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Autographed picture to Joseph De Grasse and his screenwriter/director wife, Ida May Park. Chaney appeared in 67 pictures for the husband-and-wife team during his early years at Universal.





Preface


I was thirteen years old when I saw my first Lon Chaney film. It was not the often-shown The Hunchback of Notre Dame or Phantom of the Opera, nor was it one of the many films he made at M-G-M studios. No, my introduction to the world of Lon Chaney movies was the 1922 independent film Shadows, which was being shown on a local PBS station. Although the print was less than pristine, I found myself fascinated with Chaney’s performance, and from then on I was hooked. I had first become interested in Chaney three years earlier when I watched his film biography starring James Cagney. But until I saw that scratched and faded print of Shadows, my exposure to Lon Chaney had been limited to brief clips I’d seen from The Hunchback of Notre Dame and Phantom of the Opera, which had served only to whet my appetite. At that time, Chaney’s other films were merely vague images that I saw in books, so scarce were the opportunities to actually see a Chaney film on the screen. I had no idea what any of these films held in store for me, and only the anticipation of Chaney’s masterful performances kept my interest piqued until the time when I would be lucky enough to see them.


Admittedly, Shadows is probably not a good first choice for an aspiring Chaney fan. While Lon’s performance is excellent, the pace of the film is unmercifully slow for a thirteen-year-old. Yet Chaney’s exceptional talent was able to reach out and grab my attention so forcefully that I walked around my house mimicking his performance long after the movie was over. When I finally was able to view The Hunchback of Notre Dame and Phantom of the Opera in their entirety, they further ignited my passion and, like the person who can’t eat just one potato chip, my appetite became insatiable for more Chaney films. Since that time, I have had the good luck to view 36 of the 41 existing films from his 156 known screen performances. While the remaining 115 pictures are considered forever lost, I remain hopeful that more of his work will eventually surface so that the legion of his admirers might be able to see yet other facets of Lon’s talent.


I must confess that I never planned to pen a second volume on Lon Chaney, and after six and a half years of research, I honestly thought I had unearthed every possible piece of information available on him. Then, to my dismay, every biographer’s nightmare came true—I uncovered some material that had never been available before. At first I was terribly depressed, lamenting, “Where was this stuff three years ago?” But I wanted to see this material published. I considered including it in a magazine article, yet if I had done that, much of it would have had to be either condensed or simply omitted altogether. Over the years, several film historians have expressed the desire to author books relating to Chaney’s performances but, for whatever reasons, the projects never came to fruition. Realizing that there was a literary void and that a text of this nature was definitely needed, I made the decision to write this book. Besides, a book is the best forum in which to present new material of this magnitude.


I never would have given a thought to authoring this book, however, if it hadn’t been for the introduction by Connie Chaney to the relatives of Alfred Grasso (Chaney’s business manager from 1920 to 1924). They generously shared their wealth of material with me, enabling another dimly lit passage of Chaney’s life and the history of that era to see the light of day. Chaney’s admirers owe a debt of gratitude to Lillian Broadbent, Mary Clark, and her daughter Tina Rainey for saving this amazing material.


In Lon Chaney: The Man Behind the Thousand Faces, my biography of Chaney, I deliberately avoided analysis of his numerous performances because, in my opinion, it is not the place of a biographer to assay his subject’s work. Instead, I wanted to give the reader a sense of what the man was like away from the camera. In this volume, though, I do indeed endeavor to give the reader a sense of what Chaney was trying to convey through his performances. Other writers attempting to analyze an actor’s performances tend to integrate their own opinions into their analyses. Some may have little or no idea of what it takes to give a character life on the stage or on the screen. But having grown up with a father who was a film actor for over 40 years, having worked as a child actor myself for 18 years, and having spent the past 16 years as a make-up artist for motion pictures and television, I feel I have a fairly good idea of what it takes for an actor to create a role. This background, combined with the fact that I have studied Lon Chaney’s life both on and off the screen for the last 28 years and have viewed his pictures numerous times (for which I could possibly set a Guinness world record!), gives me some additional insight into his performances, which I hope to be able to convey to you. Of course, some readers may disagree with my opinions. This is, of course, both expected and welcomed. My father once said that acting was simply a matter of opinion. Some think John Wayne was a great actor, while others strongly take the opposite opinion. The purpose of this book, aside from passing on the new-found information, is to stimulate the thinking of those who have seen Lon Chaney’s work. You may not agree with my opinions, but if this book gives you a better understanding and some insight into the depth of this truly gifted artist, then the book has accomplished one of its purposes.


Most books dealing with the performances of an actor are fairly cut and dried (i.e., boring). I hope that with the infusion of the newly discovered material and my discussions regarding Chaney’s performances, you will not only find this book to be of interest but also will discover another piece of the puzzle that is Lon Chaney, the actor and the man. I have included photographs of several deleted scenes from many of his pictures. These photos are by no means a complete record because 115 of his films are lost, and there is no way of telling what may have been cut from these films when they were originally released. However, this just serves to illustrate that before the phrase “your work is on the cutting room floor” became part of the Hollywood vernacular, an actor’s best performance could indeed end up on that ill-fated floor.


With the advent of videotapes, laser discs, and classic movie channels on cable television, Lon’s admirers are finally able to see some of his performances that just a few years ago were generally difficult to find unless one was fortunate enough to live near a revival theatre or metropolitan library. These new medias are allowing a whole new generation to see why Lon Chaney and his contemporaries were considered screen legends. This was made clear to me recently, when I observed the reaction of a certain twelve-year-old boy who was seeing Chaney’s The Unknown for the first time. Throughout the film, the young boy (without ever taking his eyes from the screen) would pull his foot up to his face, mimicking Lon as the armless knife thrower. With a sense of déjà vu, I realized that Lon Chaney had once again reached out and touched someone with his unique talent.


