despite a change of director and star midway through pre-production. Originally, the project was set for Lugosi and Robert Florey, but the Englishman James Whale, whom Laemmle valued as a Universal asset, was given the pick of all the studio’s properties and plumped for Mary Shelley’s “Man Who Made a Monster.” Lugosi (who, forever after, claimed to have turned down the Monster role rather than being unceremoniously dumped by a Brit who didn’t take him seriously) and Florey were shunted off into Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932), a Poe adaptation which is also a lightly disguised remake of Caligari. Whale cast his London stage associate Colin Clive as Dr Frankenstein, bumping out a possibly interesting Leslie Howard, and scuppered Lugosi’s future career by selecting Anglo-Indian bit player Boris Karloff (born William Pratt) to wear Jack P. Pierce’s make-up as the Monster.


In the opening credits of Frankenstein, Karloff is billed as “?” – his name, not familiar to the public despite decades’ worth of secondary villains and one-scene psychotics, was not revealed until the “a good cast is worth repeating” closing crawl. If Dracula is a thrown-together piece that somehow works, Frankenstein is the result of considered thought by the director, make-up man (a great deal of the film’s lasting strength is in that unbeatable, copyrighted Monster) and cast. The script is even more makeshift than that of Dracula, with too many irreconcilable ideas thrown in. A great deal of fuss is made of the plot point that the hunchbacked minion Fritz (Dwight Frye, whom Whale did hold over from Dracula) has snatched an “abnormal brain” for use in the Monster’s skull, but this “explanation” for why the experiment turns out badly is at odds with Whale’s (and Shelley’s) depiction of the creature as an innocent who only reacts viciously when abused or rejected, and whose worst crime (drowning a little girl) is simply a sad misunderstanding.


The early stirrings of censorious grumblers (especially in Britain, the spiritual home of Dracula and Frankenstein) did more to excite than depress box-office figures. With two proven hits, Universal realized they had a new-made genre on their hands – complete with iconic stars, supporting actors, standing sets, behind-the-camera talent like Whale, Pierce and Freund, and a shelfload of suitable source material – and that their horror monopoly would not last long. Lugosi, though he quickly signed for a Poverty Row quickie (shot on the Universal lot), White Zombie (1932), retained some of the Dracula magic in the troubled Murders in the Rue Morgue, and would remain (resentfully) the studio’s number-two bet for any horror role. But Whale and Karloff were treasured and were cannier and more ambitious than the Hungarian in parlaying their break-out success into whole careers. The duo reunited for The Old Dark House (1932), adapted from a J.B. Priestley novel, which summed up the entire genre of pre-Dracula “old dark house” horror comedies – Whale even re-creates some of Paul Leni’s Cat and the Canary compositions. The gloomy drawing room is filled with clipped, to-be-familiar British players (Raymond Massey, Ernest Thesiger, Charles Laughton) who spout sardonic dialogue, and Karloff is cast as a grunting “below-stairs” brute – Morgan, the drunken Welsh butler. Whale was a working-class lad who reinvented himself as an “officer material” gent and West End wit, whereas Karloff was the public school-educated black sheep of a distinguished diplomatic family who’d oddly served decades as a manual labourer before becoming an actor (Whale disparagingly referred to his discovery as “the truck driver”).


Perhaps sensing that he was being kept in his place, Karloff passed on Whale’s offer of The Invisible Man (1933), in which his voice would finally be heard but only on the condition that his face was kept off screen. Claude Rains, another well-spoken Englishman of humble origins, landed that plum, and his silky voice established him as a character star. Lugosi moaned that if only he had played the Monster, he would have got all the career breaks which came to Karloff; Karloff never suggested that, if he had played the Invisible Man, he would have landed Rains’s stand-out roles in The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938), Casablanca (1943) and Notorious (1945).


Karloff was at last allowed to talk, revealing an educated lisp in The Mummy (1932), a swift rewrite of Dracula mingled with She and tabloid stories about the “Curse of King Tut.” With Karl Freund promoted to director and a script that is streamlined rather than eccentric, The Mummy is Hollywood’s first conveyor-belt horror film – commissioned by a studio that knew what they were getting, patterned closely on what had worked before, and showcasing a star who was not only a proven talent but a box-office draw in this type of picture. Withal, along with the snatch of Swan Lake over the credits (as in Dracula and several other Universals of the period) and another memorable Jack Pierce make-up job, a whiff of graveyard poetry informs the film.


By now, the competition was on the scent. Every studio in Hollywood had their own would-be Dracula or Frankenstein on the starting blocks. Paramount, the most elegant and sophisticated of the majors, looked to classic novels which nevertheless offered an opportunity for lurid, sexualized violence. First, they greenlit Rouben Mamoulian’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1931), with Fredric March trumping John Barrymore’s silent performance by doing the handsome doctor as a parody of matinee idol Barrymore and the ape-like mister as a shaggy thug in evening dress with a nasty streak of sadistic humour. Paramount’s second-string monster was Erle C. Kenton’s Island of Lost Souls (1933), with Charles Laughton as a flabby, whip-wielding incarnation of Wells’s Dr Moreau. An unrecognizable Lugosi hides under face-fur as a beast man added in post-production to beef up the film’s horror status. March won a Best Actor Academy Award, which went some way towards silencing prudes who thought the film entirely too explicit about the double man’s relationship with Soho tart Ivy (Miriam Hopkins), while Lost Souls was banned in England for its vivisection and implied bestiality. Paramount’s Murders in the Zoo (1933) is just as nasty, if nowhere near as respectable.




[image: Henry Hull, as a werewolf, bares his teeth and looks forward under harsh lighting. His hair is tousled, and deep shadows mark his face.]


Henry Hull snarls, The WereWolf of London (1935).






Warner Brothers, who specialized in rattling, contemporary, torn-from-the-headlines dramas (even their musicals are realistic) had Michael Curtiz direct a pair of twisted whodunits in lovely Technicolor, Doctor X (1932) and Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933). These introduce Lionel Atwill as another British horror face, voice and leer (Paramount would snap him up for Murders in the Zoo and he would inevitably gravitate to Universal’s stock company), employ Fay Wray as a leggy beauty (though she’s upstaged by Glenda Farrell’s wisecracking proto-Lois Lane in Mystery) and mix disfigured fiends, mad geniuses, “moon murders” and “synthetic flesh” with snappy reporters doing self-aware gags (“he makes Frankenstein look like a lily”) and complaining about Prohibition. Warner never really committed to horror, but Curtiz landed Karloff for The Walking Dead (1935), which has gangsters stalked by a vengeful zombie (it’s one of the first “body count” movies), and the studio put contract player Humphrey Bogart in an unlikely “scientific vampire” role for The Return of Dr X (1939).


RKO had their own monster in the works, though King Kong (1933) doesn’t seem to have been an attempt to get in on the Dracula-Frankenstein business and probably owes its inspiration to the 1926 film of Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World, which had proved that Willis H. O’Brien’s hand-animated prehistoric creatures could carry a picture. While producer-directors Ernest B. Schoedsack and Merian C. Cooper were toiling over Kong, they had time to use the same sets and Fay Wray in a quickie classic, The Most Dangerous Game (1932). Here, Leslie Banks is cast in the Karloff-Atwill-Rains mould as Count Zaroff, a Russian huntsman with perfect Shaftesbury Avenue tones and a distinctive way of holding a cigarette. Zaroff’s passion is for stalking “the most dangerous game,” man. The Richard Connell story would be often remade and Zaroff is an archetype of the sadistic mad genius who would feature in many horror melodramas before mutating into the role model for all Bond villains (Christopher Lee’s Man With the Golden Gun has many Zaroff traits). After Zaroff and the awe-inspiring Kong, RKO rushed out Son of Kong (1933), the genre’s first disappointing sequel, and quit the horror business until the ’40s.


