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      Lionel Atwill, Hollywood’s maddest doctor, in The Mad Doctor of Market Street.
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    Preface by Neil Pettigrew


    


    I first encountered Lionel Atwill in 1967 when I was 11 years old. In those exciting times, I would lurk around the magazine racks of my local newsstands, drooling over all the wonderful magazine covers and spending most of my pocket money buying issues of Famous Monsters of Filmland. Back home, I would pore over every page, committing to memory all the facts and faces in the articles.


    The pages were full of photographs of actors like Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Lon Chaney…and occasionally someone called Lionel Atwill. I convinced my parents that letting me stay up to watch the late-night horror films on television would not harm my attendance at school the next day, and I got my first taste of seeing Son of Frankenstein, House of Frankenstein and many more. Over the years, I regularly scanned the television listings for films in which Atwill might make an appearance. It was always a treat if one of his non-horror films turned up, and I remember, as a teenager, enjoying watching him as the brutal Colonel Bishop in Captain Blood.


    I have always loved the performances of Karloff, Lugosi and the other horror film actors, but I seem to have been drawn especially to Atwill. There were unique pleasures to be derived from watching him — that theatrically trained voice, the precise diction, the authoritative bearing…and the glint of evil in those steely, blue-gray eyes. He was a charismatic, highly skilled actor who could steal every scene he was in.


    My research uncovered other possible reasons why I have always felt a special fascination for him. I was thrilled to find out that he was born in a house in South Norwood that is only two and a half miles from where I live now…a happy coincidence. I then discovered that when Lionel was around five, the Atwill family moved to a house in Lennard Road, Beckenham, which is less than a mile from my home. It is a house I knew well and which I passed at least 1,000 times while out walking or jogging, without giving it a second glance. Presumably…is this not just another happy coincidence?


    I delved further and what I found next made me begin to wonder if there wasn’t more to this than just mere coincidence. Old birth certificates showed that Lionel’s father and grandfather had originally come from a small town called East Stonehouse, just outside Plymouth in Devon. Amazingly, I knew from my own family history that my great-grandparents had also come from East Stonehouse, and had been living there at the same time as the Atwills. In the mid-19th century, it would have been a small place with a close-knit community, most of whom probably knew one another. So it’s entirely possible that Lionel’s father Alfred, or his grandfather William, knew my great-grandfather Alfred Henry Pettigrew or one of his many brothers and sisters!


    For me, researching Lionel Atwill’s career for this book has been an exciting journey of discovery. I have viewed many of his non-horror films for the first time (his Baron von Merzbach in The Song of Songs was a revelation) and learned about his thrilling stage performances (especially in Deburau and The Outsider). Along the way, I have also had the huge pleasure of watching all his old horror films again, many of which I had not viewed for over three decades. I hope my readers will enjoy being taken on this journey as much as I have enjoyed writing about it.

  


  
    
      [image: Image137] 

      The cover of this 1934 Spanish magazine Films Selectos showcased Atwill subjecting Kathleen Burke to his depraved desires in Murders in the Zoo.
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      The exquisite villain in his most debonair attire.

    

  


  
    Foreword by Lionel A. Atwill


    


    My father died when I was six months old. I never knew him as a man — the sound of his voice, his scent, the cadence of his footsteps on the hallway leading to my room. And I knew little of him as an actor, until I became an adult.


    What few tidbits I did know about him came from my mother, who viewed their brief marriage through rose-colored lenses. She was in her late 20s, my father in his early 60s, when he died. He was a movie star, albeit an aging, fading one; she was something of an ingénue. She had had a first marriage that was measured in months; he had been married four times and had a son, killed in World War II before my parents were married, who, had he lived, would have been older than my mom.


    Need I say more? Theirs was a classic May-December romance, and when my mother spoke about it — and she did so all her life, up until the day she died — her comments were of wispy, romanticized visions, abstract recollections of the most wonderful time in her life. In truth, I don’t think she knew that much about my father (few 27-year-olds can grill details out of a worldly, 60-year-old man). I do believe, however, their time together was a happy one.


    What I learned of him as an actor was, for many years, limited by the fact that his films spent so many years incarcerated in the dark vaults of Hollywood history before being liberated, starting in the mid-’80s, by the electron soldiers of the digital revolution. I remember seeing him on late-night television in the ’50s from time to time. I watched those films more out of obligation than fascination, for I was a pre-teen, more interested in The Mickey Mouse Club (especially the budding Annette Funicello!) and, later, American Bandstand, than horror films nearly two decades old.


    Moreover, when I was six, my mother remarried a patrician East Coaster, and we moved to New York City, a world apart from the glitter of Hollywood. The circle in which my stepfather moved viewed the West Coast with disdain (I once heard a harpy-ish step-aunt refer to my mother as, “That California woman…married to an actor!” in a tone one might use in reference to an axe murderer or pedophile). I was young and I did not want to be an outsider, so I morphed into someone who never thought about the father he never knew.


    Occasionally, however, something would remind me of my famous dad. Once in the mid-’60s in Grand Central Station, I bought a ticket to somewhere and paid the ticket salesman with what must have been my first credit card. He was a gruff man close to retirement, but when he saw the name Lionel Atwill on the card, a beatific smile came over his face, and he launched into a 30-second quiz: Was my mother simply a huge fan? No. Was I related? Yes. His son, oh my God, his son! This stolid New Yorker was an extreme movie buff of the right age. He shook my hand. He asked for my autograph (first and last time ever). I swear a tear came into his eye.


