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FOREWORD

By Geoff Redknap

Who is the Invisible Man? For most of us, he is one of the members of “The Rot Pack.” One of the iconic monsters made popular by the Universal horror films from the first half of the twentieth century. These monstrous characters later became a staple of pop culture through comics, magazines, toys, model kits, Halloween decorations, and again through new depictions in cinema and television.

The image of a mysterious man in a hat and long coat, his face wrapped in bandages, became synonymous with the Invisible Man. Before this, he was probably best known as the title character of H.G. Wells’ classic novel from 1897. However you first encountered him, if indeed you did, then you will meet his literary origin soon enough in this book. But who is he? A literary figure? A movie monster? A pop figure or even a pseudo-celebrity? Yes, all of these, but I will go further and say that I believe the Invisible Man is perhaps all of us.

As a child of the eighties, I discovered the classic monsters not through their source literature or from their film depictions but rather through a magazine called Famous Monsters of Filmland. It was my yellow brick road to “monster culture.” It was the creation of publisher James Warren and writer/monster aficionado Forrest J. Ackerman. From 1958 to 1983, they gave monster culture 191 issues of a magazine that kept the classic monsters alive and introduced them to a whole new generation. It was the genre film bible of my youth.

Along with new articles about current films like Star Wars, Star Trek, and Close Encounters of the Third Kind, they printed articles about films from studios like Universal, Hammer, and Toho and thereby resurrected the classic monsters. Warren and Ackerman had been inspired by the debut and success of Shock Theater which brought back classic monster films to numerous TV markets across America. Their publications (Famous Monsters, Creepy, Eerie, and Vampirella) fueled monster culture.

One of the most powerful elements of this phenomenon were the covers of the magazines. In the early years, they frequently featured original paintings of classic monsters by artists like Basil Gogos. The impact of these glorious covers alone seared the characters’ images into my young brain. For me, those creatures were movie stars, celebrities even, no different to Clint Eastwood or Farrah Fawcett.

Today, most of my peers from this generation tell the same tale: that they discovered monsters and horror films from the magazine Famous Monsters of Filmland. Even Oscar-winning director Guillermo del Toro, who is one of the most celebrated monster enthusiasts around today, grew up loving monsters and few could argue that his film, The Shape of Water, is clearly a love letter to The Creature from the Black Lagoon. Although Frankenstein’s monster, Dracula, and the Wolf Man stole the spotlight, the Invisible Man frequently graced the pages and covers of this ultimate fan digest.

Perhaps the Wolf Man’s claws, Dracula’s fangs, and Frankenstein’s metal bolts made the unholy trio more appealing than an empty hat with an English accent, but the truth is that the Invisible Man is really the most human of the monsters. Dracula is a cannibalistic immortal, his humanity left long behind. Frankenstein’s monster is a reanimated corpse built from a collection body parts. The Wolf Man was a man who literally becomes an animal. Although the Invisible man becomes invisible, he is still and always remains human. It is worth noting that his transformation is due to his own folly. Unlike the other monsters, he creates his own monstrosity. And, ultimately, his reaction to this transformation is always from the perspective of a man, albeit one that neither reflects, refracts, nor absorbs light.

My love of monsters continued into my adult years and directly contributed to me working in film and making monsters for a living. Inspired by the films of my youth, I trained myself in the field of special makeup effects, and when my formal education was complete, I followed in the footsteps of Jack P. Pierce, Lon Chaney, and John Chambers. As fate would have it, my career began on a little television show that would pay tribute to the iconic monsters of the past: The X-Files. On the show, we created our versions of Frankenstein, Dracula, and the Wolf Man. Although The X-Files included an Invisible Man in a seventh-season episode, it was a secondary storyline, and they didn’t try to give the world a new Invisible Man. I would do that many years later, when I wrote and directed the feature film The Unseen.

My love of film truly began with the arrival of my generation’s ultimate monster—the shark from Jaws. I credit this movie, and my fascination with monster culture, with pushing me to become a filmmaker. My work in special makeup effects proved to be the greatest film school I could ask for. Throughout my years of making monsters for film and television, I had the great privilege of learning by observing filmmaking masters such as Lawrence Kasdan, James Cameron, and John Carpenter.

