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    Foreword by William Goldstein


    


    Pushing up from its northeastern corner Nob Hill and its geologic partners — Telegraph and Russian Hills — landmarked San Francisco for generations of adventurers high and low. The view, more than anything else in this city of many vistas, is the driving engine of the real estate markets. And for the hill-dwellers on those peaks, the view is always splendid. For those less fortunate there is always the Mark Hopkins where, from its rooftop lounge, one can look across the bay at Oakland — and all of America stretching beyond that.


    Eight miles away down the diagonal that demarcates the north and south parts of this city — Market Street — rises another tall hill. Devout San Franciscans make their annual Easter climb to the top of this Mt. Davidson to celebrate and to consecrate.


    On Mt. Davidson’s northside downslope through the Mt. Sutro Urban Forest a pasty tan aggregate of buildings rises to announce the presence of the University of California Hospital and Medical School. Half a block further downhill in a similarly tan private residence, Anton Phibes, the man and his legend, took shape over a few months in the spring and summer of 1964.


    It was an easy, almost automatic writing buffered by the fog that pours through the Golden Gate and up from Ocean Beach, three miles away at the west end of America.


    Phibes’ is a simple story — a love story inside a horror story — about a man who loses his wife, and tries for the rest of his life to revivify her; retribution to all who would stand in his way.


    Phibes first saw the light of day (or more accurately, the dark of a movie theatre) seven years later at the Hollywood Pantages, a red carpet affair complete with probing searchlights, popping flash bulbs and the Hollywood Glitterati out in full force — all this for a horror flick, one that has grown into today’s Dr. Phibes Cult Classic Series.


    Writing is solitary. Filmmaking is by committee. Those who contributed to this book are the same talented artists who constructed the gorgeous sets, the ephemeral costumes and the crisp pacing of The Abominable Dr. Phibes and of its pyramidic sequel, Dr. Phibes Rises Again. Don’t be surprised if you are entertained, really really entertained. It’s OK to clap because there is an encore!


    Dr. Phibes — In the Beginning is both the back-story and the continuation — in Gotham — of Anton Phibes’ quest. In Vulnavia’s Secret, he restores his mute assistant — badly burned at the end of the first film — to her original beauty. Dr. Phibes’ Androbots takes his band and their diva, Sophie, on a cross-country concert tour. Hailed in the press as “The Band That Can Play Forever”, these diminutive musicians and their music offer a haunting tribute to Phibes’ mastery of nano-acoustics.


    Can love triumph over death?


    Anton Phibes has made this most prosaic, most profound theme his Forever Mission. Readers may want to watch it unfold on THE OFFICIAL DR. PHIBES BLOG SPOT.


    


    William Goldstein


    Beverly Hills, California


    July, 2016

  


  
    Introduction: Non Omnis Moriar by Justin Humphreys


    


    “Non omnis moriar.” (“I shall not wholly die.”) — Horace


    


    “He’s had years to hide, to plot this damnable thing…It’s the psychic force that holds this man together, this maniacal precision!”


    By the time I finished this book, those lines of Joseph Cotten’s from The Abominable Dr. Phibes semi-accurately described the process of writing it.


    When I was thirteen, I would’ve killed for the book you’re reading. Back then, my inner world was Dr. Phibes’s ballroom, in all its Art Deco/Art Nouveau splendor. The Abominable Dr. Phibes was my favorite film, and I watched and re-watched it religiously. Phibes was my role model — a worldly, suave, impeccably dressed, and independently wealthy aesthete/polymath. Dr. Phibes was also truly my gateway drug to a lifelong obsession with 1920s-1930s jazz, swing, and big band music. At that age, I was starved for elegance, and Dr. Phibes was just the ticket.


    As an adolescent, I wouldn’t have killed nine times, like Dr. Phibes himself, to have all the rich background information in this book about one of my all-time favorite fictional characters and the arcane imaginations that brought him to life, but I would have maybe knocked one person off to get it. And, as I matured, I realized that, though murder wasn’t required to thoroughly understand and appreciate the undead genius Anton Phibes, a lot of digging was.