    Times like that helped rekindle my interest in my father. In the mid-’80s I befriended a musician from Massachusetts who was a rabid horror film fan. Over the course of several years he sent me VHS tapes of my father’s films, probably 30 in all. I watched them religiously, first out of a sense of duty and then out of curiosity, not so much about the film but about the man. My father.


    About that same time Kenneth Anger’s Hollywood Babylon II came out, a titillating piece of trash recounting all the foibles of Hollywood. In a chapter called The Two Faces of Tinseltown, Anger described in salacious prose the famous alleged orgy and the subsequent trial that ultimately ruined my father’s career. Wow, I thought, if only half of it is true, Pop was a pretty cool guy.


    In the late ’90s, Greg Mank’s Hollywood’s Maddest Doctors was published (by Midnight Marquee Press), and shortly after its debut, Greg got in touch with me (I was a magazine writer and not all that hard to find). He sent me a copy of the book, which I enjoyed immensely, and we made a date to get together. He visited me at my home in Vermont and wrote a retrospective of my father’s film work for the aptly titled magazine, Monsters from the Vault. In that piece, Greg incorporated an interview he did with me, and for the first time I saw a picture of myself on the same spread as a picture of my father.


    Greg and I have become friends. He is a serious scholar of film and a good man, and we have exchanged Christmas greetings and chitchat since we first met. Through him Neil Pettigrew, the author of this wonderful book, got in touch with me. Over the course of a few months, we have struck up a lively correspondence, and I have tried to help him by supplying pictures and recollections from those Hollywood days, now mostly faded from memory.


    What truly excites me about this work is the fact that it covers my father’s younger years, his early life in England and his time on the English stage in an age when film was still a dream. That is the period of a man’s life when his character is formed, so through this book I am learning not only something of my father the actor, but also something of my father the man.


    Neil also has stimulated my interest in my English heritage. He put me in touch with my only living relative, save for my daughter: my father’s brother’s granddaughter, Leslie Dale, with whom I have exchanged family pictures. And he has helped me locate my half-brother’s grave and research the events of his death in the War. I plan to make a trip to England this fall to visit all these players and to reconnect with the country that gave me my dad.


    The desire to make that connection started with this book. For me, it is a moving, important part of who I am. For you, I hope it is an enjoyable, well-researched look at the life and career of a man who was an important player in the transition of entertainment from stage to film. For Neil, I know it is a labor of love. For that I am grateful.


    


    Lionel A. Atwill


    Hotchkiss, Colorado, USA


    April 29, 2014

  


  
    
      [image: Image224] 

      Lionel A. Atwill poses with a photograph of his father.

    

  


  
    Introduction by Neil Pettigrew


    


    Atwill will always be remembered as one of the screen’s finest villains. There were many other actors who specialized in villainous roles, but Atwill took wickedness to a whole new level. Anyone who has seen him in Murders in the Zoo, for example, cannot fail to have been alarmed by the extent to which the actor actually seems to enjoy being evil. In his most extreme roles, his villainy was tinged with elements of insanity and sadism, which other screen villains lacked. Basil Rathbone was dashing, Bela Lugosi was exotic, George Zucco was sophisticated — but Lionel Atwill’s villainy was so intense that it could be genuinely disturbing.


     


    In many ways, he was an unlikely choice for villainous roles. His physical appearance was unremarkable. He wasn’t tall (just over 5 feet 10 inches). By the time he started making films in Hollywood, he had put on a few extra pounds. Although he was handsome as a young man, by middle age — when he arrived in Hollywood — he wasn’t strikingly attractive, nor did he have the face of a typical heavy. He certainly didn’t have the kind of face — like Boris Karloff — which singled him out as a villain. In fact, facially he looked fairly ordinary. And his name was quite ordinary too. It didn’t have the exoticism of the names of other horror legends such as Bela Lugosi, nor the menace of a name like Karloff.


    And yet, through his sheer presence and his acting prowess, he managed to create one of the most exciting screen personae of all time. No one who has seen and enjoyed Atwill in one of his better performances can ever forget it. When Lionel Atwill let rip, his villainy and mania had no match in Hollywood. The thing about Atwill — when one of his mad villains was in full raving mode — was that here was this essentially ordinary-looking man being believably, sadistically and terrifyingly evil. To pick but one example, think of that climactic scene in Sherlock Holmes and the Secret Weapon where Professor Moriarty has Holmes strapped to an operating table and slowly drains the blood out of him. Moriarty relishes every second, grinning evilly, checking on the state of his victim with almost loving care and generally enjoying the ghastliness of the moment to an extent that is completely deranged.


    But villainy was only one aspect of Atwill’s acting repertoire. Onscreen he also created a colorful gallery of other types. He was always impressive as stern, uniformed military men and policemen — his Inspector Krogh in Son of Frankenstein is one of the legendary characters of 1930s horror films. He was superb at playing husbands and lovers who have been humiliated and broken by deceitful women. In a variety of films, he has been effective as a harsh prosecuting lawyer, as a womanizing scoundrel, as an avuncular private investigator, as an ostentatious dandy, as a stressed, overworked businessman…the list goes on. He was certainly versatile. Throughout the 1930s he was very highly regarded by the major studios, which unusually did not pigeon-hole him as just a horror actor, but gave him steady employment in a stream of prestigious films acting alongside mainstream luminaries that included Marlene Dietrich, Myrna Loy, Irene Dunne, Spencer Tracy and Clark Gable.