MGM, which liked to think themselves the most prestigious studio on the row, obviously had to make horror movies. Chaney and Browning had worked there through the ’20s, under the aegis of the supposed genius Irving Thalberg – who had a strange streak that responded to stories like The Unknown. Browning was back with Freaks (1932) and Chaney replaced by real sideshow oddities – the result is Browning’s masterpiece, though it’s wildly inconsistent in tone. It was hastily sold off by the studio to grindhouse exhibitors who touted it as a roadshow shocker alongside Dwain Esper’s astounding Poe-derived Maniac (1934). Since Freaks didn’t work, the studio played safe by hiring Karloff and adapting a proven property in The Mask of Fu Manchu (1932): again, MGM vacillated, switching directors and never settling on a tone. However, this is the film where Karloff really breaks out and shows he can be more than a dutiful studio employee, relishing sadistic camp in a manner even Whale would never dare and hissing polite hatred as he plans to lead his Asian hordes in an apocalyptic conflict to kill all white men and mate with their women. Myrna Loy is fun as the devil doctor’s “sadistic nymphomaniac” daughter too – and puritanical, moralistic studio boss Louis B. Mayer, in a perpetual power struggle with Thalberg, was duly horrified. Browning, though reckoned a burn-out, was still welcome on the lot; besides Mark of the Vampire (1935), he managed one other quirky effort, the grotesque science-fiction tale of miniaturized assassins The Devil-Doll (1936). Perhaps MGM’s best horror was another attempt to fit Universal’s template, Mad Love (1935), which hired Freund to direct, used source material (Maurice Renard’s novel The Hands of Orlac) which had worked in a German silent film and teamed established second-rank horror player Colin Clive with Peter Lorre, whose performance in M impressed all those Hollywood executives who would never have greenlit a film about child-murder and who was well on his way to joining the elect company of horror stars.


The independent Halperin organization gave Lugosi one of his better roles in White Zombie (1932), drawing on the then-hot new topic of Caribbean voodoo. This introduced the apparatus of wax dolls and walking corpses, and exploited the sub-genre’s simultaneous fascination with and denial of ethnic cultures: the implication of the title is that Black Zombie wouldn’t be news. Never a force, even on Poverty Row, the Halperins managed a semi-sophisticated tale of possession, Supernatural (1933), and a near-unwatchable follow-up, Revolt of the Zombies (1936). Other quickie outfits were ready to sign Lugosi or Atwill and borrow Universal sets: Majestic made The Vampire Bat (1933), with Atwill and Fay Wray, and Condemned to Live (1935); and the success of White Zombie inspired Drums o’ Voodoo (1934), Black Moon (1934) and Ouanga (1935). If things dried up in Hollywood, there were even jobs abroad – Karloff returned home in triumph for the rickety but wonderful The Ghoul (1933) and the calmer The Man Who Changed His Mind (1936), while Lugosi was made welcome in England for Mystery of the Marie Celeste (The Phantom Ship, 1935), from the newly founded studio Hammer Films, and the Edgar Wallace-derived shocker The Dark Eyes of London (The Human Monster, 1939). However, if horror had a home, it was still surely on the Universal lot.


Junior Laemmle’s big idea for 1934 was to team Karloff and Lugosi and throw in a big horror name he didn’t have to pay for, Edgar Allan Poe. The Black Cat, directed by the ambitious Edgar G. Ulmer, owes more to The Magician and The Most Dangerous Game than the Poe story, but nevertheless gives the stars material worth chewing over. Karloff is a perverted diabolist who lives in a modern castle built over the battlefield where all the men he betrayed in the war were killed, and Lugosi is a vengeance-seeking obsessive who plans on skinning him alive. It worked so well that the gang was back together, with Ulmer replaced by the less arty Louis Friedlander for The Raven (1935), in which Lugosi’s Poe-obsessed mad plastic surgeon gives Karloff’s gangster a new, hideous face. In this pair of films, the stars are evenly matched, alternating lead villain and vengeful stooge. By The Invisible Ray (1936) Karloff was the undisputed lead as a glowing mutant and Lugosi is just along for the name-value. Meanwhile, Universal – wary of Whale’s increasing demands – tried to boost other directors as horror men. Stuart Walker handled a couple of gothic Dickens films, getting good mad work from Claude Rains in The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1935), and was given The WereWolf of London (1935), in which Henry Hull subs for Karloff as a botanist infected with lycanthropy by Warner Oland in the Himalayas. The first talkie werewolf movie, this still wound up being a rough draft for a sub-genre that didn’t come together until The Wolf Man (1941).


What Universal really wanted weren’t just follow-ups, but sequels: James Whale was given carte blanche – along with a dream cast, including Ernest Thesiger and Elsa Lanchester – to make Bride of Frankenstein (1935), which is at once a genuine expansion of his original and a deconstructive parody of it. Waspish, sly, charming, perverse and emotionally devastating, Bride shows how far Hollywood had come in only four years: already, the 1931 film, with its lack of music and dull, drawing-room chats, seemed antique, while Bride has a full score by Franz Waxman, no patience at all with boring characters (Valerie Hobson barely gets a look-in, though she officially has the title role) and enormous visual sophistication to go with its bare-faced, blasphemous cheek. If it had been up to Whale, the horror cycle would have ended with Bride – he certainly had no more to say on the subject (like Browning, he didn’t really work after the mid-’30s). Universal, of course, saw things differently. They had Dracula’s Daughter (1936) in production – albeit without Lugosi (Gloria Holden is luminously odd in the title role) and with a new, efficient briskness that makes for rattling entertainment and gothic charm but sadly few real chills.




[image: Boris Karloff as The Ghoul grips metal bars with both hands while standing behind them. His mouth is open, and he looks intensely at something out of frame.]


Boris Karloff flees his Universal contract to star in The Ghoul (1933).






Around the time of these sequels, the horror film fell off Hollywood’s production schedules. Pressure from British censors and moralists brought about this hiatus – bizarrely, since the voice of Hollywood horror had a distinctly British accent, much of the subject matter came from British authors and the remarkable Tod Slaughter was in constant employment in tiny studios around London outdoing any depravity Karloff or Lugosi could imagine in the likes of Sweeney Todd, or the Demon Barber of Fleet Street (1936) and The Crimes of Stephen Hawke (1936). Still, Karloff was reduced to playing a Charlie Chan knock-off Chinese sleuth for the low-grade Monogram studio and Lugosi was on welfare – until the end of the decade, when the horror express was back on the rails.


Hailed as “the movies’ greatest year,” 1939 was big on super-productions: besides Gone with the Wind, that mammoth women’s picture, and The Wizard of Oz, the ultimate children’s film, there were several epic-scale, all-star, A-picture revivals of genres that had fallen to programmer status, notably the Western Stagecoach and the gangster picture The Roaring Twenties.


The usual account of the 1939 return of the horror film suggests that a successful double-bill re-release of Dracula and Frankenstein prompted Universal to produce Son of Frankenstein – inevitably casting Karloff (in his final go-round as the Monster) and Lugosi (in arguably his finest screen role as the broken-necked Ygor), with incisive Basil Rathbone and clipped Lionel Atwill aboard to make up for the absence of the dry, British Whale (replaced by the underrated Rowland V. Lee). However, Son wasn’t the only horror restart project that year: Rathbone donned the deerstalker for the first time in Fox’s Hound of the Baskervilles, Paramount polished off an old Universal property and put Bob Hope and Paulette Goddard in The Cat and the Canary (with perennial supporting suspects George Zucco and Gale Sondergaard) and RKO mounted a lavish version of another silent Universal hit with Charles Laughton as The Hunchback of Notre Dame. There was even time enough for follow-ups: Universal had Lee, Karloff and Rathbone do a historical horror (Tower of London), Fox got Rathbone back for a macabre duel with Moriarty (Zucco) in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes and RKO got another Broadway mystery remake in the can in The Gorilla (with the Ritz Brothers, Atwill and Lugosi). Horror was back.