When I set out to make a feature film, I was looking for a story that hadn’t been told in a while. My mind fell upon The Invisible Man. In the Eighties, there had been a few TV versions of the story. In the nineties, horror master John Carpenter gave us Memoirs of an Invisible Man, an adaption of the novel by H.F. Saint. In 2000, we got Paul Verhoeven’s rather divisive take on the character in Hollow Man. Both of these films, helmed by great filmmakers, tried to do something different with the story and although they had some memorable moments, both were generally considered to have missed the mark.

I promptly re-read the novel and revisited the 1933 film, but it was the novel that most inspired me. In my film, The Unseen, I tried to explore the concept of invisibility and reach back to H.G. Wells’ story more for the core character traits of his Invisible Man than the story itself. To make an original film that respected the book, I felt I needed to let go of the idea of a scientist experimenting on himself and reimagine and update the setting entirely. It’s not that the original is dated, but if a film were to depict the English towns and countryside, as well as the science of the time, it would be received as a period film. I felt that a contemporary setting and story would be more relatable to a modern audience. In 2020, Leigh Whannell would do the same with his take on The Invisible Man in which the invisibility was achieved through a high-tech optical suit. This film presented the title character as the ultimate stalker of Elisabeth Moss and was very well received by critics and horror fans.

Like Moby Dick before it, where Melville gave us an extremely detailed account of the whaling experience, Wells’ novel is rooted in detailing the experience of having become invisible, of what it meant to be changed in that way and what it allows a person, in this case Wells’ protagonist, Griffin, to change about their behavior, personality, and code of conduct. I felt that focusing on the internal change and struggle would create a more universal story. To this end, in The Unseen, I shifted the focus to the process of becoming invisible. Spoiler alert: In The Unseen, the fundamental liberty which I took with the story is that I changed it to a genetic condition that manifests itself in the main character of Bob Langmore.

I also felt that most visual interpretations of the character had gotten lost in the gimmick of invisibility. The floating hats and whatnot. In my film, he gradually becomes invisible, piece by piece or “Swiss cheese style,” as I pitched the concept. Most earlier depictions of the invisible man story have involved a relatively quick transformation. There is a key event that takes place, but it’s complete in a matter of hours, or even minutes. Now you see him, now you don’t. In The Unseen, the transformation is the story. Ultimately, as he physically and psychologically changes, the film becomes an origin story. The origin of an invisible man.

In H.G. Wells’ novel, there is a second transformation which is fundamental to the story. It is that of Griffin’s very character. In short, his new state leads him to see himself as superior to ordinary men. This evolves to a state of megalomania. He refers to himself as “The Terror” and “Invisible Man the First.” He plots to unleash a reign of terror and murder to instill fear in the region and assume dominance. He wants everyone to be consumed by paranoia over the unseen threat. The unseen man wants to be seen, respected, remembered.

In The Unseen, Bob’s transformation is at first seen as a curse; something to be feared and hidden from the world, including those closest to him. Later, he recognizes that it is in fact empowering. Bob uses his transforming appearance, grotesque and horrifying as it is, as a way to instill fear and terror in those that threaten his loved ones. Much like the current wave of superhero films, where the difference between the hero and villain is generally how they choose to use their super-powers, ultimately, my invisible man accepts and embraces his new state and chooses to become a hero.

I always knew I wouldn’t call my film The Invisible Man, as tempting as it was, but within the novel, I found the perfect moniker. Wells’ invisible man refers to himself as “the unseen” numerous times, including, “The unseen death is coming.” He also calls the condition itself “the unseen.” The script I wrote was called “Unseen” and it wasn’t until we were making the film that my lead actress Julia Sarah Stone suggested that it should be called “The Unseen.” A consummate professional, she had done her research and read Wells’ novel. She was right. The Unseen says so much more.

In horror films, the unseen itself is often a core element. As the tales of the making of the greatest horror film of all time, Jaws, tell us, sometimes it is for logistical or budgetary reasons. The shark was primarily unseen for reasons beyond their control. As they struggled to keep the mechanical shark working, Steven Spielberg re-imagined the story in ways that allowed them to continue shooting. Countless horror films have relied on the unseen killer lurking in dark corners of the house, basement, woods, etc. This unseen threat builds tension and fear. I mentioned earlier that John Carpenter somewhat missed the mark with his Memoirs of an Invisible Man; but his film, Halloween, released in 1978, remains to this day one of the definitive films in the slasher subgenre of horror which relies considerably on an unseen killer, usually masked, lurking in the shadows until they strike.