    Atwill’s remarkable film career is what he will always be remembered for today, and yet the truth is that his most outstanding performances, and the period in which he received the most critical and public acclaim, came years before he ever set foot in Hollywood. For the first 26 years of his professional career, Atwill was primarily a theater actor. His Hollywood career, by comparison, lasted a mere 15 years. In Broadway plays like Deburau (1920-21) and The Outsider (1924), he was a sensation. Critics raved about him, calling him one of the greatest stage actors of the age. Audiences applauded him rapturously, giving him standing ovations. He was Guest of Honor at a number of sparkling social events. The newspapers were full of stories about him and his plays. He really was the toast of the town.


    This book will cover Atwill’s theater work in more detail than it has ever been looked at before. His films, especially his horror films, have been discussed again and again, but accounts of his stage appearances are usually rushed and brief. Atwill’s prolific stage career was full of grand successes and crushing disappointments, and this in-depth examination will visit them all.


    Many of these stage appearances hold extra interest for fans of his horror films because they contain large hints of his later screen persona. Throughout his career, Atwill was always attracted to the offbeat, the macabre and the risqué, and this applies to many of his stage roles. For example, how many fans of his films knew that in 1910 he produced and starred in a supernatural horror play called The Fourth Kiss, about a deadly Egyptian curse? Or that he appeared in a 1913 adaptation of H.G. Wells’ The Invisible Man? Or that he was a Jack the Ripper suspect in a 1917 version of The Lodger? In Deburau (1920-21), probably his greatest triumph, he appeared in a chilling clown costume, brandishing an enormous knife. In The Outsider (1924), he played a character that was a prototype for all the mad doctor roles that would characterize his film work, and in that play he delivered his first-ever mad doctor speech. How many fans of Atwill’s horror films knew that in 1930 he directed a Broadway play starring Basil Rathbone?


    Another reason for giving such in-depth discussion to Atwill’s 26-year stage career is its sheer longevity. Since it was so much longer than his film career, it would be inappropriate for this book not to give his theater work a proportionate amount of coverage.


    Onstage Atwill played some exciting characters in highly dramatic scenes, and I have tried to recreate a small sample of some of his key scenes in the pages that follow. If the reader uses his or her imagination a little, it is possible to imagine Atwill in full flow on the stage, to get a flavor of what his performance must have been like, to get a hint of that thrilling Atwill charisma and, in one’s mind, to hear that wonderfully precise diction.


    Today we cannot experience the old plays in the same way that we can watch DVDs of an actor’s films whenever we like. Almost without exception, Atwill’s plays have never been revived since the time when he appeared in them. Only a very few of them were ever made into movies. In other words, today they are forgotten. But many of them deserve to be rediscovered and I have done my best to do just that in this book. Readers, those that might normally be tempted to skip over these chapters and hurry on to the film sections, will be rewarded if they take the time to read about Atwill’s stage career.


    One very important aspect of Atwill’s career is largely forgotten today: He was not just an actor, but also a producer, director and writer. For the theater, he was the driving force behind the staging of a number of plays, and he was also heavily involved in the writing or rewriting of some of them. For example, he directed the formerly mentioned The Lodger, several 1920s Broadway plays, and, in 1930, he directed Basil Rathbone onstage in A Kiss of Importance. In 1931, he contributed to the writing of additional passages to the play The Silent Witness, one of his great successes, in order to make it a more dramatic and commercial venture.


    For his film work, Atwill is remembered solely as an actor. In fact, this does him a disservice because he was never the kind of actor who would simply walk onto the set, say his lines and then depart. He was always far more involved. Numerous moments in his films leave no doubt that he had a quiet word with the director and suggested adding a little bit of business to spice up a scene. British writer O. Bristol, in a December 1936 issue of Picture Show magazine, furnished specific evidence that Atwill worked as a kind of uncredited assistant director on many of his films . He interviewed Atwill, who had returned to England in 1936 to film High Command, and watched him at work on the set at Ealing Studios. The reporter witnessed Atwill insisting on a number of re-takes, and also making various suggestions regarding costumes and sound effects.


    Greg Mank’s Hollywood’s Maddest Doctors makes a reference to these contributions with this quote taken from an article about Atwill in a 1934 fan magazine:


    


    Lionel Atwill…thinks up his own bits of gruesome business (like putting out a cigarette on Marlene Dietrich’s shoulder)…


    


    Or how about that spellbinding moment in Murders in the Zoo when Atwill has the unwilling Kathleen Burke in his clutches and makes one of his hands walk up her arm as if it were a nasty, predatory spider? Likewise, in Son of Frankenstein, it may well be that some of the “gags” involving Inspector Krogh’s prosthetic arm — such as using it to hold a monocle which Krogh then polishes with his good hand — were dreamed up by Atwill himself. No hard proof exists for this, but the rest of his career provides so much circumstantial evidence of similar creative flourishes that it would be surprising if it were not the case.