DR JEKYLL AND MR HYDE


1931, US, dir Rouben Mamoulian, scr Samuel Hoffenstein, Percy Heath, starring Fredric March, Miriam Hopkins, Rose Hobart, Holmes Herbert


Dr Jekyll, frustrated by Brigadier-General Carew’s refusal to approve Jekyll’s marriage to his daughter Muriel, tests a theory about the separation of the personality by experimenting with a serum. He becomes Hyde and does everything that Jekyll as a gentleman cannot; but soon Jekyll can no longer control the transformations.




[image: Fredric March as Doctor Jekyll wears a tall top hat and gazes ahead. The shadow partially covers his face.]


The beast within. Fredric March as Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.






Jekyll is a selfless idealist who will perform free surgery rather than attend society dinners, but Carew’s obstinate denial of sexual access to his daughter proves too much for his reserve; rather than deny his instincts, like his colleague Lanyon, he proposes to divorce them into another body. Ivy, a prostitute Jekyll rescues from a beating, is an easy target for Hyde’s lust, but ironically Hyde becomes jealous of Jekyll when Ivy shrinks from his advances. Far from embodying sexual freedom, Hyde is merely coldly sadistic, and is thus a product of Jekyll’s repression rather than liberation. Hyde envies not only Jekyll’s good looks but also his gentleman status: the doctor is a prig whose money allows him to escape responsibility for his actions, whether attempting to buy Ivy off or employing Hyde to do his dirty work. Hyde’s resentment notes the hypocrisy of Jekyll’s class, in which social convention is paramount, expressions of emotion vulgar and sexual desire denied: Muriel is lifeless and bland compared (as she is explicitly through diagonal split-screens) to the vivacious, sexually open Ivy and Carew’s primness fully deserves a bestial incursion through the French windows. March shines in both roles, the pompous, formal Jekyll contrasting with Hyde’s twitchy mannerisms and athletic prowess, even if the latter’s make-up is faintly ludicrous: giving in to one’s instincts clearly means poor dentistry and terrible haircare. Still, this is the best of the early versions of Stevenson’s story, due to March’s superlative performance, a compelling portrait of Victorian London and Mamoulian’s inspired direction, showcasing extended POV shots, superimpositions and innovative editing techniques.


DRACULA


1931, US, dir Tod Browning, scr Garrett Fort, Dudley Murphy, starring Bela Lugosi, Edward Van Sloan, Dwight Frye, Helen Chandler


Universal’s first horror “talkie” may have ushered in the first golden age of American horror films and saved the studio from financial troubles, but it remains an artistic failure on almost every level. Browning’s direction is leaden and uninspired, favouring static camera set-ups and a doggedly unimaginative interpretation of the material – there is none of the obsessive perversity of the director’s The Unknown or Freaks here and the latter’s carefully structured compositions are entirely absent. After the opening sequence of Renfield’s visit to Transylvania, showcasing the Count’s magnificently oversized castle and a bizarre display of armadillos, the pace is sluggish and the extended sequences of characters talking are less cinematic than theatrical, recalling the Horace Liveright stage production that gave Lugosi his most famous role. One sub-plot – the destruction of the vampiric Lucy – is simply abandoned and there is no sense of a struggle with Dracula at all: Van Helsing (whose presence is never adequately explained) and Harker simply find his coffin and stake him, off screen, in the most perfunctory manner imaginable. Although Lugosi’s performance is iconic enough to have inspired a Sesame Street character, it involves little more than a cocked eyebrow and an ability not to blink as a light is shone in his eyes; and other cast members fare little better – David Manners’s Harker is given little to do but stride around in plus-fours whinging. The only defence of the film’s uncertain, faltering tone is that many other early talkies feel similar and the studio’s financial problems prevented it from being budgeted nearly as highly as other “super productions.” However, Frankenstein succeeded in amply demonstrating the potential of the new talking medium.




[image: A person, as Dracula, holds a woman in his arms while standing in a stone vault with arched ceilings. The woman reclines against him, her head tilted back.]


“There are far worse things awaiting man than death.” Lugosi takes a guest on a tour of the vaults of Castle Dracula (1931).






FRANKENSTEIN


1931, US, dir James Whale, scr Garrett Fort, Robert Florey, Francis Edward Faragoh, starring Boris Karloff, Colin Clive, Mae Clarke, Frederick Kerr


The first great American horror film, a seminal release that earned twice the gross of Dracula and saw the naming of a genre, with Universal dubbing the film “a horror picture.” Whale’s later horror films would display a surer touch, but his stylistic flourishes take Frankenstein far from Dracula’s staginess, whether in the anchoring of the wild story in mundane details such as Fritz pulling up his socks or the theatricality of the animation sequence, Frankenstein announcing “One man crazy – three very sane spectators” to his audience. The relatively static set-ups are also interspersed with startlingly fluid outdoor shots, from the first display of the villagers’ revels to the creature lumbering through the woods. But the credit is far from Whale’s alone: the sets, particularly the watchtower, are marvellously stylized mixtures of Expressionist detail and Teutonic solidity and Pierce’s make-up for the monster is both iconic and convincingly corpselike. Clive’s neurotic Frankenstein is a far more compelling figure than his bland fiancée Elizabeth and bovine friend Victor; Frye is credible as the hunchbacked Fritz, delighted to torment a creature even more disfigured than himself. But it is Karloff’s performance that carries the film, conveying childlike innocence, despair and rage through beautifully judged physical theatre and eyes weighed down by mortician’s wax. Some scenes are missing from many prints: Clive’s exultant “now I know what it feels like to be God” was originally left intact but removed for the film’s re-release and the happy ending of the baron toasting his son’s recovery was excised by the studio to make way for the sequel. Others were cut altogether, such as the Monster’s murder of Fritz by hanging him on a hook. Although the film is far from flawless – Frankenstein’s remorse is particularly unconvincing, lowering him to the petty moralizing of Victor, Elizabeth and the baron – it is shot through with a mythic sensibility that makes it perhaps the most iconic Universal horror.




[image: Tod Browning sits with cast members of Freaks. Two people with short stature stand and sit at the front, while others, including a bald child, surround him. A woman stands beside a seated man with a beard. The man gazes forward while others sit or crouch nearby.]


Tod Browning demonstrates his affection for the cast of Freaks.







M


1931, Ger, dir/co-scr Fritz Lang, co-scr Thea von Harbou, starring Peter Lorre, Ellen Widmann, Inge Landgut, Gustaf Gründgens


Crime encapsulates culture, fixing historical details that might otherwise be lost forever. Everyday street life in Victorian London is far better described in accounts of Jack the Ripper than those relating to Queen Victoria; similarly, Lang’s account of a child killer in Weimar Berlin provides not only the first great serial-killer film but a convincing dissection of an entire society. The response to the murders is invariably one of self-interest: police and politicians are concerned by their effect on public opinion; the criminal underworld is alarmed by the increased police presence but also the threat to their own public image; the public are drawn to posters describing the killer’s activities by the 10,000-mark reward; and the murders feed a growing trade in newspapers and pulpy serial adventures. Lang employs a semi-documentary style to depict the mobilization and militarization of an entire city in search of the killer, describing the film as a “documentary” although it is entirely studio-bound. Beckert’s activities were actually informed by Weimar serial killers Fritz Haarmann and Peter Kürten, both in the case details and shots of sausages that inevitably recall Haarmann’s Sweeney Todd-style disposal of corpses. Yet Lang mixes documentary realism with a highly sophisticated, Expressionistic use of sound (Beckert hears the Peer Gynt melody even with his hands clamped over his ears) and an ironic counterpointing of dialogue and imagery – we hear that the police are tired and overworked, but see them sitting at a table eating and drinking – that recalls the use of intertitles in silent film. Lang was in fact the last major German director to adopt sound, and M has been accurately described as a silent film with sound.


Entirely modern in its refusal to provide simple explanations for Beckert’s killings, M also showcases an astonishing debut performance from Lorre, honing the alternation between slack-jawed imbecility and infantile fury that would become his trademark in later Hollywood horrors and reaching a climax in his impassioned defence during the trial sequence. M is widely considered a broadside against capital punishment today, but many contemporary viewers thought it ambivalent, and Goebbels thought it argued for the death penalty. The film was remade by Joseph Losey in 1951.