Michael F. Blake
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One of the many publicity pictures M-G-M designed to illustrate Chaney’s varied talents.





An Actor
Beyond Greasepaint
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This is an extremely rare picture showing Chaney applying make-up to his face, in this case fake blood. The blood was actually chocolate syrup, which photographed with greater accuracy than red with orthochromatic film stock. Note the man to the left holding the mirror for Chaney. (Taken on the set of Tell It to the Marines [1927].)





Lon Chaney was not a “horror actor.”


This inaccurate and misleading designation has been applied to Chaney for over fifty years, primarily because his son, Creighton, better known as Lon Chaney, Jr., found moderate success in the horror films produced by Universal Studios in the 1940s. Unfortunately, the adage “like father, like son” doesn’t apply in this case, but Hollywood producers were quick to capitalize on Creighton’s family name, and they placed him in numerous horror films under layers of make-up. Because Lon’s most often-viewed pictures, The Hunchback of Notre Dame and Phantom of the Opera, have been seen so many times on television, while his work at M-G-M has been limited to screenings at universities and museums, his persona as a horror actor has been embedded in the mind of the public.


This appellation has also been derived from numerous monster magazines beginning in the 1950s. While many younger fans of Lon Chaney cite these periodicals (along with the Chaney film biography, Man of a Thousand Faces) as sparking their interest in the actor, the magazine coverage has proved to be a double-edged sword. Editors have indeed printed pictures and stories about Chaney, as well as other actors who might have been forgotten by a new generation, but for the monster-genre magazines. Unfortunately they have also helped to stereotype Chaney as an actor who supposedly appeared in numerous horror films and they have perpetuated the many inaccurate myths that have surrounded Chaney since his death. Even though many of the actor’s coworkers were still alive during the 1950s and 1960s, these magazines never attempted to interview any of these people. Such interviews could have put to rest the fabricated stories and given us a more factual interpretation of Chaney’s life and career. These magazines rarely published pictures or stories relating to Chaney’s non-made up roles, such as in Tell It to the Marines or While the City Sleeps. Instead, editors preferred to play up Chaney’s more elaborate make-ups, some of which were not even part of a horror film! Consequently, these magazines have served only to promote Chaney as a horror actor and have done little to present him as he truly was, a serious actor with a wide appeal.


The monster magazines were not the only medium to give the wrong impression of Chaney. Most of Chaney’s films, until the recent advent of cable television and videotapes, were not readily available to his many admirers. Unless you lived near a major city where libraries or revival theaters provided screenings (especially the M-G-M pictures), the only films shown with any frequency were The Hunchback of Notre Dame and Phantom of the Opera, and even then they were usually billed as a Halloween special. People have come away with the preconceived idea that these two titles are horror films when, in truth, they are variations on the Beauty and the Beast theme. The limited screenings of Chaney’s work (as well as the movies of many other stars of the silent era) have, until recently, left film buffs with a restricted knowledge of the vast range of Chaney’s performance capabilities.


As other Chaney films have become available for viewing, however, people have begun to realize that there was more to his talent than a few vivid portrayals or elaborate make-ups. Lon never used make-up as a crutch for his acting, nor was it something he merely slapped on because the script said the character wore a beard or had a large nose. He put a great deal of thought into each of his roles, often analyzing his character or making a study of someone on the street, preparation that would later become part of his interpretation on the screen. Lon felt that make-up could show at a glance the kind of person he was portraying. He wanted to get into the mind and heart of a role, “but, as a man’s face reveals much that is in his mind and heart, I attempt to show this by the make-up I use, and the make-up is merely the prologue.”1


Chaney’s complete absorption of a character extended not only to make-up but to the character’s wardrobe and gestures, as well. A character’s wardrobe, not just the clothing itself but its tailoring, is important to the overall portrayal. Chaney’s attention to the minute details in his wardrobe is clearly evident, whether it was the food-stained vest of the detective in While the City Sleeps or the oversized coat he wore to hide his bent-up legs in The Penalty. Equally important were the gestures and body movements of his characters. For instance, Lon felt that if a woman were to play a mother, she must know how to handle a baby properly or she would not be believed.2 Before he ever set foot in front of the camera, Chaney thought out every gesture of his character, how he might use his hands and body, how he would walk, even how he might talk. A tremendous amount of thought and preparation went into each role, so that on the screen, everything he did appeared to be second nature—a true compliment to Chaney’s talent. Despite the use of greasepaint, or the lack of it, Chaney always brought a certain chemistry to his characters that can best be described by that often abused word “charisma.” No matter how grotesque some of his characters were, Chaney had that magical quality that the camera inevitably picked up and audiences responded to. As one reviewer said of Chaney, “This star is the only film luminary who can play dumb gents minus sex appeal and ring the gong at the box office.”3


Chaney was highly respected by his fellow actors, and they looked upon him as the consummate artist. The impression that emerges from these professionals who either worked with him or knew him personally is that he was considered the actor’s actor of his time. Critics, for the most part, admired his work, although there were a few who occasionally found fault with some of his performances. The volume of Lon’s fan mail had increased to 10,000 letters a week by the late 1920s, yet Lon judged his popularity only by the box office receipts. Had Chaney been under contract to any other studio, his popularity might not have been so great. But he was fortunate to have been working at M-G-M in the mid-twenties, where his material was carefully chosen by Irving Thalberg. Lon found an ally in Thalberg, who recognized his unique talent and showcased it with the proper material. It’s doubtful that any other studio executive would have had the foresight to place Lon in Tell It to the Marines, proving to the skeptics that he truly could play any role. It’s a shame that Chaney wasn’t given the opportunity to play in more comedies or that the camera never caught him singing and dancing. The roles Lon could have played in talking pictures appear to be endless, and it frustrates the Chaney fan to realize that such a promising career in sound films was cut far too short.