    Another forgotten side of Atwill’s multi-faceted talent is his mastery of comedy. He demonstrated a lightness of touch and an aptitude for comic delivery many, many times onstage, such as in The Grand Duke (1921). Unfortunately, this side of Atwill is rarely seen in his films. Only occasionally do we get a glimpse of his comic skills in films such as The Great Garrick (playing a foppish playwright) or Mr. Moto Takes a Vacation (as a blustering museum curator). It’s a shame he didn’t get more such roles in films.


    Atwill was always keen to try new things and to be at the forefront of technology. For example, in April 1931 he took part in a remarkably early television broadcast, performing a scene from his great stage success, The Silent Witness. His distinctive voice could be heard broadcast on radio as early as 1925, when he took part in a show on a New York radio station. Throughout the rest of the 1920s he turned up regularly (although not frequently) on the radio, sometimes being interviewed, sometimes acting in a variety of plays including Ibsen’s Peer Gynt, adaptations of his own plays (Deburau and The Outsider) and even a version of Show Boat. In the 1930s and early 1940s, he continued to grace the airwaves at infrequent intervals, acting in short one-hour plays that were often adaptations of recent screen successes.


    Something else that has scarcely been reported at all is Atwill’s benevolent support for worthy causes. Throughout his career he frequently gave his services for free to support various funds and charities. Sometimes he would stage shows himself, other times he would take part in a charity theater performance and sometimes he would speak at rallies to raise funds. The causes he supported between 1910-1919 included organizations helping relatives of the Titanic disaster, the WWI relief effort, an orphanage and more. During the 1920s he was no less generous, acting in shows to support charities which included the Near East Relief Fund, the New York League of Girls’ Clubs, the Actors Equity Fund, the National Vaudeville Artists’ Benefit Fund, the Marshall Stillman Movement and the Children’s Village. He even took part in an event to raise money to complete the building of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York. Throughout the 1930s, he was heavily involved with the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, serving as a member of the Actors’ Committee and often being the spokesman in negotiations where some unfortunate actor needed assistance.


    Atwill had a voracious appetite for life. He seemed determined to squeeze every drop of pleasure he could from it. He was driven by an ambition and a wanderlust that his three brothers lacked — they all stayed in England and had careers in insurance. But Lionel had a taste for the good life, and enjoyed living in big houses, driving expensive cars (including two Rolls Royce cars), taking long and exotic holidays and sailing yachts.


    He had homes on both the East and West Coast in the U.S.A., as well as more than one Malibu beach house. Entourages of servants, gardeners, cooks, maids, and so on served his needs in both primary houses. He had an appreciation of fine art, and after picking up his paycheck for each Hollywood film, he acquired a valuable painting to adorn his homes. No wonder that one reporter, after meeting the well-dressed actor at the height of his Broadway fame, was inclined to call him The Exquisite Villain (Barbara Beach in a 1919 issue of Motion Picture Classic magazine after seeing Atwill in the play Tiger! Tiger!). The phrase is particularly apt: There was not only something exquisite about Atwill’s taste for the finer things in life, there was also something exquisite about the intensity of his villainy in his Hollywood films.


    When Atwill wasn’t acting, he was grabbing life by the throat, socializing and keeping in the public eye. The society pages in the newspapers are full of details of social events that Atwill attended. The phrase hadn’t been invented back then, but Atwill was without doubt a party animal. In fact, he liked to party just a little bit too much…as will be recounted later in this book.


    Atwill has earned a special place in the hearts of horror film fans, not just because of the films themselves, but also because of his attitude toward them. He never belittled the horror roles he played. A number of actors who have been typecast in films of this genre have tried to play down this aspect of their careers. They do this out of insecurity and fear that they won’t be treated seriously if they are regarded as a horror actor. But Atwill had no such insecurities. By the time he arrived in Hollywood, he had already proved to the public and the critics that he was a serious and talented actor. He lapped up the horror roles and enjoyed every villainous moment.


    When it came to playing the horror parts, Atwill had a special gift for getting into the minds of the villains he played. Above all, it showed in his eyes. No other actor could stare quite like Lionel Atwill. It was a stare that could kill at 20 paces. He had eyes that possessed a cold intensity that few other actors have ever matched. Faith Service (in Motion Picture magazine in 1933) called them “the coldest and most merciless eyes ever set in a man’s skull.” As soon as a victim became the target of a stare from those eyes, he or she knew that they wouldn’t last beyond the next reel. His repertoire of stares included the sinister stare that could freeze your blood. Or the insane stare of a man who cannot be reasoned with. Or the tormented stare of a man who has just realized that his wife has been cheating on him. Or the desperate gaze of a man who feels that a sudden turn of events has humiliated him. Whatever the cause, Atwill had a stare that suited the moment. He was a master at donning an expression that suggested hidden layers of thought and emotion. This wonderful liveliness of his eyes is one of the characteristics that make him such a watchable actor, even today, over a half-century after his death.


    Atwill’s life reads like something out of a Greek tragedy, scaling heights of success, fame and wealth, only to have Fate deal him a series of harsh blows which brought him low and robbed him of all that acclaim and status. First was a decade of success on the British stage. Then, 15 years of even greater acclaim on the stage in America. Then, a decade of still wider popularity as a highly regarded Hollywood character actor, earning substantial amounts of money, living a film star’s lifestyle in big houses and sailing yachts. A succession of glamorous wives accompanied him through these different stages of his career. It must have seemed to him at times as if he were living a charmed life.