In 1982, Carpenter created what may well be his best film and is arguably the best remake of all times: The Thing. His movie retains the basic premise of Howard Hawks’ 1951 film, The Thing from Another World. But Carpenter goes further back to the source literature, a short story written by John W. Campbell Jr. published in 1938 called “Who Goes There?,” re-imagining the alien threat in a visceral way that forever changed cinema. And, I can tell you, this left quite a mark on this soon to be makeup effects artist and later filmmaker. In Carpenter’s film, the alien organism attacks its prey at the cellular level and assimilates them. Once the transformation is complete, it is able to imitate the men it kills and walk among those that remain. The threat is unseen, standing right in front of you, sleeping in the next room or in the climax of the film, beside you when you are, “Tied to this fucking couch.”

Modern high points in horror cinema have focused on the unseen, in their own ways. Get Out elevated the horror of racism into an allegory for something that is unseen by many people—the devaluing of people by race taken to the extreme of stealing bodies as new vessels and rendering the people inside expendable. Bird Box turned seeing or not being able to see into the threat. In that film, if the characters looked at the creatures, they would die. Their survival depended on the threat remaining unseen. This resulted in a horror that the audience had to imagine, as ultimately, the creatures were never seen even by the audience.

Before all of these films came The Invisible Man. He was the original and ultimate unseen. He wasn’t a threat because he was hiding in the dark or the water, but rather, he was a threat, because, try as you might with your eyes wide open in broad daylight, you could not see him, even if he was standing right in front of you.

Many horror films have benefitted from mirroring real-world unseen tensions in horrific analogy. Invasion of the Body Snatcher has resurfaced in endless remakes, often reflecting the current political nightmare. Jordan Peele’s films Get Out and Us raised this to chilling new levels.

In several reviews of The Unseen, film critics noted a similar observation. They theorized that the character of Bob, a man literally disappearing, represented the diminishing working class in rural North America. I grew up in the type of small town depicted in the film. In my lifetime, I’ve seen two-thirds of the local industry close. I’ve seen half the population leave. At the time, the writer in me didn’t knowingly see this connection between the real world and an invisible man, but the filmmaker in me, working from the subconscious, must have, as it is undeniably reflected in the film.

So I ask again, who is the Invisible Man? As much as we the viewer or reader can certainly sympathize with Frankenstein’s monster, the Wolf Man, or Dracula at times, I think the Invisible Man stands alone because he is relatable.

Who hasn’t wanted to be invisible? As childhood fantasies go, it is right up there with wishing you could fly. Invisibility is a recurring ability of many comic book superheroes, such as Sue Storm of The Fantastic Four. Harry Potter has his invisibility cloak. The very notion of invisibility, being unseen by everyone around us, is thrilling and empowering; however, this is only a fantasy.

The real-world version of invisibility is less literary, less cinematic. We all have had moments when we feel invisible. It can be as little as an off-handed stub resulting from someone’s poorly chosen words. It can be someone forgetting your name or failing to recognize you on the street, or it can be significant, such as being overlooked for a job or promotion. It can be the heartbreak of being unseen by someone you care for or love. No one likes to be undervalued or ignored.

When the Invisible Man isn’t surreptitiously infiltrating places he shouldn’t or overpowering those that stand against him, he is ultimately alone. Sometimes he is literally alone and sometimes he is figuratively alone, but, in short, being unseen hurts. In The Unseen, one of the key performance decisions made by Aden Young was that Bob’s journey to invisibility hurt. Unlike Wells’ Invisible Man, who suffered, “a night of racking anguish,” Bob was in constant physical pain throughout the film, as every part of him gradually transformed at the cellular level. Still, I believe that Bob could endure this pain as it didn’t compare to the emotional pain he was experiencing from his self-imposed isolation and separation from those that he loved. He was truly alone and literally fading away.

If most of us have felt invisible at times, perhaps this is the appeal of the Invisible Man. His literal invisibility allows him to take the actions that we wish we could take, be it for sinister or heroic reasons. A genuine response to our feeling invisible. For these reasons I have concluded that the Invisible Man isn’t a monster, but rather, he is any one of us.
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CHAPTER I

THE STRANGE MAN’S ARRIVAL

The stranger came early in February, one wintry day, through a biting wind and a driving snow, the last snowfall of the year, over the down, walking from Bramblehurst railway station, and carrying a little black portmanteau in his thickly gloved hand. He was wrapped up from head to foot, and the brim of his soft felt hat hid every inch of his face but the shiny tip of his nose; the snow had piled itself against his shoulders and chest, and added a white crest to the burden he carried. He staggered into the “Coach and Horses” more dead than alive, and flung his portmanteau down. “A fire,” he cried, “in the name of human charity! A room and a fire!” He stamped and shook the snow from off himself in the bar, and followed Mrs. Hall into her guest parlour to strike his bargain. And with that much introduction, that and a couple of sovereigns flung upon the table, he took up his quarters in the inn.