    In the pre-Internet era, as I sought out the few substantial articles or interviews related to The Abominable Dr. Phibes and its sequel, Dr. Phibes Rises Again, that were available, I found scattered material that seldom even remotely answered my questions. Those articles usually focused almost exclusively on the films’ star, Vincent Price. I can’t quibble but so much since Price was a magnificent actor and human being, but there were many other major contributors to the Phibes films whose work remained an enticing mystery to me. Who the hell are Robert Fuest and this genius art director, Brian Eatwell? I kept wondering. And why hasn’t anyone done a long interview with Trevor Crole-Rees, the makeup artist who gave Phibes his unique skull-like look? And these screenwriters, William Goldstein and James Whiton — have they just vanished?


    Sigh…


    So I hunted and scavenged and scoured, seldom finding what I was after. I squirreled away what little information on the series I could find for years, stunned by their lack of comprehensive coverage. (A notable exception is a respectable article in Monsterscene magazine from the late 1990s.) So I eventually befriended Dr. Phibes’ director (and uncredited co-screenwriter) Bob Fuest and his collaborators and picked their brains as much as I could about the series’ minutiae. Over time, I also began making archival visits that revealed fascinating new layers of the real-life Phibes saga.


    In 2012, I discovered that editor Dick Klemensen was planning a Dr. Phibes issue of his Little Shoppe of Horrors magazine and immediately emailed him about writing a making-of article on the original film. Dick green-lighted the piece, and I was off and running. Bob Fuest had passed away before I began the article in earnest, but screenwriters Goldstein and Whiton graciously assisted me in my research, and other Phibes vets followed suit.


    I also discovered that my deep affection for Dr. Phibes wasn’t unique. The doc’s other fans included directors Ken Russell, Frank Darabont, and Tim Burton, screenwriters Stanley Weiser and Alan Spencer, and even the late Marty Feldman and Peter Sellers. Quentin Tarantino programmed The Abominable Dr. Phibes five times in April and May, 2017 at his theater, the New Beverly; several times, it played with The House That Dripped Blood, recreating the double bill that Tarantino initially saw it on. In the Academy Award-nominated comedy hit The Big Sick (2017), star/co-author Kumail Nanjiani built a scene around introducing and showing Dr. Phibes to his girlfriend in the film. In July, 2017, Nanjiani Tweeted with director Edgar Wright: “Once both our insanities are done, we host Phibes screening. We’ll pre-record audio of intro & stand still holding stethoscopes to our necks” — a reference to Phibes’ signature neck-jack. In September, 2017, Andrew Muschietti, director of the enormously successful horror film It (2017), Tweeted that “every shot in Dr. Phibes” were among the most terrifying things he saw as a child. Stephen King joked on Facebook in January, 2018 that the phrase “doctor recommended” in commercials always called Dr. Phibes to mind for him. The Telegraph recently voted Dr. Phibes #17 on its list of the Greatest Horror Films Ever Made. The Museum of Modern Art screened Dr. Phibes in February, 2018. Perhaps most delicious of all — literally and figuratively — in 2015, Vincent Price’s daughter, Victoria, toured with the film throughout the Alamo Drafthouse chain, offering “The Abominable Dr. Phibes Feast” — a meal at each screening to tie-in with the re-release of her parents’ cookbook. Phibes remains a key role model to folks with a respect for healthy dementia everywhere. End of digression.


    My original Dr. Phibes article ran in Little Shoppe of Horrors’ Phibes issue, #29; that piece was later a runner-up for a Rondo Award for best magazine article, and it led to my providing the audio commentary for the American BluRay release of Dr. Phibes, part of the Rondo Award-winning Vincent Price Collection box set. Just as importantly, it helped draw other hardcore Phibes enthusiasts out of the woodwork; as the estimable film historian Preston Jones says, “The best way to start researching a film book is to publish it.” If you build an Art Deco palace with a clockwork band, they will come.