    But in the early 1940s, it all started to go wrong. First was the heart-breaking loss of a family member during WWII. Then he found himself dragged into someone else’s court case, which eventually led to him being put on trial, accused of lying under oath. The public humiliation that followed was further exacerbated by his newfound status as a felon, which meant that no Hollywood studio would hire him. To Lionel Atwill, it looked like he had reached the end of the road, both in his career and personal life.


    The full story of Atwill’s golden years and all his later ordeals will be told in the pages that follow. All of his theater productions and radio appearances are discussed. Also discussed in detail are his 65 sound feature films, his three short sound films, his five silent films and his four multi-chapter serials.


    Although today we can enjoy his stage roles only in our imaginations, we are very fortunate that all of his sound feature films and serials have survived, providing us with a feast of fine performances to savor — performances which will be preserved for the appreciation of many future generations.
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      The brutal Eric Gorman (Lionel Atwill) stands behind unsuspecting Jerry Evans (Gail Patrick) — and only he knows the secret of the Murders in the Zoo.
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      Atwill at the height of his Broadway fame in 1924.
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      The gruesome cover of the British pressbook for Mystery of the Wax Museum.
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      Would you trust this doctor? Atwill as Dr. Bohmer from Ghost of Frankenstein.

    

  


  
    Chapter 1: The First 20 Years


    


    Many articles have been written about Lionel Atwill and most state that he was born into a wealthy, privileged family. Atwill himself was happy to promote the public image that he came from a vaguely aristocratic background. His wonderful voice and his imposing manner seemed to bear out this version of events, which has been generally accepted. My research, however, suggests otherwise.


    His grandfather, William Atwill, was a postmaster and pawnbroker (as shown by old government census documents) in the town of East Stonehouse, just outside Plymouth in Devon, a county in the southwest of England. One of William Atwill’s three children was Alfred Atwill, who moved from Devon to London in the early 1880s to work as a clerk at the Board of Education. He met and married Ada Emily Dace, a Londoner born in Lambeth, in 1884. They were age 36 and 25 respectively when they married.


    Every biographical account of Lionel Atwill’s life has stated, rather vaguely, that he was born in Croydon, without specifying whether their research meant the town or the borough of that name. Croydon is a large borough approximately 13 miles due south of central London. Alfred and Ada Atwill moved, soon after marrying, to South Norwood, a suburb within the borough of Croydon. Theirs was a modest house at 2, Upton Villas, one of a row of houses in Albert Road. Lionel Alfred William Atwill was born here a year later on Sunday, March 1, 1885.


    An indication of the kind of neighborhood in which Lionel was born is suggested by the occupations of other people living on the same street, as shown in the government census forms. At Number 1, Mrs. Buckton was a dressmaker and an undertaker lived a few doors away. This was hardly the aristocracy. The area should more accurately be described as a place where hard-working families of modest means were living in unremarkable two-bedroom houses. Might it be that Atwill himself deliberately promoted the misconception that he was born in the town of Croydon, to draw a smokescreen over his true origins?


    The house where Hollywood’s maddest doctor was born still stands. A while ago I knocked on the door to find out if the current occupants were aware that a former Broadway and Hollywood legend was born here well over a century ago. They weren’t, and in fact they had never heard of Lionel Atwill.


    Lionel was the first of four children born to Alfred and Ada, all boys. The others, each born two years apart, were Stanley, Clarence and Herbert. Lionel, Stanley and Clarence were all born at Upton Villas, but the family had moved by the time Herbert was born. Around 1890, when Lionel was five, the Atwills moved to 54 Lennard Road, a slightly larger property in a slightly leafier location, in Penge, in the borough of Bromley, about four miles closer to London.


    Living with them was Charlotte Dace, Ada’s mother. The family, although by no means wealthy, earned enough to be able to have a servant girl living in the house. Again, the house is still there, and it is highly unlikely that the current occupants are aware that a celebrity once lived there.


    No photographs of Lionel as a young boy seem to have survived, and not much is known about his very early years. A retrospective article that appeared in a New York newspaper called The Fulton Register (dated May 17, 1924) gives us some clues. “He declares that even as a child, he wanted to go on the stage. He began acting in his nursery days and at 14 years of age was doing plays in drawing rooms.” Atwill’s great-niece, Leslie Dale, told me how her grandfather Clarence remembered appearing on the school stage, then 8 years old, with his 10-year-old brother Lionel as part of a black-face minstrel troupe. What a sight it must have been.


    Around this time the young Lionel got his first exposure to things macabre. He recalled it years later in a 1933 interview in the Los Angeles Evening Herald Express. “When I was a child my mother took me to see Faust. I wanted ever after to be Mephistopheles…” For the rest of his life Atwill would be drawn to the macabre, both in his choice of stage and film roles, and in his personal life.


    The Fulton Register article also relates that when Atwill was 18, “in his leisure hours, he formed a dramatic society, which still exists and with which he often played.” But where did he acquire this interest in acting? Certainly not from his father: “On the paternal side he is descended from a long line of seafaring men, all of who were in the British Navy.” More likely, he inherited his artistic leanings from his mother, because the article claims that, “his relatives on his mother’s side leaned to painting and music.” His three younger brothers, Clarence, Stanley and Herbert, could not have been more different, and all ended up having careers in insurance.