FREAKS


AKA FORBIDDEN LOVE; NATURE’S MISTRESS; THE MONSTER SHOW


1932, US, dir Tod Browning, scr Willis Goldbeck, Leon Gordon, Edgar Allan Woolf, Al Boasberg, starring Wallace Ford, Olga Baclanova, Harry Earles, Daisy Earles


Circus performer Hans, a midget, falls in love with Cleopatra, the trapeze artist, ignoring his former lover’s warnings that she is only interested in his money. Following their wedding Cleopatra is seen poisoning Hans, and the freaks decide to make her “one of us.”


Our first sight of the freaks is presented without any of the exhibitionist zeal of the framing device’s carnival barker: we simply see bizarre forms lolling in a woodland idyll. The landowner is brought over by an employee complaining of “horrible twisted things” and they witness a group of pinheads (microcephalics) and other freaks dancing around in what looks like a demented sabbat, until the freaks run, frightened by the employee’s oaths, to the arms of their keeper, who explains that they are like “children” and the scene is one of innocent play. Our sympathy switches from the employee to the more understanding landowner, even as he looks at Prince Zandia (a human torso) and Johnny Eck (a man with no legs) and repeats “Children?” For these are adults, with adult needs, and the film’s concentration on sexual attraction, whether between “normals” and freaks or the freaks themselves, provides much of its power to shock. Strongman Hercules stares, intrigued, at the half-man/half-woman, then punches her when she witnesses his tryst with Cleopatra, resenting the affront her temptations represent to his masculinity. Siamese twins Daisy and Violet both marry and the practical problems of relations between Hans and Cleopatra are implicit in Hans’s ridicule from the carny folk. Betrayal and exploitation are expected in the normals’ world – Hercules uses Venus, the seal-tamer, for her money – but when betrayal enters the freaks’ atmosphere of trust and mutual support, it is unexpected and intolerable. Although Browning usually presents domestic situations, a few displays have a carny show feel – Prince Zandia rolls and lights a cigarette using just his lips – and the use of real freaks will offend many modern sensibilities. However, their untutored acting lends raw immediacy and Browning finds a peculiar but genuine beauty in their community: the film is as much a celebration of difference as a plea for tolerance. It’s by far Browning’s most accomplished film, filled with astonishing compositions, and the climactic scenes of the freaks advancing through the storm to exact a hideous revenge are among the most powerful the genre has to offer.


ISLAND OF LOST SOULS


1933, US, dir Erle C. Kenton, scr Waldemar Young, Philip Wylie, starring Charles Laughton, Richard Arlen, Leila Hyams, Kathleen Burke


Edward Parker is rescued from a shipwreck only to be dumped on a tiny island belonging to Dr Moreau after a disagreement with the captain. Moreau’s experiments with plants and animals have resulted in an island full of half-men and the doctor plans to breed Parker with his panther woman, Lota, until Parker’s fiancée Ruth tracks him down. H.G. Wells was reportedly unhappy with this adaptation of his novel, although he had little cause for concern: the film is an exquisitely realized marriage of surgical unease and Darwinian panic, two key horror themes of the period. Laughton’s marvellously refined Moreau, drinking endless cups of tea as he fields Parker’s shocked questions with lines like “You’re an amazingly unscientific young man,” has set himself up as a god, a point he makes explicitly: he creates his subjects, sets up laws (and a call-and-response ritual reinforcing them) and punishes infractions through visits to his House of Pain. But his subjects are, finally, offended by a god who does not obey his own laws and they subject him to his own torments, in a stunning shot of bestial hands reaching for scalpels. Far from demanding a Christian mortification of the flesh, Moreau is clearly interested in cross-breeding his human visitors with his subjects, first Parker and the scantily clad Lota, then Ruth and Ouran, an ape-like creature, the film depicting sexual attraction between the humans and beast people. The revolt of the downtrodden masses and the post-war sexual allure of South Seas exoticism, referenced as Parker asks Lota, “What island are you from? Tahiti? Samoa?” would both have struck a chord with Depression-era audiences but it was the film’s implicit condemnation of vivisection, rather than the sexual or religious taboos, that led to its banning in the UK until 1958.


THE MOST DANGEROUS GAME


AKA THE HOUNDS OF ZAROFF


1932, US, dir Ernest B. Schoedsack, Irving Pichel, scr James A Creelman, starring Joel McCrea, Fay Wray, Leslie Banks, Robert Armstrong


When his boat crashes and sinks, big-game hunter Robert Rainsford swims to a nearby island owned by Count Zaroff. Zaroff, who has two other shipwrecked guests staying, is also a hunter and invites Rainsford to join him in hunting the ultimate game. When the hunter refuses, he finds that he will become the hunted. RKO’s adaptation of Richard Connell’s short story presented a cheap companion piece to King Kong, recycling sets, cast and creatives to offset the cost of the bigger film’s giant ape effects. The story has been retold several times but never bettered in its mixture of grisly detail – we see Zaroff’s trophy room, with heads mounted on walls and floating in jars – and sexual tension. Zaroff’s hunting serves an explicitly sexual function as the “whip for the other passions” (“Kill, then love!”) and there is no doubt that the prize is Wray’s Eve Trowbridge, whose heaving bosom and heavy-lidded eyes make it easier for Rainsford to forget the fate of his friends, “the swellest crowd.” Madly staring eyes aside, Zaroff is the picture of refinement, his cut-glass accent belying his Russian origins. His superior intellect and impeccable manners mark him out as a rarefied spirit compared to his Karloff-like manservant, the girl’s drunken boor of a brother and Rainsford, whose stolidity allows him to resist Zaroff’s Mephistophelean advances with a blandly unimaginative “What do you think I am?” But even the square-jawed adventurer finds the temptation of power heightened by the sight of Eve’s clothes growing progressively skimpier and wetter as the film draws to a close.


THE MUMMY


1932, US, dir Karl Freund, scr John L. Balderston, starring Boris Karloff, Zita Johann, David Manners, Arthur Byron


Sir Joseph Whemple’s Egyptian expedition unearths a mummy and a treasure box containing the Scroll of Thoth, detailing the secret of raising the dead. An archaeologist reads from the scroll and animates the mummy. Ten years later, Whemple’s son Frank unearths a princess’s tomb with the help of Ardeth Bey, the reanimated mummy who has taken a more human appearance. Bey discovers that Helen Grosvenor, an acquaintance of the expedition team, is the reincarnation of his lover and plans to murder then reanimate her to join him in eternity. Universal’s attempt to tap into the public obsession with all things Egyptian (Tutankhamun’s tomb had been unearthed 10 years before, and the “curse” had been closely followed by a sensationalist media) also marked Freund’s directing debut and another showcase for Karloff, here in star billing. The opening sequence of the mummy’s animation is exquisite, but the film then retreads Dracula territory – Bey’s eyes command Helen in sexual thrall; the only defence against the occult power of the undead is a protective amulet; Edward Van Sloan (Dracula’s Van Helsing) plays another savant with esoteric knowledge – without once returning to the mummy’s iconic image. While Karloff manages to distil a weary melancholy and the film is peppered with imaginative images – Bey’s sunken yet glowing eyes and the scrying pool that lends him power over his environment – and superlative camerawork, by the end it descends into farce, with Johann entirely unable to save the role of the reincarnated princess from the script’s absurdities: “I’m a priestess of Isis! Save me from the mummy – it’s dead!”




[image: Joel McCrea as Rainsford wears a belted jacket and stands surrounded by three men in robes and hats. One man holds a candelabrum beside him.]


Joel McCrea resists temptation … just. The Most Dangerous Game.