    Here you have the dark fruits of my labors — an expanded version of my original article, a new article on the making of Dr. Phibes Rises Again, an extended version of David Taylor and Sam Irvin’s article on the unfilmed Phibes sequels, two short pieces by Phibes enthusiast Mark Ferelli, and longer versions of my previously-published Fuest and Eatwell profiles. Since my making-of article originally ran, I’ve acquired many rare and unpublished images related to the good doctor, some of which are reproduced here for the first time, to my knowledge, in print.


    Even after endless viewings and research so far-reaching I’m convinced I’m as batshit crazy as Dr. Phibes himself, I never tire of The Abominable Dr. Phibes. Its bizarre vision of an exquisite Jazz Age dreamworld, its flawless cast, fantastic musical score, volcanic romance, and seamless blending of pathos and farce make it a masterpiece, in my book — literally: THIS book. That the film’s creators became dear and trusted friends makes my appreciation of and affection for Phibes all the sweeter. I hope that everyone who loves the good doctor’s elegant mayhem as much as I do will enjoy this book immensely.


    And though I don’t spend nearly as much time fantasizing about Dr. Phibes’ ballroom as I did when I was thirteen…I’d still love to live there.


    


    Justin Humphreys


    Highgate Cemetery


    2018
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      Vincent Price and director Robert Fuest rehearsing Dr. Phibes Rises Again, their expressions clearly reflecting their working relationship.
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      Dr. Phibes with one of his trademark Art Nouveau designs. Art director Brian Eatwell brought one of these silkscreen designs home, according to his daughter.
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      The author and Phibes’ papa William Goldstein pose with a Phibes bust by makeup artist John Goodwin.

    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    The Kind of Fiend Who Wins: The Making of The Abominable Dr. Phibes (1971)


    by Justin Humphreys


    


    “…He becomes almost a figure out of some remote past; of tragic dignity and of immeasurable suffering.”


    From James Whiton and William Goldstein’s screenplay The Curses of Dr. Phibes.


    


    AUTHOR’S NOTE: I almost never write articles as exhaustive and labor-intensive as this one, but The Abominable Dr. Phibes merits special attention for personal reasons. This article originally appeared in Little Shoppe of Horrors magazine #29 (October, 2012). Prior to that, much had been written about the film, but most of it was basically fixated on Vincent Price and Vincent Price alone. Long before I agreed to write this piece for Little Shoppe, I was already writing it, intent as I was on preserving the film’s history. It seemed as if no one would cover the fascinating details of the film’s production design or follow the windy path of its script’s development (and they are probably the saner for it). (Some major exceptions to this are Lucy Chase Williams’ The Complete Films of Vincent Price and English author Laurie Ede’s phenomenal essay on the Dr. Phibes films in her British Production Design. Luckily, I was able to get a copy of Edie’s essay to Dr. Phibes’ director, Robert Fuest, only weeks before his death in 2012 — neither he nor his family, nor the family of his art director, Brian Eatwell, had ever seen it. I tried to let Ede’s prose set the tone for this article.)


    Judging by the outstanding reader response, I am satisfied with this piece. I was deeply gratified to receive comments like the following from Price’s biographer Lucy Chase Williams: “Justin Humphreys’ exhaustive mini-book on The Abominable Dr. Phibes is, and will remain, the definitive work on the subject.”


    Screenwriter Stanley Weiser (Wall Street, W): “Your magazine — or, more aptly, book — on Dr. Phibes is quite remarkable. I’ve rarely seen such a definitive study of a movie anthologized and written with such passion and painstaking detail…I did see Phibes again about a month ago and it is one of those films that always yields some new delightful pleasures upon viewing again.”


    Dave Elsey: “This book is an absolute must have item for anyone interested in the Dr. Phibes movies! These unique Vincent Price films are a carnival ride of Comedy, murder, art Deco and revenge. And if that list sounds like an incredibly rich mixture, it is!


    “There’s some very strange people practicing medicine these days, Find out just how strange in this incredible celebration…”


    Dr. Phibes’ co-creator/co-author William Goldstein’s praise was equally effusive: “Wow…Wow…and WOW!!! What a fine piece of work. You have done Dr. Phibes proud, Justin!…Your article matches the top level scientific journals in its attention to detail — without sacrificing the flow of the narrative.”


    I have expanded the original with more new Phibes material to feast on. Enjoy!