    Lionel attended Mercers’ School, a prestigious establishment with a lot of history: It had been in existence since the 16th century. Located in Barnard’s Inn, High Holborn in central London, Mercers’ was a fee-paying school and had around 300 pupils. One of the school’s old registration books from that period has survived, and it features a page on Lionel that records that he was admitted to the school on January 24, 1898, age 12 years and 10 months. He was placed in form IIIB, and a teacher noted why Lionel was selected for this class: “Latin poor.” Lionel’s three brothers also attended the school and it is not hard to imagine them having a grand time together and getting in all manner of escapades.


    Annual entries in the Mercers’ schoolbook show that Lionel worked his way through various classes. He would have received a very good all-round education from Mercers’, as well as being taught, naturally, such essentially British skills as how to play cricket. There is a final entry in the school record book: “Midsummer 1901: Withdrawn to go to architect” (sic).


    For the next three years, Lionel studied architecture and surveying. He was articled to a firm of architects; in other words, he worked in some lowly position for a company who would have sent him off from time to time for periods of formal study at an architecture college. Where he worked and where he studied is unknown, despite enquiries having been made at all of the prominent architecture schools that had existed at the time.


    When interviewed years later, Atwill was guilty of some blatant self-aggrandizement when recalling his education. For example, in a 1919 interview for Motion Picture Classic magazine, he claimed falsely that he was a graduate of Oxford University. And a playbill for a 1929 theater production, Stripped, contained a condensed biography of the play’s leading actor. It claimed that Lionel had not merely studied architecture, but had actually achieved an honors degree in the subject. This may be true, but since Lionel directed the play and very probably wrote his own publicity for the playbill, it is open to question. Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt.


    At this stage in his life, he had not considered a career in acting. But when he was 19 or 20, a story (as reported by Forrest J Ackerman in Monster World magazine, issue #1, 1964) related that, “a friend persuaded him to take a role in a Shakespeare play at college, just for kicks. He couldn’t have spoken more than 9 or 10 lines…but he caught the spell of the stage.” The friend was presumably someone who attended the same architectural school. We know (from a 1915 edition of Who’s Who in the Theatre) that in early 1905 he took part in several Shakespearian costume recitals in and around London. These, however, were not professional appearances on a theater stage; they were probably more like amateur performances staged at social functions. They would have been something that Atwill indulged in during his spare time when he wasn’t studying architecture.


    Working in the musty offices of a firm of architects must have been a pretty dull and uneventful life and it’s not hard to see why Atwill would have preferred the theater. Apart from anything else, the profession was in those days an all-male preserve, whereas in the theater the young Atwill would have been surrounded by young women…and hence Lionel decided that from now on he would follow a career that would combine two of his greatest interests — acting and the opposite sex!


    He would have learned early on that in order to be successful on the British stage, it was vital to have the right sort of voice. Today, we take Atwill’s inimitable voice for granted, but it almost certainly was not the voice with which he started out in life. He is remembered today for having the rare ability to deliver a line with a grand theatrical resonance and with impeccable diction. And yet, growing up where he did, the young Atwill may have started out with a south London accent, which, for those unfamiliar with the area, is not very dissimilar to a Cockney accent.


    The explanation as to where his famous voice came from is contained in an old Who’s Who in the Theatre, which informs us that very early in Atwill’s career, he attended elocution classes given by S. L. Hasluck, a gentleman who around 1900 produced a series of books with titles like Hasluck’s Recitations for Boys and Girls, Recitations from Dickens and Recitations for Ladies. The teenaged Atwill would have traveled up to Hasluck’s school on Regent Street in London’s West End on a regular basis. He may well have attended classes there after spending all day at the architecture firm. At Hasluck’s school, he would have practiced his diction and vocal projection until finally developing that marvelous voice which served him so well throughout his career.


    And we can be glad that he did, because his fine voice is one of his most appealing qualities, and today we remember him for all those horror films in which he spoke his lines in a way that uniquely combined the refined and clipped diction of an English gentleman with all the malevolence of a sadistic villain.

  


  
    
      [image: Image149] 

      Lionel Atwill’s humble origins; he was born in the white-painted house in the middle of the photograph, 2, Upton Villas, South Norwood, in London.
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      Lionel’s family: His parents are on the extreme left.

    

  


  
    Chapter 2: Onstage in Britain


    


    Atwill made his first professional appearance onstage in September 1905 and, satisfyingly, it is still possible today to visit the theater at which he made his debut. The grand old Garrick Theatre, a prestigious venue built in 1896, stills stands proudly in London’s West End theater district, on Charing Cross Road. Should anyone wish, he or she could pay it a visit and, from a seat in the old-fashioned auditorium, imagine 21-year-old Lionel getting his first experience of performing in front of an appreciative paying audience.


    The role he took was a very minor one, as one of two footmen in a production of The Walls of Jericho, a successful society comedy written by Alfred Sutro. It was a non-speaking part, requiring him to do very little, apart from walk onstage occasionally and serve tea to the lords and ladies who were the play’s chief characters. On other nights, he was only engaged as an understudy for the footman role, so there were probably many evenings when Atwill merely sat in the wings, having nothing to do other than to enjoy soaking up the theater atmosphere. Alongside him in the cast was, among others, O.B. Clarence, who many years later provided the benevolent voice of Dr. Dearborn — alter ego of evil maniac Bela Lugosi — in The Dark Eyes of London (1939).