MAD SCIENCE


The mad scientist is one of horror’s most popular figures, predating the birth of the genre with key appearances in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, H.G. Wells’s The Island of Dr Moreau and R.L. Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Frankenstein, Moreau and Jekyll cast long shadows over the 20th century, each representing a different seam of mad science that imitators would mine over the years – Moreau experiments with the body and man’s place in the animal kingdom; Jekyll experiments with the mind; and Frankenstein attempts to create life from death. If on their original publication the novels were routinely dismissed as potboiler trash, age has lent them the patina of respectability; modern mad scientists fare less well, marginal figures shunted to the side of popular discourse, their appearances restricted to psychotics like Lionel Atwill (Man-Made Monster, 1941), Bela Lugosi (The Ape Man, 1943) and Boris Karloff (Before I Hang, 1940). In their gleeful portrayals, the figure is essentially conservative, drawing on a puritan distrust of prideful knowledge that still feeds a current of anti-intellectualism, particularly in the US, and deflecting justified anxieties about the role of technology in the modern world by presenting characters as laughably histrionic – this is “mad” science, surely a world away from the technology we rely on in everyday life.


The science-fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke famously once remarked that any technology, sufficiently advanced, would resemble magic. The mad scientist bridges the gap between magic and science both by putting a human face on impersonal science, adding drama and passion to the dull routine of the lab, and through his resemblance to the dark magi of former times, particularly in his embodiment of the Faust theme. Many mad scientists’ activities – notably Frankenstein’s necromancy – have occult leanings, and the presence of other, benevolent scientists who warn them not to meddle in things man was not meant to know quickly became a horror staple.


Science is related to magic in other ways too, the mad scientist tapping into the quasi-religious, irrational confidence in the possibilities of science, or “scientism,” but the other concerns and hopes he represents are far more rational. Darwin’s toppling of Creationism provided the engine for the evolutionary anxieties that drive Moreau, who engineers his animals to be closer to humans; Jekyll, whose alter-ego is an evolutionary throwback, smaller (in Stevenson’s novel, at least) and more bestial than the doctor; and Frankenstein, who scavenges for materials in the abattoir as well as the charnel house, combining human and animal elements in his creation. The Scopes monkey trial of 1925, in which a Tennessee schoolteacher was prosecuted for teaching evolution, reminded the American public of Darwin’s dethroning of humans and spurred a cinematic rash of brain transplants from ape to man and back again.


But it took the mechanized slaughter of the First World War to foster a more widespread discontent with the role technology had to play in civilization, and the Great Depression to provide a categorical illustration of the chasm between the optimistic rhetoric of technological advancement and the grim street-level reality, as many people were “mechanized” out of work. The Bomb also infused old myths – the fall of man, Pandora’s Box – with new energy, the mystical language adopted by bomb scientists (Oppenheimer quoted the Upanishad: “I am become death, shatterer of worlds” after the first test detonation) doing little to allay widespread anxiety, and countries as far apart as the UK (Fiend Without a Face, 1957) and Japan (Gojira, 1954) spawning new radioactive-creature features. Modern scientific anxieties tend to revolve around environmental issues, particularly those related to genetic engineering – it’s rare to find an eco-disaster film without some lab-coated lunatic lurking in the wings – and reproductive technologies, but they also draw on a general lack of understanding of science as its complexity increases, fed by half-understood, overblown newspaper headlines of the latest scientific discoveries.


It should come as no surprise that Moreau’s most important creation in Island of Lost Souls is Lota, the panther woman. If men largely identify more closely with machines and rigidly ordered systems than women, it is the soft, mysterious female body that drives mad scientists to distraction and most often ends up on the operating table. The women may be subjected to torturous medical tests (The Exorcist), drained of blood, vitality and youth (I Vampiri, Il Mulino delle Donne di Pietra), have their faces removed (Les Yeux Sans Visage, Gritos en la Noche) or used to test radical surgery techniques (Rabid), but it is always men who loom over their prone bodies, scalpels at the ready. As the popularity of cosmetic surgery and eating disorders implies, many women too view their bodies as something that must be altered, but the image of male control has a broader resonance, encompassing reproductive technology from the development of the pill to abortion clinics. There is also a specific relationship between cinema and cosmetic surgery, recalling the queues of hopeful young starlets going under the surgeon’s knife in the hope of fitting standardized models of glamour.


Even in mad science lacking a female body on which to operate, women are conspicuous by their absence: Frankenstein seeks to usurp women’s reproductive function, persistently ignoring his lover’s pleas for attention in favour of toying with dead meat. Seth Brundle in Cronenberg’s The Fly may be both the instigator and the subject of his corrosive experiments, but he is finally motivated by a desire to control his girlfriend’s womb. At least Brundle recognizes female bodies as having useful qualities – Frankenstein’s construction in Bride of Frankenstein is more typical of a mad scientist’s objectification of women.


Crucially, Moreau, Jekyll and Frankenstein are also surgeons: medicine, the science that relates most directly to people’s lives, has a privileged position in mad science. Fears of vulnerability at the hands of doctors who may have financial or more sinister interests in the patient’s body – or may simply be grotesquely incompetent, unworthy recipients of a patient’s trust – reached fever pitch in the 20th century, an era ushered in by the shadowy figure of Jack the Ripper, whose surgical precision led many to assume the killer had a medical background. Medical paranoia drew fresh blood from Josef Mengele’s notorious experiments during the Second World War, which cast Hollywood mad scientists in a more sinister light and had their Allied equivalents in wide-ranging medical experiments on unwitting subjects. The war fostered a bureaucratized distance between doctor and patient, a depersonalization that grew towards the end of the 20th century, along with doctors’ salaries and a sense of technical showmanship and wizardry that objectified patients’ bodies still further.


Given how easily horror lends itself to psychoanalytic interpretation – a trend feeding back into many filmmakers’ conscious use of Freudian imagery – psychiatrists and psychologists come in for a particularly rocky ride, depicted variously as hapless (Frightmare), corrupt (Frankenstein and the Monster from Hell, 1974) and plain murderous (The Silence of the Lambs, Dressed to Kill). Psycho’s ending points to the glib futility of psychiatric explanations and, in the many films in which the inmates have taken over the asylum (Asylum, 1972, La Mansion de la Locura), it never seems such a terrible loss.


In the West, the novelists Robin Cook and Michael Crichton have mined surgical horror for a series of popular novels, drawing together the mad science strands from medical melodrama and horror for a blend of corporate distrust and corporeal anxiety that has proved remarkably resilient both in print and on film. But none of their creations approach the extravagance of David Cronenberg, filmmaker as mad scientist, who allows his virulent experiments on the weak spots of the Cartesian split to run unchecked, presenting viscerally disgusting images of bodily revolt with the cold, dispassionate gaze of the scientific observer.




[image: A man in a surgical gown and cap adjusts a surgical instrument with gloved hands. A masked assistant lies on the operating table in front of him.]


Plastic surgery disasters. Les Yeux Sans Visage.










THE OLD DARK HOUSE


1932, US, dir James Whale, scr Ben Levy, R.C. Sherriff, starring Boris Karloff, Charles Laughton, Raymond Massey, Melvyn Douglas


Five tourists take refuge from a storm in an old Welsh house. The owners reluctantly agree to put them up, but the tourists regret their decision when Morgan, the mute manservant, gets drunk and frees the occupant of the top room. Whale’s second Universal horror, adapted from J.B. Priestley’s novel Benighted, lacks the visual flair of his other work – the camera is relatively static, with none of the director’s trademark tilts, and the high-contrast visuals resemble the silent pictures of a decade earlier, the montage of eerily reflected faces a rare directorial flourish – but compensates by having a deliciously fruity script and the most colourful batch of British eccentrics this side of Sir Henry at Rawlinson End (1980). Thesiger’s Horace Femm seems to have walked out of a Ronald Searle cartoon, all quivering nostrils and waspish disdain, while his deaf sister Rebecca rants, Mrs Bates-style, about “the joys of fleshly love,” sneering at the young, attractive female guests. Their father, Sir William, is a cackling, bedridden hag (played by an old woman); Karloff’s Morgan, the manservant, is a scarred, dumb brute resembling one of the degenerates from The Hills Have Eyes; and then there’s Saul, the dangerous one. Saul’s appearance is built up to so well that when he finally emerges, a confused, little old man, lacking the physical eccentricities of the other inhabitants, we believe his story that he has been locked up for no reason – until the twitchy grin appears and he picks up a knife. Saul’s dialogue and unpredictable mood swings are far more chilling than anything Morgan has to offer and Whale’s depiction of the house’s inhabitants judges the balance of humour and horror perfectly. The guests are another matter: Laughton’s comedy Yorkshireman soon grates and the romantic interlude between Penderell and Gladys makes the middle of the film drag. The ending is also unsatisfying, although the reappearance of Femm, breezily saluting everyone as though nothing had happened during the night, ends the film on a high note. The film was remade, badly, by Hammer in 1963.