After Lon’s death there was speculation that Wallace Beery would play the roles that had been planned for him. Some writers have suggested that Beery’s role in The Big House was actually written for Chaney, who was too sick to do the film at the time. There is no evidence to indicate that this role was planned for Chaney, although he certainly could have played the part. Others suggested that Boris Karloff would take up where Chaney had left off. While both Beery and Karloff were fine actors, they lacked Chaney’s unique talent. Beery was generally typecast as the same character in most of his M-G-M films, with the notable exceptions of Grand Hotel and Viva Villa. Because of his height and weight, he could not assimilate himself into a role the way Chaney did. It’s hard to imagine Beery playing Mr. Wu or the tragic clown in Laugh, Clown, Laugh, yet it is easy to picture Lon in Beery’s role in Grand Hotel, Dinner at Eight, Viva Villa, or numerous other films.


Boris Karloff is another who has been labeled a horror actor. Although most of his roles were in the horror genre, it is unfortunate that his notable performances in The Lost Patrol or The Unconquered go unnoticed. When an interviewer in the 1960s made the observation that Chaney was a “monster man,” Karloff quickly refuted the claim. “Well I wouldn’t say ‘Monster Man,’ but he was a brilliant make-up artist, and a very, very, very fine actor,” he replied.4 Unlike Chaney, Karloff didn’t have a Thalberg to properly select his material at Universal. Karloff was placed in horror film after horror film and was never given the opportunity to play other roles. Although he was a fine actor, he nevertheless lacked a certain warmth and appeal that Chaney brought to his roles. While Karloff could assimilate himself into more diverse roles, he was still limited because of his distinct accent and unique facial structure. No matter how much make-up or what the disguise, there was always that unmistakable Karloff visage underneath.


When Lon’s son, Creighton, entered pictures in 1932, the young man was insistent that he make it on his own and not cash in on his father’s famous name. Unfortunately, while Creighton’s work was adequate, it did not stand out from that of other actors. At first, he flatly refused to change his name to Lon Chaney, Jr. Creighton claimed that he was almost starving before he gave in and reluctantly took his father’s name. It was a move he would always regret, and he once bitterly remarked, “I’m proud of the name Lon Chaney, but not Lon Chaney, Jr.”5 Lon never wanted his son in the industry; he knew all of the industry’s pitfalls and had hoped to keep Creighton away from them. He felt that being a bank manager or plumber was a better profession, and he made the picture business appear as difficult as possible to discourage his son. Another reason why Creighton would have had a hard time finding success in films was that, at 6-feet-2, he would have had difficulty integrating himself into a role. Instead, roles had to be built around him, but this, with very few exceptions, was rarely successful.6


Creighton also had to endure the inevitable comparisons with his father’s talent, something that he sorely lacked. Comparisons are a curse most children of famous acting parents must endure and, unfortunately, most do not weather the correlation successfully. Creighton was a good supporting player, as evidenced in numerous roles such as those in High Noon or Of Mice and Men, yet he lacked the range his father displayed. While many horror fans claim he was as big a star as his father, in reality he is looked upon by Hollywood and film historians as a minor star of B pictures and a competent character actor. Creighton never reached, let alone equaled, the pinnacle of popularity his father had enjoyed—no doubt something that haunted him for the duration of his career. After his contract at Universal expired in the late 1940s, his career was reduced to appearances in B pictures, many of them low-budget horror films. Occasionally he was given a meaty role, such as in High Noon or The Defiant Ones, but they were the exceptions. He continued to appear in pictures and in guest spots on numerous television shows. By the late 1960s he was appearing in such trash as Hillbillies in a Haunted House or Dracula vs. Frankenstein, and displaying the ravages of alcohol, which had aged him beyond his 65 years. He once said he wanted to top his father,7 but sadly he never equaled his father’s success.


It’s unfortunate that an actor is often remembered for only one or two outstanding roles, with the rest of his accumulative work overlooked or simply forgotten. I hope that this book and my previous biography will help the reader understand what a unique talent we had in Lon Chaney. Those who remember him as merely a “horror actor,” focusing on a handful of pictures, not only are doing a disservice to Chaney’s memory but are shortchanging themselves. Often people who express no interest in seeing a film such as Tell It to the Marines or While the City Sleeps, simply because Chaney plays a “straight” role, change their opinion after seeing the films. They even express surprise at the fine performances Chaney rendered.


There will never be a successful heir to Lon Chaney. Nor will there be one to Wallace Beery or Boris Karloff. Each actor was different and unique in his own right, and that it is what made them popular. Words like “immortal” or “legendary” are, like the term “charisma,” badly abused when describing celebrities. But there are a few who are truly deserving of being knighted with these titles. Their work withstands the test of time, and their performances are as fresh and exciting to new generations of film lovers as they were to those who first saw their pictures 70 to 80 years ago. The continued viewing of their films at revival theatres and libraries and on cable television proves that they remain a vital influence on our American cinema culture.