    A FURTHER NOTE TO THE READER: I recommend that anyone who hasn’t seen The Abominable Dr. Phibes, or hasn’t seen it recently, watch the film before reading this article. Many spoilers lie ahead…


    


    The Abominable Dr. Phibes is an anomaly of the best kind. No film has a mood quite like it. In a way, it’s like Mozart: heavy, but light. Its story veers wildly between black comedy, romance, and Grand Guignol gore in bizarre and delicate ways that shatter the constraints of the horror film. It plays like an experimental combination of The Phantom of the Opera and Poe’s “The Raven,” conceived by a French New Wave director. (But The Abominable Dr. Phibes couldn’t be French — it’s so British.) Dr. Phibes (as it will be referred to from hereon in) is an Art Deco horror comedy — a sub-sub-genre as distinctive and rare as the film itself, and, in its own perverse way, one of the most romantic films imaginable.


    For those unfamiliar with Dr. Phibes, its plot goes like this: in 1925 London, an independently wealthy, suave, brilliant, and severely deranged organist/theologian/inventor, Dr. Anton Phibes, vengefully murders the medical team that he blames for failing to save his wife, Victoria, on the operating table four years earlier. Phibes’ background in theology gives him a twisted inspiration. He has nine intended victims, which, including Phibes himself, adds up to ten — the same number of biblical curses visited upon one of the Pharoahs (thought to be Ramses II). Those curses, the G’Tach, become the theme of Phibes’ series of skewed killings. With faultless precision, Phibes and his assistant Vulnavia eliminate the doctors, baffling Scotland Yard every gory step of the way. His rampage builds to a final confrontation with the medical team’s chief surgeon, Dr. Vesalius, and the revelation of Phibes’ own hideously disfigured face.


    Dr. Phibes may seem like a pastiche — of its star, Vincent Price’s, films (particularly House of Wax), and the various versions of The Phantom of the Opera and Ten Little Indians, among other things. It has elements of Sax Rohmer’s Fu Manchu novels, ranging from its title (akin to The Insidious Dr. Fu Manchu, etc.) to its titular murderous mastermind’s ability to cleverly exterminate his enemies, outwit the police, and escape in the end.


    The film might seem like some kind of homage, but its director, the late Robert Fuest, and its co-author and creator, William Goldstein, deny having any such conscious intentions. It was made at a time when directors predominately forged their own images rather than cherry-picking other directors’ work, and though Dr. Phibes definitely plays on familiar horror tropes, it represents something wildly fresh, distinctive, and unprecedented. What Fuest had helped do for the espionage genre in tv’s “The Avengers,” he did for horror with Dr. Phibes.


    Few films, horror or otherwise, have barrage audiences with such an endless string of never-before-combined (and never-again-combined) ingredients, such as a life-size clockwork band, gorgeous Art Deco sets, Mendelssohn blasting from a red neon organ, a doctor impaled on a brass unicorn head, archaic stag movies, John Donne’s love poetry, and the sexiest assistant any mad doctor ever had. Dr. Phibes is an antiquarian’s madcap dream — a wildly romantic, singularly bizarre conglomeration of elements culled from some of the best of 20th century design and the collective pulp unconscious. It’s a ridiculously funny Weird Tales story illustrated by Max Ernst, or like Rube Goldberg collaborating with Edward Gorey. (Ernst’s presence in particular is deeply felt in the film. “Of course Bob loved Max Ernst,” director Robert Fuest’s widow says. “He didn’t choose to go down that particular road himself, but you can imagine how much he was influenced by him in his films.” Ernst’s collages of monsters, mayhem, and lust invading polite English drawing rooms are very much in-synch with Dr. Phibes’ innately irrational set pieces.)


    Dr. Phibes is a film of wild polarities — full of deep pathos and pure farce, utmost refinement and grotesque violence, Brontean romance and lurid horror — but one that does justice to all of these extremes. Its mood swings are reminiscent of similar frantic shifts in tone in Francois Truffaut’s Shoot the Piano Player (1962). Like Dr. Phibes, Truffaut’s film wittily, comically toyed with the conventions of its genre — in its case, gangster movies — while still remaining true to its story’s central heartbreaking romance.