    Some sources have suggested that Atwill’s stage debut was in late 1904, but a 1915 edition of Who’s Who in the Theatre, which contains a very accurate record of Atwill’s theater appearances up to 1915, confirms the later date. Confusion may have been caused by the fact that The Walls of Jericho was indeed staged in late 1904, but theater programs from that earlier period list other actors in the roles of the two footmen; Atwill only joined the cast much later on.


    Having made his professional debut, Atwill now threw himself into acting. He spent a number of years touring around Britain’s provincial theaters. Information about these very early stage performances is sometimes sketchy, and it is not possible today to construct a complete list of the names of every theater and town that he visited. All that remain are a few tantalizing photographs and some theatrical reviews that make reference to him. For many of Atwill’s stage plays, not even a photograph survives. But enough is known to fire our imaginations and make us realize what a loss it is that no filmic record of Atwill onstage exists. Not only that, but very probably there is no one alive today who can claim to have seen him onstage. Even so, it is fascinating to look at some of these roles in detail, because in several of them we can see premonitions of his horror typecasting of many years later.


    During 1906, he joined an acting company run by Harold V. Neilson. The group, whose leading actor was Courtenay Thorpe, staged a series of three plays by Ibsen, the Norwegian dramatist, at the Gaiety Theatre in Manchester, and they also toured around Britain. Atwill was in all three plays. As far as can be ascertained, the first was A Doll’s House, giving Atwill his first professional speaking part. The Stage magazine of January 25, 1906 gave him his first ever mention in the press, reviewing the play when it was staged for three days at the Devonshire Park Theatre in Eastbourne on England’s South Coast. “Dr. Rank was fairly well undertaken by Mr. Lionel Atwill,” wrote the reviewer. This was hardly the most exciting of reviews to launch a career.


    In March, Atwill was in a second Ibsen play, An Enemy of the People, taking the lesser role of Horster, a ship’s captain. The reviews make no mention of Atwill.


    In April, he was back in A Doll’s House again, this time at the Manchester Gaiety, and his appearance prompted a more substantial mention in the press. A 1906 reviewer wrote in The Manchester Courier, “Mr. Atwill played Dr. Rank with distinction, toning down the gruesomeness of the part most acceptably.” An ironic comment, to say the least, given that Atwill spent most of his later career doing all he could to emphasize “the gruesomeness.” In A Doll’s House, the gruesome angle is that Atwill’s character professes his love for a married woman while, at the same time, admitting that he is in the terminal stages of syphilis.


    Also in April 1906, and again at the Manchester Gaiety, he was in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, starring Courtenay Thorpe, with Atwill in the minor but significant role of the Provost, a jail keeper. The play ran for six nights and The Stage thought that, “Mr. Lionel Atwill ably accounts for the Provost.”


    In May and June of 1906, he appeared in his third Ibsen play, The Pillars of Society. This time he had a larger role, playing Johan Tonnesen. When it played at the Grand in Leeds, the Stage thought that Atwill was “worthy of mention.” In June, at the Royal Theatre in Bradford, The Stage reported that, “Mr. Atwill proves very successful in the part of Johan Tonneson.”


    Following the “gruesomeness” of A Doll’s House, Atwill now found himself drawn to a role with even stronger macabre overtones. Sometime around late 1906 or early 1907, he was in A Fool’s Paradise, a play by Sidney Grundy. Atwill played a major role as Philip Selwyn, a husband whose wife Beatrice is slowly poisoning him with arsenic. Philip, in love with his wife, is oblivious to the real state of affairs, as shown by this dramatic exchange:


    


    Beatrice: Dearest, don’t talk of death. (Withdraws hand)


    


    Philip: (Takes his arm from her, and leans forward) I am more ill than I seem — more ill than anybody knows. I can’t help thinking of death, for every day it seems to draw nearer and nearer. I can feel it coming — slowly, mysteriously, weirdly — gathering about me — wrapping me round and round. (Almost to himself)


    


    Beatrice: (Rises) Hush, Philip, hush! You are tired. (Goes away two steps to center) Shall I leave you for a while?


    


    Philip: No, no! Don’t go away. (Holding out his hands as she moves up to back of sofa, right of him) You are all I have left, mousey. I am not tired; but oh, I feel so drowsy! I seem to get worse every day.


    


    Beatrice: And why, my dear? Because you won’t take your medicine! Come. Let me bring it to you now.


    


    Philip: That beastly medicine!


    


    On December 17, 1906 Atwill opened at the Osborne Theatre, Manchester, in a play that would keep him busy until May the next year. The Tyrant was a romantic melodrama set in Venice, and the Stage wrote that, “Mr. Atwill was the ardent lover, Rudolph , manly and forcible throughout . ” The Tyrant toured successfully around England, playing at Salford, Preston, Liverpool and Castleford. In its review of the play at the Prince of Wales Theatre in Grimsby, the Stage reported, “Mr. Lionel Atwill could not easily be improved upon as Prince Rudolph.”