Sixty-five years after the release of Lon Chaney’s last picture, his performances still reach out and touch new admirers. The compendium of his work can influence a thirteen-year-old watching him perform for the first time, a writer like Ray Bradbury, or an actress like Whoopi Goldberg. This, combined with his unique talent, has earned Lon Chaney legendary status in motion picture history.
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A rare picture of Lon (left) posing with an unknown performer from his musical comedy days. The baldcap with wig, putty on the tip of his nose, and goatee are proof that Lon was experimenting with make-up in his early days on the stage. (Courtesy of Loren Harbert)





A Theatrical Education
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(1883 - 1913)
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Colorado Springs’ Antler’s Hotel at the foot of Pike’s Peak and Cascade Avenues in 1902. This picture was taken of the famous hotel shortly after its re-opening after the 1899 fire. This was the hotel where Lon helped lay carpets and hang wallpaper during his employment at Brown’s Wall paper and Paint Company. (Courtesy of Pioneer’s Museum)
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Page from the Colorado Springs City Directory of 1902. Lon, listed as Leonard, had given up the wallpapering and carpet-laying trade to work full-time as an employee at the local Opera House. Lon’s brother John is listed above him, as is his father.





No dramatist could have created a better background for a protagonist than Lon Chaney’s own life and career, which contained the ingredients of every playwright’s dream for a successful production: drama, comedy, irony, and triumph. Although he lived only forty-seven years, Lon Chaney was dealt a life full of the experiences that would serve him well in his chosen profession, for he would become known as the world’s greatest character actor.


Born to deaf parents on April 1, 1883, Leonidas Frank Chaney seemed destined to excel in silent pictures. His birth name was anglicized to Leonard, and Lon became the nickname that would later burn brightly upon the marquees of movie theatres around the world. His maternal grandparents founded the Colorado School for the Deaf in Chaney’s hometown of Colorado Springs in 1874. His mother Emma taught there during Lon’s early years. His father, Frank, was one of the town’s most popular barbers for over thirty years. But the Chaney household was far from being financially comfortable, especially after Emma was stricken with inflammatory rheumatism. Every penny had to be counted; there was no room in the family’s tight budget for expenditures such as a nurse to see to her comfort. That duty fell on Lon’s young shoulders, and because of it, his formal education came to a halt in the fourth grade. For three years, he took care of his mother and saw to the household chores. According to Lon’s second wife, Hazel, he would often sit next to his mother and draw sketches for her amusement.8 He was very fond of his parents and was their favorite, an issue the other siblings accepted without jealousy.9 Hazel said that Lon’s father once told her that when they were scolded, the other children would turn away from their parents in order to avoid their scathing gestures. Lon was the only one who would face them and watch their sign language movements.


As a deaf person, Emma Chaney was shut out from the hearing world, and now, because of her illness, she was also cut off from any social activities. The seed of Lon Chaney’s pantomime talent was first sown during this time of family crisis. In order to communicate with his mother and to help take her mind off her illness, he would act out the events taking place in the city or around the world. He often would amuse his mother by mimicking his friends or their neighbors. As Lon grew, so did his talent, and soon he had broadened his repertoire to include performing skits with graceful movements and expressive body and facial gestures, all of which would later serve him well. It is a shame that Emma did not live long enough to see her son reach the heights of stardom, because she inadvertently had had a hand in its beginning.


When his younger sister, Carrie, and brother, George, were old enough to take over the household duties, Lon went to work to help with the family finances. During the summer months of 1897, he worked as a guide at Pike’s Peak, taking tourists up the famous mountain by burro. In later years, Lon would find the mountains and his love of fly-fishing a welcome diversion from the cameras and bright lights of Hollywood. Asked by a writer if fishing were his favorite recreation, Lon replied,




Absolutely. I’ve been fishing for trout ever since I was a kid when I got a job guiding tourists up Pike’s Peak. There were some great streams up there and I learned to regard a mountain trout as the greatest adversary for a fisherman’s skill in waters anywhere. I’ve never cottoned to this deep sea fishing they rave about out here. Give me a mountain stream, and trout.11





It was also around this time that he was introduced to the theatrical world by his older brother, John, who was working as a stagehand at the local Opera House. John obtained a position for Lon as a prop boy, which opened the door to Lon’s lifelong career. One can only imagine the impression that a theatre must have made on the fourteen-year-old Lon Chaney: the hectic callings of the stage manager, the prop men scurrying to place the props in the right places, stagehands moving flats and furniture with quick, easy movements. And then there were the actors. A young man assigned the part of an elderly seventy-year-old on stage might be joking around backstage or perhaps even chasing a chorus girl. There would be people talking in normal voices one moment and then on stage speaking with a dialect. For a boy of fourteen, all this hustle and bustle must have made a vivid impression. Contrary to popular belief, Chaney never witnessed the noted stage actor Richard Mansfield perform in Colorado Springs. Mansfield’s only known performance at the Opera House was in 1880, three years before Chaney’s birth.12


It was the turn of the century and an era when being an actor was hardly looked upon as a decent profession. Many boarding houses would display signs that stated, “No Dogs or Actors,” and Frank Chaney was insistent that two sons in the theatrical business were two too many. He wanted Lon to earn his living at an “honest” trade. So Lon began to learn the craft of carpet laying and wallpaper hanging, and in 1900, he helped install the carpets and wallpaper at the Antler’s Hotel when it was being rebuilt after the devastating fire of 1899. This trade would later help Lon during the many dry spells of his early acting career, and he once stated that a man should have a trade to fall back on.13 However, the theatre was in his blood, and by 1902, he had turned in his tack hammer for a life in the theatre. Lon became a full-time employee of the Colorado Springs Opera House, and that April marked Lon Chaney’s acting debut in The Little Tycoon. The Colorado Springs Gazette noted that Chaney’s performance




provoked laughter whenever he appeared on the stage and his dancing was received with loud acclamations of approval. As a comedian he is irresistible, and it would be hard to find his equal in dancing among many first class vaudeville performers.14





Buoyed by this review, Chaney appeared in two more productions in the following year, Said Pasha and The Chimes of Normandy. He left Colorado Springs in 1904 to tour the midwest with the Columbia Comic Opera Company as an actor, stage manager, stage hand, and wardrobe and transportation handler. In 1905, the Columbia Comic Opera Company performed a two-week engagement at the Delmar Gardens in Oklahoma City. It was there that Lon met a stage-struck sixteen-year-old girl named Cleva Creighton, who joined the troupe as one of the chorus. A romance bloomed and marriage quickly followed. When Chaney’s only child, son Creighton Tull, was born in Oklahoma City on February 10, 1906, Lon abandoned the theatre for more honorable work in a furniture store, falling back on his old trade of carpet laying.