    Dr. Phibes is closer still in spirit to Georges (Eyes Without a Face) Franju’s Judex — the two movies would make a perfect double feature. Set in a similar ’20s milieu, Judex deals with a masked, vengeful mastermind. Both films are loaded with curveball plot twists and even prominently feature scenes where their elegantly dressed protagonists wear ornate bird masks to costume balls. Judex’s masked ball has the dreamlike, delicate beauty of the brief interludes where the Dr. Phibes’ lovely girl Friday, Vulnavia, dances gracefully across his ballroom.


    In one of his final interviews, Vincent Price himself eloquently described Dr. Phibes’ tone, which kidded his own onscreen persona: “It’s like operetta,” Price told Michael Orlando Yaccarino. “Gilbert and Sullivan couldn’t have existed if ‘serious’ opera hadn’t because it’s a take-off, a send-up of Grand Opera. Their operettas are hysterically funny, but divinely beautiful at the same time.”


    But perhaps what really lodges the film in viewers’ minds is its uncompromising commitment to weirdness. Almost all of its ingredients contribute to its all-pervading abnormality, from the loony accoutrements of Phibes’ murders, to the costumes (Phibes’ bizarre hooded cloaks/robes; Vulnavia’s saris), to its characters’ unforgettable names: Vesalius, Kitaj, etc. Dr. Phibes is lavish, melancholic, visually stunning, unique, dark, stylish, musical, haunting, and hilarious. It succeeds at simultaneously being so many things because of its exceptional cast and crew, including its stars (particularly Price and Joseph Cotten); screenwriters James Whiton and William Goldstein; cameraman Norman Warwick; art director Brian Eatwell; composer Basil Kirchin; and others…


    But none more so than its director, Robert Fuest.


    


    The Director


    The thread that bound every aspect of the late Robert Fuest’s life together was art. After serving in the military and studying art at Wimbledon and Hornsey, every job that he took was somehow artistic. While in his twenties, his paintings were exhibited to some acclaim, and he taught at the Southampton College of Art. Among his major influences as a painter were Ben Shahn, who Fuest described as “My god” during his art school days, and Edward Hopper. Among filmmakers, Fuest admired John Cassavettes, particularly his loose style, and his films’ calm stretches, which masked deep darkness.


    Fuest began his career in film as an art director for London’s ABC TV between 1957 and 1962. It was there that he first befriended Brian Eatwell, who in time would contribute immeasurably to Fuest’s feature films. Fuest’s first real breakthrough was as a designer on “The Avengers” — the series’ inventive stylishness would set the tone for much of his directorial career. It also forced him to use his limited budgets judiciously, but in wildly creative ways — the show demanded minimalism at its inventive best. Fuest left the series, and designed and directed TV commercials (several of which were photographed by future director Nicolas Roeg, and others directed by Richard Lester). He later returned to “The Avengers” to direct.


    In a February, 1971 interview Fuest, told Syd Cassyd: “Using television as my training ground, I learned my lesson of handling the camera, the crew, and castas tools of production. We had a ten-day schedule and I used the rehearsal method with the cast, sending the crew off until we were set, and then shooting.”


    Fuest’s feature film career began with a very stylish and little-seen sexy British pop comedy, Just Like a Woman (1967). He followed that with one more aligned with the future progression of his career — a sunstruck thriller, And Soon the Darkness (1970), produced by Brian Clemens of “The Avengers” and his partner, Albert Fennell. But Fuest’s breakout hit was an adaptation of Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights for American International Pictures.


    Fuest offered a much-needed infusion of new blood to AIP’s talent pool. When AIP hired Fuest, director Michael Reeves (Witchfinder General) was dead. The studio’s one-time horror mainstay, Roger Corman, had long since departed from the genre, and was about to part ways with AIP itself. Two of AIP’s few horror specialists at the time were the talented Curtis Harrington and the almost inevitably bland Gordon Hessler, whose films, Fuest said, were “As subtle as an air raid.” Under Hessler’s direction, AIP’s seemingly endless Edgar Allan Poe series was limping to a close. With his jungle of hair, loony (and infectious) sense of humor, frantic energy, and vast artistic talent, Fuest was about to reanimate the studio’s horror output.