VAMPYR, DER TRAUM DES ALLAN GREY


AKA VAMPYR


1932, Fr/Ger, dir/co-scr Carl Theodor Dreyer, co-scr Christen Jul, starring Julian West, Maurice Schutz, Rena Mandel, Sybille Schmitz


Dreyer’s curious excursion into horror has often been overshadowed by his more serious works such as La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc/The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928) and his deserved reputation as one of Denmark’s greatest filmmakers. Vampyr is subtitled “The Dream of Allan Gray” and it’s as a dream that the film has to be considered, given that the narrative is frequently as elusive as that of Eraserhead or Cocteau’s Le Sang d’un Poète (1930). The Allan Gray in question is a tall aristocrat in a double-breasted suit who arrives at a country inn where strange events are afoot. An elderly man appears and informs him that his daughter is ill then leaves a parcel “to be opened when I die.” The next day Gray witnesses a peg-legged workman whose shadow has detached itself from his body and more disembodied shadows cavorting in the fields. When the old man is killed by the workman’s shadow, Gray learns from a book in the parcel that a vampire is abroad and leeching blood from the dead man’s daughter.


Despite being made with a rudimentary sound process, Vampyr is subtitled like a silent film and most prints have suffered considerable neglect during the passing decades. But as with Murnau’s Nosferatu and White Zombie, this deteriorated quality often adds to its hazy, shadow-haunted atmosphere, giving many of the scenes an extra layer of mystery. Dreyer’s direction is masterly and often extraordinary. Unlike most films of the period, the camera moves constantly, prowling around rooms or following characters, and Dreyer, like Cocteau, makes expert use of simple camera tricks such as double-exposure and reverse motion. The whole cast often seems to be sleepwalking or performing underwater, with an equally languid vampire, resembling Franz Lizst in a bishop’s cassock, being controlled by a sinister, Einstein-headed doctor with a room full of human skulls. Vampyr avoids any final Caligari-like “explanation”; Dreyer ensures that Allan Gray’s disturbing dream remains a dream for his audience as well. [JC]



WHITE ZOMBIE


1932, US, dir Victor Halperin, scr Garnett Weston, starring Bela Lugosi, Madge Bellamy, John Harron, Joseph Cawthorn


Neil and Madeleine’s Haitian wedding is hosted by Beaumont, a rich American who has designs on the bride. He enlists the services of plantation owner Murder Legendre, who has Madeleine poisoned and turned into a zombie for Beaumont’s use. The Halperins’ poverty-row classic capitalized on the American fascination with Haiti, initiated by William Seabrook’s bestselling 1929 travelogue The Magic Island, for an enormously successful film that cost only $62,500 and grossed $8 million. The film tapped into several contemporary concerns: its sexual subtext, glossing necrophilia and sex slavery, sees Madeleine literally objectified as a tool for men’s pleasure, commenting on the contemporary debate about women’s autonomy. The sight of zombified workers exploited by ruthless employers would also have struck a nerve with the Depression era’s dispossessed; the American military occupation of Haiti was being clumsily justified at the time through portrayals of the island as an anarchic hotbed of superstition, witchcraft and savagery – when Neil is told that Madeleine may still be alive, he protests, “In the hands of natives? Oh no, better dead than that”; and the American heroes, presented wearing white and riding white horses, must fight against the corrupting influence of Europe, embodied in the voodoo practitioner Legendre, reflecting fears of European involvement in Haitian affairs. Subtexts aside, the film is marvellously evocative, a morbid sense of decay informing images of the grave-covered hills and Legendre’s coastal retreat, the “land of the dead.” Halperin also uses superimpositions and diagonal wipes to give this fever dream of tropical lassitude a weird poetry, punctuated by repeated images of Lugosi’s hands and eyes, his gaze staring out of the screen to hypnotize the viewer. A semi-official sequel, 1936’s Revolt of the Zombies, was a disappointing misfire.


THE INVISIBLE MAN


1933, US, dir James Whale, scr R.C. Sherriff, Philip Wylie, starring Claude Rains, Gloria Stewart, Henry Travers, William Harrigan


Jack Griffin takes refuge in an aIpine inn to attempt to cure himself of his invisibility. When the innkeepers try to throw him out, he stays at the house of a former colleague, Kemp, and reveals his plans for world domination as the police hatch schemes to catch him. Whale’s Wells adaptation, the director’s personal favourite of his films, is a perfectly judged marriage of menace and comedy, anchored by superlative special effects and a bravura performance from Rains. Returning the cinema to the Méliès era of camera trickery in which objects appear to move of their own accord, Whale sticks close to Wells’s novel, glossing over the obvious erotic potential of Griffin’s condition for an exploration of the impracticalities of being invisible. The film takes place in winter and Griffin catches a cold from running around naked outside; he must hide for an hour after eating, as his half-digested food is otherwise visible; he can only go out in fine weather, as mist and rain define his outline, and must avoid sooty cities, for the same reason. For all his megalomaniac conviction that “An invisible man can rule the world!” Griffin is limited to anarchic stone-throwing without a helper, but his glee in running rings around his would-be captors makes him a sympathetic character, up to a point. We may cheer when he throws a bottle of ink in the police inspector’s face, but he then throttles the man to death. Yet he is exonerated by circumstance of much of the blame for his actions: he may have “meddled with things that man must leave alone,” but he has been unwittingly driven insane by drugs and only experimented to prove himself a worthy suitor for his employer’s daughter. Whale’s eye for faces extends to the supporting cast, from Una O’Connor’s shrieking landlady to the marvellous array of villagers and policemen, but Rains steals the show, by turns effete, sardonic and quivering with a demented passion that crowns him the greatest mad scientist of all. The film was followed by a predictable run of sequels and the inevitable encounter with Abbott and Costello.




[image: A man dressed as a zombie carries a limp body over his shoulder while walking through a foggy space.]


“They’re not afraid of long hours.” A zombie at work, White Zombie.






KING KONG


1933, US, dir Merian C. Cooper, Ernest B Schoedsack, scr James Creelman, Ruth Rose, Edgar Wallace, starring Fay Wray, Robert Armstrong, Bruce Cabot, Frank Reicher


Carl Denham, a wildlife-documentary maker, recruits destitute Ann Darrow for a mysterious voyage to the South Pacific. Denham has heard the legend of a giant ape, Kong, on an uncharted island. On arrival they find the natives preparing a sacrifice to Kong; Ann is later kidnapped and offered to the ape. She is rescued and Kong is sent to New York City, but he escapes, to crush Manhattan. While Kong suffers from wooden acting, a bland script, peppered with “Say, boys” and endless reiterations of the “Beauty and the Beast” theme, and a breathtaking arrogance in Denham’s thoughtless engineering of the natives’ devastation, it is still a remarkable film. The parallels with “Beauty and the Beast” are redundant because Kong achieves its own mythic status, partly through the ape’s sympathetic animation and the overwrought beauty of the jungle setting, but also through the fairy-tale simplicity of its plot. If Kong represents untamed desire, broken free from its bonds through explicitly sexual excitement – Kong undresses Ann at one point, although clearly he’s too large to do much except eat her – intriguingly it takes a film crew to tame him, presenting him as a controlled spectacle, a commercialized dream sold back to a passive Depression-era audience. Kong has other spectacles on display too, from the presentation of the native dance to the Lost World dinosaurs and biplane footage, all of which recall Cooper’s background as a documentary filmmaker. A more explicitly reflexive strain runs through the character of Denham, who screen-tests Ann screaming, reminding the audience that Wray would have done just that, and presents Kong to his New York audience in the manner of a movie premiere. RKO offset Kong’s considerable costs by producing another film (The Most Dangerous Game) using the same sets and cast, and Kong’s enormous success helped the studio escape financial disaster. It was followed by a sequel, Son of Kong (1933) and two bloated remakes (1976, 2005), none of which achieved the mythic resonance of the original.