But the footlights were calling to him and before long, with his young family in tow, Chaney returned to the theatre, traveling with numerous musical comedy troupes. Once again he performed the jobs of several people, making him extremely useful to any producer trying to save a dollar here and there. Lon returned to performing (and co-directing) with a local troupe in Oklahoma City at the Delmar Gardens. The Daily Oklahoman stated in its review of La Mascotte:




Lon Chaney, as Prince Lorenzo, was easily the favorite character in the play. He and Charles Pryor, as Farmer Rocco, made an excellent team. They were the life and zest of the show. Cleverly changing the lines of their jokes to satire on prominent persons and familiar places, they earned the applause of the audience.15





By 1910, the Chaneys had arrived in Los Angeles, where John Chaney was working at the Burbank Theatre as a flyman.16 The Chaneys found work at the Olympic Theatre, performing with the Charles Alphin Amusement Company. Six months later, Lon and Cleva joined the Ferris Hartman Company, playing opposite Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle and Robert Z. Leonard. During the run of The Gingerbread Man, Lon, playing the title role, and Roscoe Arbuckle, playing the Good Fairy, performed what must have been an extremely entertaining duet called “Do You Believe In Santa Claus?”.


After finishing his engagement with Ferris Hartman’s company, Lon went on to perform with Max Dill, in San Francisco and Los Angeles, in The Rich Mr. Hoggenheimer. Lon not only essayed two small roles in the play, the First Custom House Inspector and the Head Waiter, but also served as stage director for the production. It was something of a family affair because Cleva played the Lady Dedbroke and George, Lon’s youngest brother, was master of transportation for the company.17 From February through August 1912, Lon served as actor, choreographer, and stage manager for Fischer’s Follies, performing in three weekly matinees and one evening performance, seven days a week. Lon Chaney’s work, which had previously been overlooked in Los Angeles, caught the eye of the Los Angeles Times theatre critic, Julian Johnson. Whether being reviewed in a play or mentioned in Johnson’s theatre column, Chaney’s talent was now becoming recognized.


The musical comedies of that period provided Chaney, as well as many other actors, with a training ground upon which to build a career. Good material was scarce, which meant that the different troupes would often perform the same plays. This required an actor to come up with fresh ways to make his character different to avoid the inevitable comparisons with the many others who essayed the same role. Most traveling troupes had a repertoire of five or six plays they would perform during an engagement. Some of the larger troupes, like Ferris Hartman or Fisher’s Follies, who enjoyed extended engagements at one theatre, would have ten to fourteen plays on their rosters. Again, the weekly or bi-weekly program changes allowed little time for an actor to work up a detailed characterization. This was a point Julian Johnson noted in his review of An American Idea, stating, “Considering the enormous amount of toll Chaney has in getting out the choral numbers in these weekly pieces, the fact that he found time to get up such a bright, clean-studied characterization of his own speaks loudly for his superior talent.”18


Performing with these musical comedy troupes was demanding work, both physically and mentally. While performing one play at night, actors spent their days rehearsing the following week’s production. For Chaney, the work was doubly demanding because he not only played a role, but also choreographed the musical numbers and served as stage manager. The pay was low and the hours long, with some companies performing three matinees and two nightly performances every day, seven days a week. Adding to the pressure of these demands was the constant threat that a company’s engagement could be canceled at any time if the box office receipts were lacking, and the performers might simply be left stranded. Chaney considered himself lucky when he latched onto a show that ran for six months. He and Cleva would then diligently save every penny they could, only to see their meager savings eaten up when they were unemployed. The fear of being without work and money was something that became so ingrained in Chaney’s personality that it never left him, even after he achieved stardom.


Chaney rejoined Kolb and Dill’s company in San Francisco in September 1912, to act in and also stage the musical numbers and serve as the company’s stage manager. The San Francisco Chronicle noted the following about Kolb and Dill’s production of In Dutch:




In the second act she [Olga Steck] has a dance number with Lon Chaney which is actually acrobatic and whirl-windy and all but unbelievably agile. This number wits wild endorsement from the house . . . [with] Lon Chaney proving his worth to the company in goodly fashion.19





Despite the positive reviews, Lon Chaney was still a long way from obtaining stardom. It was at this time that Cleva found favor as a cabaret singer. While working with Lon at the Olympic Theatre in 1910, she originally had been billed as Cleva Chaney, eventually becoming the company’s prima donna. In 1912, she reverted to using her maiden name, Creighton, while working in Fischer’s Follies, and shortly after that she branched out into the cabaret scene. Here, Cleva’s popularity soared while her marriage to Lon began to unravel. Cleva’s inability to handle liquor, coupled with her quick success, led to many arguments between them. No doubt Lon was jealous of her rapid rise in popularity while he himself was still considered a second-rate performer in musical comedies. Cleva’s problems with alcohol eventually led to an irrational suicide attempt in the wings of the Majestic Theatre in Los Angeles. Finishing her supper show at the Brink’s Cafe, she walked over to the theatre, where Lon was working with the Kolb and Dill company. The two quarreled backstage and, while Lon was performing, Cleva swallowed a vial of bichloride of mercury, which robbed her of her beautiful singing voice. When her recovery was assured, Lon separated from Cleva and filed for divorce in December 1913.