Mrs. Hall lit the fire and left him there while she went to prepare him a meal with her own hands. A guest to stop at Iping in the wintertime was an unheard-of piece of luck, let alone a guest who was no “haggler,” and she was resolved to show herself worthy of her good fortune. As soon as the bacon was well under way, and Millie, her lymphatic maid, had been brisked up a bit by a few deftly chosen expressions of contempt, she carried the cloth, plates, and glasses into the parlour and began to lay them with the utmost éclat. Although the fire was burning up briskly, she was surprised to see that her visitor still wore his hat and coat, standing with his back to her and staring out of the window at the falling snow in the yard. His gloved hands were clasped behind him, and he seemed to be lost in thought. She noticed that the melting snow that still sprinkled his shoulders dripped upon her carpet. “Can I take your hat and coat, sir?” she said, “and give them a good dry in the kitchen?”

“No,” he said without turning.

She was not sure she had heard him, and was about to repeat her question.

He turned his head and looked at her over his shoulder. “I prefer to keep them on,” he said with emphasis, and she noticed that he wore big blue spectacles with sidelights, and had a bush side-whisker over his coat-collar that completely hid his cheeks and face.

“Very well, sir,” she said. “As you like. In a bit the room will be warmer.”

He made no answer, and had turned his face away from her again, and Mrs. Hall, feeling that her conversational advances were ill-timed, laid the rest of the table things in a quick staccato and whisked out of the room. When she returned he was still standing there, like a man of stone, his back hunched, his collar turned up, his dripping hat-brim turned down, hiding his face and ears completely. She put down the eggs and bacon with considerable emphasis, and called rather than said to him, “Your lunch is served, sir.”

“Thank you,” he said at the same time, and did not stir until she was closing the door. Then he swung round and approached the table with a certain eager quickness.

As she went behind the bar to the kitchen she heard a sound repeated at regular intervals. Chirk, chirk, chirk, it went, the sound of a spoon being rapidly whisked round a basin. “That girl!” she said. “There! I clean forgot it. It’s her being so long!” And while she herself finished mixing the mustard, she gave Millie a few verbal stabs for her excessive slowness. She had cooked the ham and eggs, laid the table, and done everything, while Millie (help indeed!) had only succeeded in delaying the mustard. And him a new guest and wanting to stay! Then she filled the mustard pot, and, putting it with a certain stateliness upon a gold and black tea-tray, carried it into the parlour.

She rapped and entered promptly. As she did so her visitor moved quickly, so that she got but a glimpse of a white object disappearing behind the table. It would seem he was picking something from the floor. She rapped down the mustard pot on the table, and then she noticed the overcoat and hat had been taken off and put over a chair in front of the fire, and a pair of wet boots threatened rust to her steel fender. She went to these things resolutely. “I suppose I may have them to dry now,” she said in a voice that brooked no denial.

“Leave the hat,” said her visitor, in a muffled voice, and turning she saw he had raised his head and was sitting and looking at her.

For a moment she stood gaping at him, too surprised to speak.

He held a white cloth—it was a serviette he had brought with him—over the lower part of his face, so that his mouth and jaws were completely hidden, and that was the reason of his muffled voice. But it was not that which startled Mrs. Hall. It was the fact that all his forehead above his blue glasses was covered by a white bandage, and that another covered his ears, leaving not a scrap of his face exposed excepting only his pink, peaked nose. It was bright, pink, and shiny just as it had been at first. He wore a dark-brown velvet jacket with a high, black, linen-lined collar turned up about his neck. The thick black hair, escaping as it could below and between the cross bandages, projected in curious tails and horns, giving him the strangest appearance conceivable. This muffled and bandaged head was so unlike what she had anticipated, that for a moment she was rigid.

He did not remove the serviette, but remained holding it, as she saw now, with a brown gloved hand, and regarding her with his inscrutable blue glasses. “Leave the hat,” he said, speaking very distinctly through the white cloth.

Her nerves began to recover from the shock they had received. She placed the hat on the chair again by the fire. “I didn’t know, sir,” she began, “that—” and she stopped embarrassed.