[image: A large gorilla faces forward with wide eyes while a woman stands with her arms raised and tied between two stone pillars. Dense foliage surrounds them.]


Love at first sight, King Kong.








[image: A woman with tall, frizzed hair stands between two men. One man holds a pistol pointed at the other, who is seen from the back. All three are in a dimly lit stone room.]


“We know too much of life.” Lugosi and Karloff’s finest pairing, The Black Cat.







MURDERS IN THE ZOO


1933, US, dir Edward Sutherland, scr Philip Wylie, Seton I. Miller, starring Charlie Ruggles, Lionel Atwill, Kathleen Burke, Randolph Scott


“Millionaire sportsman” Eric Gorman, on a trip to Indo-China to collect animals for a zoo, sews together the lips of a man who tries to kiss his wife Evelyn, according to “symbolic Oriental custom.” The incorrigible Evelyn meets another man on the boat back to the US, who also falls victim to Gorman’s terrible jealousy. When Evelyn suspects foul play, Gorman turns his murderous attentions closer to home. This underrated gem shares a nexus of bestial exoticism with King Kong, The Most Dangerous Game and Island of Lost Souls, with which it also shares a writing credit (Wylie co-scripted the earlier film) and cast member (Burke, who plays Evelyn, was Moreau’s panther-woman). Atwill is magnificent as Gorman, corrupted Conrad-style by protracted visits to the Orient and close proximity to the animals whose savagery he imitates. Like Zaroff, his lust is fuelled by murder, even though his unfaithful wife resists his advances, and for half of the film we share his viewpoint and alarm as his schemes spiral out of control. Surprisingly violent for its day, with a graphic image of sewn lips and one particularly grisly zoo death, the film also makes a virtue of its novelty setting by staging an astonishing fight between the big cats towards the end. The cast is efficient if, Atwill aside, unmemorable, the pace brisk and, if the comic relief from top-billed Charlie Ruggles as the animal-phobic zoo publicist quickly irritates, the gleeful sadism of both Atwill’s performance and some unexpected plot turns make this required viewing.


THE BLACK CAT


AKA HOUSE OF DOOM; THE VANISHING BODY


1934, US, dir/co-scr Edgar G. Ulmer, co-scr Peter Ruic, starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, David Manners, Jacqueline Wells (Julie Bishop)


Joan and Peter Allison, an American couple honeymooning in Austria, are befriended by the psychiatrist Dr Werdegast. The three take refuge in Werdegast’s friend Poelzig’s house when their bus comes off the road. Werdegast had been in prison since Poelzig betrayed him and thousands of others during the war and he has returned to take revenge, convinced that Poelzig has also stolen his wife and daughter. Ulmer’s film, “suggested” by the Poe story, actually bears almost no relation to it, although a black cat does appear several times, but the claustrophobic atmosphere and themes of necrophilia, incest and sadistic torture gives the film an authentic Poe feeling. Ulmer rejected a direct adaptation in favour of a tale inspired by Aleister Crowley, then very much in the public consciousness – Poelzig is a Satanist and plans to sacrifice Joan – but the film plays more like an elegy for Europe in the wake of the First World War, faced with the uncaring incomprehension of the New World. The honeymooners are out of their depth here; with no idea of the labyrinthine complexities of the plot unfolding around them, all they can do is mock European names like “Poelzig,” and Peter eventually even kills a character who is trying to help him. The inanity of their lovebird banter is contrasted with the dialogue between Werdegast and Poelzig (both played by European émigrés), whether the former’s grief when shown the body of his wife, preserved in a glass case, or the latter’s astonishing monologue describing them both as “the living dead … we know too much of life.” Poelzig’s morbid weariness even extends to his house, a Bauhaus-inspired masterwork built on the site of his betrayal and primed with explosives: “You see? Even the phone is dead.” Bewildering and hypnotic by turns and benefiting greatly from the disembodied POV of John Mescall’s restless camera, The Black Cat is easily the best of Universal’s three Karloff/Lugosi pairings.


BRIDE OF FRANKENSTEIN


1935, US, dir James Whale, scr William Hurlbut, starring Boris Karloff, Colin Clive, Valerie Hobson, Ernest Thesiger, Elsa Lanchester


The Monster has survived the windmill fire of the first film. Dr Pretorius visits the convalescing Frankenstein and blackmails him into helping with his experiments. Pretorius finds the Monster hiding in a crypt and offers to make him a female friend; Frankenstein is forced to help after the Monster kidnaps his wife Elizabeth.








FRANKENSTEIN


The dominant creation myth of the modern era suffers from a bad case of brand confusion. The Son of Frankenstein complains that the names of his father and the Monster have become inextricably muddled, yet has the temerity to add a “von” to the name for extra Teutonic weight; the Baron’s first name bounces back and forth between Henry and Victor in the many adaptations; and is the Bride of Frankenstein meant to be Elsa Lanchester or Valerie Hobson?


That the tale remains potent despite such tinkering points to the reasons for its success: Karloff’s heavy-lidded Monster may be a long way from Mary Shelley’s tortured, self-educated creation, but the legend’s patchwork-style growth, picking up a disfigured assistant here, a criminal brain there, is testament to its ability to tap into contemporary cultural fears and a symbolic flexibility that incorporates everything from the act of artistic creation to the themes of rejection and abandonment.


James Whale’s Frankenstein films remain among the most impressive Universal horrors, although the studio cheapened the property through lacklustre sequels – Son of Frankenstein, Ghost of Frankenstein (1942) – that finally descended into the monster-mash mire. Hammer’s cycle moved away from such infantile confections, Curse of Frankenstein taking things about as far as possible from its contemporary I Was a Teenage Frankenstein. While Bray’s finest are more often associated with vampires, the studios Frankenstein cycle represents its best series, some of the sequels even improving on an impressive original in a way their Dracula films never managed. Shifting the focus from the Monster (which changes with each subsequent instalment) to Frankenstein himself, Hammer gave Peter Cushing his finest role as the ruthless, amoral ladies’ man whose commitment to science makes him rise above his hypocritical, priggish peers even as he is repeatedly foiled by terrible luck and worse judgement. If Universal’s Frankenstein films retain the iconic edge, Hammer gave the underlying themes of medical ethics and metaphysics their first proper outing, culminating in the astonishing isolation of the soul in Frankenstein Created Woman.


Terence Fisher, perhaps Hammer’s most accomplished director, was taken off the Dracula series early on but stayed with Frankenstein for the duration, the only misfires (The Evil of Frankenstein, 1964, Horror of Frankenstein, 1970) notably missing his touch and his final entry, Frankenstein and the Monster from Hell (1973), representing a swansong for the glory days of British gothic, fast losing ground against the hipper, darker tone of Pete Walker and the grisly US imports.


The Monster has fared less well since Hammer’s demise, his only notable appearances being in spoofs like Flesh for Frankenstein, Young Frankenstein (1974) and The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975); Kenneth Branagh’s modern retelling of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1994) proved an embarrassingly overwrought failure, leaving it to the James Whale biopic Gods and Monsters (1998) to shock the Monster into new life. Elsewhere, the legend has become more diffuse, bleeding into the related sub-genres of the medical thriller and the zombie film, whose most impressive ’80s entries (Re-Animator, Day of the Dead) returned to Whale as their source of inspiration.