In 1931, Cleva was upset over the way she was portrayed in a detailed article about Lon by writer Adela Rogers St. Johns. Cleva threatened to sue, but lacked any legal grounds because Ms. St. Johns had based her story on a personal interview with Cleva, as well as newspaper and court documents.20 In a feeble attempt to paint herself in a more positive light, Cleva penned her own version of how she and Lon met and claimed that when Lon learned of her pregnancy, he urged her to abort the child. She never mentioned any of her court-documented infidelities or her attempted suicide, and while her written version was officially notarized, it was never published.21 Cleva’s attempted suicide caused much unwanted attention, and Lon Chaney’s theatrical career in Los Angeles was now at a dead end. No matter how talented Chaney was, he would always be associated with this scandal, giving theatrical producers second thoughts when it came to hiring him.


With a small son to support, Lon Chaney was forced to look for another way to provide an income and, more importantly, a stable future. The growing motion picture industry offered steady work and did not require much travel—an ideal circumstance for a single parent. And a theatrical background was considered an asset when it came to obtaining film work. So Lon Chaney gave up the footlights of the theatre to take his chances with the new medium of motion pictures, working for an independent studio at the corner of Sunset Boulevard and Gower Street called Universal Pictures.





A Fledgling Career
at Universal
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(1913 - 1918)
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Universal Studios during the teens. (Courtesy of Marc Wanamaker/Bison Archives)
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This picture was taken from a Universal Weekly, when Lon was directing one of six films for studio’s Victor Company.





In 1913, when Lon Chaney came to Hollywood, the motion picture business had yet to develop into the thriving industry it would soon become. There were no written rules for filmmakers or actors to follow; everything was experimental. What one developed, another tried to take a step further. The length of films grew from one reel (ten to twelve minutes long) to two or three reels, and later they expanded to five and eventually eight or ten reels. Theatres were built specifically for movies, and soon the art of promoting a picture became a specialized field unto itself. Suddenly actors were no longer just actors but movie stars, and the public eagerly awaited their favorite star’s next film. As the stars’ popularity grew at the box office, so did their salaries, until they reached unbelievable proportions, especially when compared with the average person’s income at that time.


Movie studios were virtually unheard of in Hollywood before 1911. That was the year when members of the Nestor Film Company arrived in Los Angeles because David Horsley, the director of the company, had been advised to speak with a local photographer about filming conditions in the Hollywood area. Horsley rented the Blondeau Tavern at Sunset Boulevard and Gower Street for thirty dollars a month, and Hollywood had its first official movie studio.22 Until the arrival of the Nestor Film Company, most studios operated out of downtown Los Angeles or nearby Edendale. Within two years, however, other filmmakers, including Cecil B. De Mille and D. W. Griffith, would follow the lead of Nestor and move their operations to the Hollywood area. This young industry was growing fast, and it didn’t take long for the scene to change once again. The small clusters of disheveled buildings that made up most motion picture studios in Los Angeles and Hollywood had to give way to a new form of motion picture production. When Carl Laemmle dedicated Universal City Studios on March 15, 1915, it gave filmmakers vast amounts of acreage within which they could create their fantasies, and the studio itself began to take on an aura of organization much like that of a small city. Buildings were erected for a hospital, cafeteria, film lab, dressing rooms, a large warehouse to handle the numerous props, and a costume department that could clothe a performer as anyone from a Roman soldier to a socialite dressed in the current fashions. Universal City was the studio system in its infancy.


Universal Pictures was formed in 1912 by Carl Laemmle and was first known as The Universal Film Manufacturing Company. Its original purpose was to serve as banker and distributor for the several independent producers who would release their films through Laemmle’s company.23 By 1913, Universal was supporting fourteen production companies, most of which operated out of the hodgepodge of buildings at the corner of Gower Street and Sunset Boulevard.24 But the public was clamoring for more moving pictures, and Laemmle realized that in order to keep up with the demand, he would need a bigger facility. Thus in May 1914, construction began on a former 250-acre chicken ranch on the other side of the hill from Hollywood, for which Laemmle had paid a price of $165,000.25 Although Laemmle probably didn’t realize it at the time, he was creating history by building the first all-inclusive motion picture studio. Even though the official opening of the studio wasn’t until March 1915, just as quickly as the buildings and stages were completed, production companies moved in to finish their products. Damon and Pythias was shot entirely on the new studio grounds in 1914.26 Before Laemmle’s purchase of the property, D. W. Griffith had used the area to stage several of the battle sequences for his landmark film, The Birth of a Nation.


On the opening day of Universal City Studios, newspapers across the country reported that an entire city had been given over to the making of motion pictures. Just inside the front gates were two theatres, an administration building, a barber shop, technical shops, costume department, and cafeteria with a special area that posted the sign, “For directors and leads only.” There was an enormous outdoor stage that measured 300 feet long and 65 feet wide, which could support sixteen film companies at one time. Farther back on the studio property was another stage 200 feet long by 50 feet wide, which had additional dressing rooms, carpentry and scene painting shops, and a prop building. The backlot was littered with a multitude of sets ranging from European villages to western towns. Because the studio produced numerous westerns, a large stable of horses was kept on the backlot, along with a bunkhouse for the wranglers.27 A small creek running alongside the property was used extensively, even when it became a roaring river during the rainy season. Flooding was commonplace and, in typical fashion, stories were devised to take advantage of Mother Nature’s torrents. An enclosed stage was built to allow filmmakers to proceed with filming on those not-so-sunny California days, which gave a director the luxury of not being forced to strike his set and props whenever the weather turned threatening. With arc lights, a company could continue filming even when it was pouring outside—that is, if the director could make himself heard over the tremendous noise caused by the pounding rain on the galvanized metal roof!28


The public was fascinated by the mystery of filmmaking, and visitors on opening day were shown how the studio could simulate a flood. Located on one of the hills was a large reservoir that held a half million gallons of water.29 Studio workers would “create” a flood by releasing several thousand gallons of water, which unfortunately would also flood the nearby sets.