“Thank you,” he said drily, glancing from her to the door and then at her again.

“I’ll have them nicely dried, sir, at once,” she said, and carried his clothes out of the room. She glanced at his white-swathed head and blue goggles again as she was going out of the door; but his napkin was still in front of his face. She shivered a little as she closed the door behind her, and her face was eloquent of her surprise and perplexity. “I never,” she whispered. “There!” She went quite softly to the kitchen, and was too preoccupied to ask Millie what she was messing about with now, when she got there.

The visitor sat and listened to her retreating feet. He glanced inquiringly at the window before he removed his serviette, and resumed his meal. He took a mouthful, glanced suspiciously at the window, took another mouthful, then rose and, taking the serviette in his hand, walked across the room and pulled the blind down to the top of the white muslin that obscured the lower panes. This left the room in a twilight. This done, he returned with an easier air to the table and his meal.

“The poor soul’s had an accident or an op’ration or somethin’,” said Mrs. Hall. “What a turn them bandages did give me, to be sure!”

She put on some more coal, unfolded the clothes-horse, and extended the traveller’s coat upon this. “And they goggles! Why, he looked more like a divin’ helmet than a human man!” She hung his muffler on a corner of the horse. “And holding that handkerchief over his mouth all the time. Talkin’ through it! . . . Perhaps his mouth was hurt too—maybe.”

She turned round, as one who suddenly remembers. “Bless my soul alive!” she said, going off at a tangent; “ain’t you done them taters yet, Millie?”

When Mrs. Hall went to clear away the stranger’s lunch, her idea that his mouth must also have been cut or disfigured in the accident she supposed him to have suffered, was confirmed, for he was smoking a pipe, and all the time that she was in the room he never loosened the silk muffler he had wrapped round the lower part of his face to put the mouthpiece to his lips. Yet it was not forgetfulness, for she saw he glanced at it as it smouldered out. He sat in the corner with his back to the window-blind and spoke now, having eaten and drunk and being comfortably warmed through, with less aggressive brevity than before. The reflection of the fire lent a kind of red animation to his big spectacles they had lacked hitherto.

“I have some luggage,” he said, “at Bramblehurst station,” and he asked her how he could have it sent. He bowed his bandaged head quite politely in acknowledgment of her explanation. “To-morrow?” he said. “There is no speedier delivery?” and seemed quite disappointed when she answered, “No.” Was she quite sure? No man with a trap who would go over?

Mrs. Hall, nothing loath, answered his questions and developed a conversation. “It’s a steep road by the down, sir,” she said in answer to the question about a trap; and then, snatching at an opening, said, “It was there a carriage was upsettled, a year ago and more. A gentleman killed, besides his coachman. Accidents, sir, happen in a moment, don’t they?”

But the visitor was not to be drawn so easily. “They do,” he said through his muffler, eyeing her quietly through his impenetrable glasses.

“But they take long enough to get well, don’t they? . . . There was my sister’s son, Tom, jest cut his arm with a scythe, tumbled on it in the ‘ayfield, and, bless me! he was three months tied up sir. You’d hardly believe it. It’s regular given me a dread of a scythe, sir.”

“I can quite understand that,” said the visitor.

“He was afraid, one time, that he’d have to have an op’ration—he was that bad, sir.”

The visitor laughed abruptly, a bark of a laugh that he seemed to bite and kill in his mouth. “Was he?” he said.

“He was, sir. And no laughing matter to them as had the doing for him, as I had—my sister being took up with her little ones so much. There was bandages to do, sir, and bandages to undo. So that if I may make so bold as to say it, sir—”

“Will you get me some matches?” said the visitor, quite abruptly. “My pipe is out.”

Mrs. Hall was pulled up suddenly. It was certainly rude of him, after telling him all she had done. She gasped at him for a moment, and remembered the two sovereigns. She went for the matches.

“Thanks,” he said concisely, as she put them down, and turned his shoulder upon her and stared out of the window again. It was altogether too discouraging. Evidently he was sensitive on the topic of operations and bandages. She did not “make so bold as to say,” however, after all. But his snubbing way had irritated her, and Millie had a hot time of it that afternoon.

The visitor remained in the parlour until four o’clock, without giving the ghost of an excuse for an intrusion. For the most part he was quite still during that time; it would seem he sat in the growing darkness smoking in the fire-light—perhaps dozing.
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“The father of modern sci-fi.”
—The New Yorker