[image: Edward Van Sloan bends over Frankenstein, who lies on a medical table. Frankenstein’s face is turned upward, eyes closed, as the man examines him.]


Edward Van Sloan tests for signs of life, Frankenstein.









Whale, initially reluctant to helm a sequel, insisted on a framing device that clearly marked the film out as a fantasy, narrated by its author, and allowed him to dispense with the bleak realism of the first film in favour of a peculiarly sophisticated mixture of acid satire, tenderness and horror. Frankenstein’s conservatism is turned on its head: its bland representatives, the Baron and Henry’s friend Victor, are replaced by the deliciously camp Ernest Thesiger and Una O’Connor, while Elizabeth’s hysterical arguments are uninspiring against Henry’s fiery rhetoric. Heterosexual relationships are ridiculed throughout: Elizabeth is consistently sidelined, the happy ending that sees her reunited with Henry filmed at the studio’s insistence (Henry can actually be seen being crushed by falling masonry, as in Whale’s original conception); the only successful relationship is between the Monster and the blind violinist, society’s rejects, and many have interpreted the film as a subversive celebration of Whale’s own homosexuality. Christianity is also mocked by Pretorius, who exhorts Henry to “follow the lead of nature … or of God, if you like your Bible stories,” and parallels are drawn between the Monster and Christ: he is put on a cross and stoned by villagers and shares a meal of bread and wine with the violinist. When he sheds a tear, cheesy organ music accompanies a cross lighting up in the background. Franz Waxman’s influential score follows the quicksilver changes in mood from comedy to horror, culminating in a deranged wedding bell sequence to mark the Bride’s animation, a tour-de-force montage of crazily tilted angles and delirious anticipation, and Whale manages to walk a tightrope between poetic intensity and parody that finally succeeds magnificently.


MAD LOVE


AKA THE HANDS OF ORLAC


1935, US, dir Karl Freund, scr P.J. Wolfson, Guy Endore, John L. Balderston, starring Peter Lorre, Frances Drake, Colin Clive, Ted Healy


When pianist Steven Orlac’s hands are wrecked in a train crash, his wife Yvonne begs Dr Gogol, a celebrated surgeon who is obsessively in love with her, to heal him. Gogol grafts the hands of Rollo, a guillotined murderer, onto Orlac, then, when the hands take on a life of their own, sees a way to improve his chances with Yvonne. This gloriously demented masterpiece is the best adaptation of Maurice Renard’s novel Les Mains d’ Orlac. Lorre, in his first American appearance, gives the most florid performance of his career as the baby-faced surgeon who returns night after night to the Theatre of Horrors to watch Yvonne being tortured, then buys her waxwork when the show has closed and serenades it with his organ, already the de rigueur accessory of the insane. Yet while Gogol is clearly sadistic – as well as Yvonne’s show, he also attends executions out of morbid interest – he is also selfless, refusing to accept money for surgery, at least until Yvonne’s rejections drive him to madness, and he is finally convinced, on finding her in his apartment, that his waxwork has come to life. From the outset the film is peppered with imaginatively macabre touches – the headless cloakroom girl and demon-masked attendants at the theatre – and uncanny imagery, from Yvonne’s waxwork to the cast of Orlac’s hands that sits on his piano, taunting his inability to play. The pitch only becomes wilder as the film progresses, peaking when Gogol, seeking to snap Orlac’s already unhinged mind, masquerades as Rollo, dressed in a set of metal hands with a large neck brace and dark glasses. It’s a difficult scene to top and the ending, Orlac finally finding a use for his new talents, is vaguely unsatisfying. Yet even without Lorre the film is perfectly cast, from Clive’s jittery, anxious Orlac to Rollo, the archetypal American hoodlum; only Gogol’s alcoholic housekeeper and the wisecracking American reporter detract from the delirious atmosphere.




[image: Elsa Lanchester, with tall, streaked hair, stares ahead. She wears a long gown with wrapped bandages on her arms and shoulders.]


“I hope her bones are firm.” Elsa Lanchester in Bride of Frankenstein.






THE RAVEN


1935, US, dir Lew Landers, scr David Boehm, starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Lester Matthews, Irene Ware


Retired surgeon Vollin reluctantly operates on Jean Thatcher after a car crash which almost kills her. After her recovery he is smitten, but Jean is engaged to another man. However, when escaped convict Bateman seeks Vollin’s help in changing his appearance, the surgeon sees his chance to take revenge. The second of Universal’s Karloff/Lugosi pairings comes closer to Poe in its quoting of “The Raven” and in Vollin’s Poe mania, which extends to him constructing several of the author’s ingenious torture instruments, including a pit and pendulum. The film hinges on two theories: Bateman’s “maybe if a man looks ugly he does ugly things,” which inspires Vollin to disfigure him and generate “monstrous hate,” and Vollin’s conceit that he will become “the sanest man alive” by torturing his guests. Both theories are disproved, of course: the suavely villainous Vollin commits far uglier acts than Bateman and grows progressively more maniacal throughout the film despite his guests’ pain. Although the film is not one of Universal’s best, Vollin’s megalomania – he describes himself as “a god with the taint of human emotions” – is a fine showcase for Lugosi’s hammy insanity, especially rich against the insipid supporting cast. Karloff’s hoodlum is less convincing and, post-surgery, his grunting shambler simply rehashes his performances in Whale’s films. The film is also notable for its ambiguous attitude towards surgery – Vollin’s knife saves Jean but destroys Bateman – and the outlandish design of its house, featuring a mobile bedroom among other architectural oddities.


SON OF FRANKENSTEIN


1939, US, dir Rowland V. Lee, scr Willis Cooper, starring Basil Rathbone, Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Lionel Atwill


A quarter-century after the events of Frankenstein, the Baron’s son Wolf travels to Germany from the US with his wife and child to take possession of his rightful inheritance, but finds his enthusiasm for vindicating his father’s work perverted by Ygor’s thirst for revenge. Son marked the second wave of Universal horrors by playing fast and loose with its heritage: gone are the vulval fissure and gregariousness of Bride of Frankenstein’s Monster, whose huge size is now blamed on an abnormal pituitary gland rather than the usual surgical bombast, while the original Baron is renamed Heinrich von Frankenstein. The plot is wildly uneven: Ygor, a broken-necked Bela Lugosi who looks, down to the slightly fanged overbite, like a half-shaved Sayer of the Law from Island of Lost Souls, tries to kill Wolf then immediately trusts him enough to show him the Monster. Wolf shows no compunction in attempting to resurrect the Monster and is finally applauded when he leaves town, the villagers having apparently forgotten his hand in the carnage; and the Monster, unnaturally nimble due to a bad-backed Karloff’s refusal to wear heavy boots, is alternately brain-damaged and confused and canny enough to disguise one of his murders as a travelling accident. Karloff effectively sleepwalks through his performance (his last as the Monster), leaving Lugosi to outshine him for once by displaying surprising skill as a character actor, while Atwill brings a remarkable dignity to the semi-comic character of Krogh, a police inspector who lost an arm to the Monster as a child; but the whole affair is nearly sunk by Donnie Dunagan’s appallingly cute and barely coherent Peter, over whom the characters fawn as though he were the latest addition to the Laemmle clan – the film’s final blow is that the Monster doesn’t throw him into the pit of boiling sulphur. The real stars of Son, then, are the set designs, from the crazed Expressionist angles of the castle interiors, recalling the gothic futurism of The Black Cat to the Der Golem-style misshapen towers of the village itself, while the derelict laboratory resembles a fragment from some ruined Lovecraftian city, all nestling in the craggy landscape of blasted trees that reflected the popular contemporary American conception of war-torn Europe.




[image: Boris Karloff, with slicked hair, stares forward under dramatic lighting. He wears a spotted necktie and a suit jacket with the collar slightly lifted.]


“I want you to change my face.” Boris Karloff in The Raven.
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