On that first day, the crowds of theatre exchange owners and the general public grew to nearly twenty thousand by midday. Seizing on the public’s fascination, Laemmle once again became a pioneer. He came up with the idea of charging a twenty-five cent admission (which also included a box lunch) for the public to visit the studio to watch movies being made.30 Hundreds of cars and buses jammed the road going through the Cahuenga Pass to Universal, as Laemmle opened the studio gate after being presented with a gold key (which cost $285)31 by actress Laura Oakley. Newspapers also noted that Thomas A. Edison and Buffalo Bill Cody were among the many celebrities in attendance.32


Universal Studios was a training ground for names which would later become part of Hollywood history. Actors such as Harry Carey, Mary Pickford, Lewis Stone, and Jean Hersholt either got their start at the studio or worked there for some time before moving on to greater things. Several directors, including Clarence Brown, Jack Conway, Allan Dwan, Tod Browning, and John Ford, spent their early careers at Universal. Like many others at Universal, Lon Chaney was given the opportunity to sharpen his theatrical talents before the motion picture camera. Movies during those early years tended to be stereotyped into the categories of slapstick comedies, westerns, or broadly-acted melodramas. Yet many of these early movies dealt with adult themes, albeit discreetly compared with the current crop of adult fare. Illegitimacy, abortion, and alcoholism were some of the subjects producers tackled. These storylines and others made up some of the scenarios of Chaney’s early films, which usually found him playing the role of the villain.


Although many of his roles were of a villainous nature, Chaney was allowed to play them as numerous character types, much as he had done in his musical comedy days. The villains ran the spectrum of several nationalities, from Spanish or Mexican (The Tragedy of Whispering Creek, Her Grave Mistake, A Ranch Romance, Her Life’s Story), French Canadian (The Honor of the Mounted), and Italian (The Gilded Spider, Star of the Sea, The Violin Maker, The Menace to Carlotta), to a Southern plantation owner (The Grip of Jealousy). His proficiency at character work enabled him to play a broad range of roles, from a hunchback fisherman (The Sea Urchin), a half-wit (Remember Mary Magdalen), old men (Red Margaret, Moonshiner, A Mother’s Atonement, If My Country Should Call), half-breeds (The Unlawful Trade, Place Beyond the Winds), and heroic mounties (The Measure of a Man, Bloodhounds of the North) to a blind man (Her Escape). Despite the heavy dramas, Lon did perform in several slapstick comedies (Poor Jake’s Demise, Almost an Actress, An Elephant on His Hands, Felix on the Job) and even exhibited his dancing skill (Father and the Boys). Sadly, only three of the above-mentioned pictures still survive.


Even then, filmmaking was hazardous work for everyone involved. Veteran stuntman Harvey Perry summed up the risk by saying that if you got hurt, the studio paid your hospital bills and hired someone else to take your place.33 The brisk pace of making these two or three-reelers could cause some mishaps. For example, while filming Bloodhounds of the North and Honor of the Mounted in the Mt. Lowe section of California, Lon and actor Arthur Rosson became lost in a deep canyon and were not located by rescue teams until late in the evening.34 Also, the company became stranded at the Ye Alpine Tavern for five days when heavy rains made filming impossible. In order not to lose any time, director Allan Dwan rehearsed indoors with the cast for his upcoming production of Richelieu during the deluge. When the rain cleared, the filming of the two Northwest-themed pictures was completed in two days.35


Some film historians believe that Lon did not begin experimenting with make-up until late 1915 or early 1916. One writer claimed that Chaney’s talent with greasepaint blossomed only after working in Father and The Boys (1915) with veteran stage actor Digby Bell, who taught him some secrets. This is simply not true. Before ever setting foot in front of a motion picture camera, Chaney was using make-up in musical comedies. Edwin S. Felch, who performed with Lon as early as 1906, taught him several techniques with greasepaint.36 Make-up, whether on the stage or in the movies, was an essential part of an actor’s stock-in-trade. In the early days of motion pictures, actors did not have the accessibility of a make-up artist on the set, and every actor was required to apply his own makeup. If someone such as Chaney were proficient at the craft, he would often help others apply their make-up. Sometimes this knowledge allowed an actor to earn a few extra dollars by creating what a director envisioned. Further support that Chaney used make-up early in his film career is found in the July 25, 1914, issue of Universal Weekly. In an article featuring actress Pauline Bush, who was heading a new production company at Universal, Lon, along with actor Joseph King and director Joseph De Grasse, was mentioned as being one of the new company. The story further stated,




Lon Chaney has worked opposite Miss Bush continually since her engagement by Universal. He is almost as well known as Miss Bush and is considered to be the most versatile make-up artist and the most capable ‘heavy’ in his own line in the business.





The precise date of Lon Chaney’s debut in motion pictures will probably remain a mystery forever. Chaney never mentioned when he actually entered films, presumably because he feared that some writer would discover Cleva’s suicide attempt and once again dredge up all the adverse publicity it had generated. Working in motion pictures enabled Lon to bury the past and start his acting career anew. It is entirely possible that Lon may have dabbled in films as early as 1912, while he was unemployed. Most industry trade journals at the time rarely listed supporting or bit players, and sometimes even omitted the names of the leading actors. The ads in Universal trade journals from May to August 1913 show faces that might be Lon, possibly in make-up. In Chaney’s personal photo album is a picture of him dressed as a Roman soldier. It is entirely possible that he may have played a small part in Damon and Pythias (1914) because no other picture in his filmography lists him as playing such a role, and he was at the studio during that period.