    Atwill’s next role gave him a real taste of theatrical success; he toured in The Bondman for 18 months, from mid-1907 until November 1908. The play was based on a successful novel by Hall Daine and had already proved very popular on the West End stage (with a different cast). The Bondman’ s lengthy provincial tour visited most of the cities and bigger towns in England, playing for about a week in each. The tour included several visits to London theaters, including the Lyric (in Hammersmith) and the Shakespeare in southwest London.


    Atwill starred as Michael Sunlocks, a bondman, or prisoner-slave, in a Sicilian penal colony, where work in the sulphur mines causes him to go blind. The Derby Daily Telegraph wrote a review of the play in December 1907 when it was at the Lyric: “The company is a capital one with Mr. Cecil A Collins and Mr. Lionel Atwill as the two brothers.” About its run at the Crystal Palace Theatre, the Stage wrote:


    


    The sulphur mine scene is particularly admired, not only for the very capable acting of Cecil A. Collins and Lionel Atwill, but also for its spectacular effect.


    


    Occasionally Atwill took a break from The Bondman to appear in other plays. In June 1907 he was in Measure for Measure again, this time at the Fulham Theatre, and with Lionel Belmore starring. From August to September 1907, he was kept intermit-tently busy in The Prodigal Daughter, with Millie Ford in the title role. The play toured theaters in Wigan, Preston and Oldham, and the Stage thought that, “Mr. Lionel Atwill scores as Julian Belford.” In January 1908, he was in a romantic drama, The City of Mystery, at the Grand, Luton. It was set in Paris in 1718 and featured a cast largely borrowed from The Bondman.


    From June to July 1908 he toured in The Sheriff and the Rosebud. Surviving records show that it was produced in at least two theaters, the Hippodrome, Manchester, and the Shepherd’s Bush Empire, London. It was a one-act play (from a story by Horace Vachell) about a California sheriff, Jefferson Wells (Atwill), who is on the trail of a bank thief but falls in love with the thief’s daughter (Ida Morgan). The Stage was impressed:


    


    Mr. Lionel Atwill played cleverly as the sheriff, bringing out effectively the better feelings of the man’s nature…His portrayal of the sheriff’s conflicting emotions is admirable, and goes a long way towards the success of the piece.


    


    In May 1908, he was back playing Dr. Rank again in A Doll’s House at Manchester’s Athenaeum Theatre. The Manchester Courier thought:


    


    Dr. Rank and Mrs. Linden (Rosemary Rees) were also well played, and with such a talented company to do Ibsen the service he demands, it is not too much to expect that the remaining performances this week will be well attended.


    


    During the summer of 1908, Atwill also found time for some relaxing activites. The Stage reported that he took part in two cricket matches, as part of a team made up of the cast and crew of The Bondman. In one match, he played against a team from the Royal Naval Hospital in Great Yarmouth, and in the other he was up against the Eastbourne Hippodrome Cricket Club. Despite having learned the sport at the Mercers’ School, Lionel proved himself to be singularly unskilled, being bowled out for no runs in one match and caught for no runs in the other!


    From 1908 to 1909 he toured successfully in The Flag Lieutenant, playing the leading role, and the play helped to bring him to the notice of the British public. It was well received wherever it played. For example, in March 1909, it was at the Grand Theatre in Hull and that city’s Daily Mail noted:


    


    Mr. Lionel Atwill plays the part of Lascelles with frankness and breeziness — you can’t help liking him.


    


    When it played in April 1909 at the Theatre Royal in Exeter, a reviewer in the Western Times wrote, “Mr. Lionel Atwill, who takes the title role, has acted with success in many prominent and well-known plays, and nothing could excel his fine treatment of the part of The Flag Lieutenant.” Also in April, the Devon and Exeter Gazette commented:


    


    At the close of each act, the curtain had to be rung up again and again to enable the principals to bow their acknowledgements…Mr. Lionel Atwill was a breezy and manly Richard Lascelles, quickly establishing himself a favorite.


    


    Fortunately, two stills of Atwill in this part have survived. They show him in military costume, a dashing foretaste of all the uniformed roles he would play later in his career, as military men and police inspectors, such as one-armed Inspector Krogh in Son of Frankenstein. What a shame, though, that no photos seem to have survived of one scene in particular from this production, because Atwill’s character, in order to sneak across enemy lines, dresses up as a bashi-bazouk, an elaborately costumed and turbaned Turkish soldier.


    The plot of The Flag Lieutenant contains an uncanny foreshadowing of the court case that was to have such an impact on Atwill’s life in the 1940s. The title character, Richard Lascelles, lies to protect the reputation of a friend on a battlefield. As a result, Lascelles is accused of cowardice in action. Only at the last minute does the truth come out, and Lascelles is saved from a court martial and his honor is upheld. Many years later, when Atwill was in court charged with perjury, he would convey via his lawyer, “I lied like a gentleman to protect friends.”


    This coincidental premonition of things to come might be dismissed as just that — a coincidence. However, similar parallels between fictional events and the misfortunes of Atwill’s later real life occur with extraordinary frequency throughout his career. It sounds crazy, but it’s almost as if some higher power were giving Atwill regular warnings of what was to befall him in later life. There are so many such coincidences that a list of them has been compiled and can be found among the appendices at the back of this book.


    If only a time machine could be invented so that we could go back over a century to watch Atwill in The Prisoner of the Bastille, in which he toured in 1909. A review in the Hull Daily Mail suggests the grisly tone of the play:


    


    The Bastille may always be
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