The cover of the July 5, 1913, issue of Moving Picture World features a photograph from A Woman’s Folly; standing in the background is a man who strongly resembles Chaney. Another example of this guessing game is a March 1914 issue of Universal Weekly, which features an ad for Who Won in the First?. One of the actors, wearing long sideburns and top hat, looks similar to Lon. But again, since there is no credit for the cast, one is left to speculate. For years, it has been assumed that Chaney made an unbilled appearance in Lois Weber’s Suspense (1913). He was supposedly seen in a brief glimpse as a vagrant walking along the road as the police race by. But recently having had the opportunity to look at this film frame-by-frame, I am confident that Lon Chaney does not appear in it.


All this speculation can drive any film historian crazy while attempting to document Chaney’s early film career. Collections of industry trade journals are woefully lacking complete volumes, leaving numerous gaps in the history of early cinema. This problem is further compounded by the scant amount of surviving film prints. Sadly, of the 107 films Chaney made during this period, only eleven survive in either complete or partial form. It is therefore difficult to analyze fully the growth of Chaney’s talent during this time. The smattering of his films that does survive allow one to see the potential he displayed to a greater extent later in his career.


As Lon Chaney’s career in motion pictures began to grow, his personal life also began to regenerate when he became reacquainted with Hazel Hastings, a former chorus girl. The two had first met while working together for the Ferris Hartman troupe before Hazel left the company to return to her native San Francisco.37 She later joined the Kolb and Dill company, where Lon replaced Frank Stammers as stage manager. Because Lon had three jobs—stage manager, choreographer, and actor—he had precious little time to care for Creighton. So, Hazel and some of the other chorus girls took turns caring for the young boy during the company’s engagement in San Francisco.38 She said Lon was separated from Cleva during this time. When the Kolb and Dill company went on tour, Creighton was taken care of by Lon’s sister, Carrie, who lived in Berkeley.39 Hazel said that at that time she and Lon were merely friends, yet she grew fond of Creighton. After Cleva’s suicide attempt in Los Angeles, Hazel did not see Lon again until November 1913, while she was appearing at the Jahnke’s Cafe on Spring Street in Los Angeles. Upon meeting after the show, Lon told Hazel that he and Cleva were divorcing and that he was working steadily in motion pictures as an extra and bit player.40 She said that at that time, Lon’s ambition was to become a film comedian, aspiring to the likes of Chaplin or Ford Sterling. Lon became a steady customer at the cafe, having his dinner there every evening and, after his divorce, Hazel noted, “He became more attentive to me.”41 She returned home for her sister’s wedding and from there took a job performing in Portland, Oregon before returning to the Jahnke’s Cafe.42


She and Lon renewed their relationship upon her return to Los Angeles, and for almost a year and a half, he met her every night after the show to take her home. He was anxious for her to secure a divorce from her husband, with whom she had lived only eighteen months during their seven-year marriage, so that they could settle down together.43 Her divorce was granted in early November 1915, and Lon and Hazel were married in Santa Ana, California, on November 26, 1915. From that point on, Hazel gave up her career, explaining, “I had never been stagestruck, but as it was necessary for me to earn a living, I had followed the line for which I had the most talent.”44 At the time of their marriage, Lon was earning $45 a week even though he did not have a signed contract with Universal. Hazel said that when he was not appearing in a picture, he would work as a prop man or do anything until the next role came up.45


By the Sun’s Rays (1914) is typical of the two-reel westerns Universal produced at that time and is one of the few complete films in Chaney’s career still existing from this period. Lon plays Frank Lawler, an employee of a mining company and the lead villain. Because Chaney is allowed a good deal of screen time, By the Sun’s Rays becomes a significant film by which to evaluate the beginnings of his film career. It illustrates Chaney’s pantomimic ability because the movie uses only nine title cards to advance the story line. It was up to the actors to convey the emotions of the scenes to the audience. At the beginning of the film, Chaney, as Frank Lawler, communicates by furtive glances that he covets the gold sacks that are placed into a strong box. His whole demeanor projects that he is up to something underhanded, especially when he quickly places a mirror under his vest that he will later use to signal his gang that the gold shipment is on the way. As he leaves the office, he encounters the mine superintendent’s daughter. Lon smiles and tips his hat. When she does not return his greeting he turns sullen and walks off. Another example of his efficient use of pantomime to convey a change of emotions takes place when he is introduced to the detective who has been sent to stop the robberies. The detective is speaking with the superintendent’s daughter, and it’s obvious that she is attracted to him. When Lon is introduced to the detective, his amiable expression quickly changes to one of jealousy when he sees the woman he loves show interest in another man.


This role is typical of the ones Lon would essay throughout this period, portraying the villain and meeting his demise by the end of the film. Despite playing the heavy, Lon made his characters realistic, not stereotypical. He used subtle gestures to give his parts depth and texture. Again, in By the Sun’s Rays, when news arrives that the gold shipment has been stolen, he gleefully smiles, takes the pencil from behind his ear, and touches it on his lips, lost in thought. In another scene, when the superintendent’s daughter has her back to him, Lon gently raises his hand and is about to touch her shoulder, but then hesitates and doesn’t follow through. In that moment, he brings a sense of humanity to the character despite the villainy of the role. It is a gesture similar to the one he uses later, when he first encounters Mary Philbin in Phantom of the Opera.
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