    In 1960, Corman had lifted AIP’s artistic reputation by filming Poe’s work to great popular and critical acclaim, and, in 1970, Fuest performed the same service with his Wuthering Heights. Unlike AIP’s standard fare, Wuthering Heights had no chain-whippings or acid-tripping — all of its hell-raising was strictly literary and, like its deceptive G-rating, was acceptable to more refined audiences. “In one fell swipe,” critic Stefan Kaufer wrote in Time, “[AIP] has disavowed its sleazy origins, bypassed the grindhouses, and landed the distributors’ dream.” The film was “a moderate hit,” according to Samuel Z. Arkoff’s son, Lou, and became AIP’s first film to play at Radio City Music Hall.


    Lou Arkoff continues: “[AIP’s staff] were always looking for trends to create franchises.” In this case, they hoped to cash in on the success of Franco Zefferelli’s Romeo and Juliet (1968) and potentially create a series of romances for young audiences based on literary classics. That they didn’t have to pay the classics’ authors a dime was a major incentive. “Starting with Poe,” Lou Arkoff says, “public domain was gold.”


    Though AIP produced his breakthrough films, Fuest had very mixed feelings about the studio, and was cynical about their cultural aspirations. “Listen,” Fuest said, “the thing is…If [AIP] were making [money on] hubcaps, they’d make more hubcaps…When I made Wuthering Heights, the producers at AIP hadn’t read the book. They’d read the comic, but they hadn’t read the book.”


    Fuest learned an important lesson on Wuthering Heights: AIP had no interest in making lengthy films, and the film passed the two-hour mark, so they sheered over forty minutes off it. Neophyte director that he was, Fuest didn’t realize that the film would appear overlong to his producers. His subsequent AIP movies were all significantly tighter. (Sadly, a Wuthering Heights restoration seems unlikely. Fuest, for one, didn’t own a complete print.)


    Though Fuest was badly disappointed by AIP’s cut of his film, he remained philosophical. “He hated it,” Jane Fuest recalls. “He was very upset about it because he thought he’d made a really good film…He was upset about it, but he wasn’t a bitter person. It happened. He lived his life — things happen. It was one of the most wonderful things about him and also one of the most annoying things about him: he didn’t get angry about stuff…Because he thought, ‘I’ve done that. I’m the hired gun,’ he’d say. ‘It’s their thing’…He wasn’t interested in power at all. He was like that with his paintings. Once he’d finished something, it went out — people would buy it and he was happy if it made them happy and he was pleased to know who they were and everything, but it was theirs, then.”


    Around that time, AIP wanted Fuest to write and probably direct an adaptation of Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables, perhaps as a youth romance, or maybe a vehicle for their resident horror star Vincent Price, or both. (The project was announced in AIP’s 1971 preview book, along with Dr. Phibes.) “Smashing story,” Fuest recalled. “I got paid — I did a screenplay for that, which was never made…Good story. Wonderful…It was a nice script, actually, and had some nice little tricks in it, sort of twists, which I was very fond of. Never mind — they paid me…These things that they do…” Fuest noted, perhaps facetiously, that his producer at AIP hadn’t read Hawthorne’s novel either.


    Wuthering Heights, however, though successful, didn’t pan out as the hit of Shakespearean proportions that AIP hoped it would be. “It was too British” for many American viewers, Lou Arkoff says. “It didn’t resonate with the kids.” Samuel Z. Arkoff often complained that many movies were killed popularly by their second act, when character development often overtakes exploitable action. To AIP, Wuthering Heights was mostly “second act.” Fuest’s The House of Seven Gables was never to be, nor were other films in a potential series of p.d. titles like Les Miserables, Camille, and even Return to Wuthering Heights. Something far more important was, though.


    But as indelibly as Fuest would impact Dr. Phibes, in the beginning, were the words…


    


    The Script


    In 1969, The Curses of Dr. Pibe, a recently-completed script by novice screenwriters James Whiton and William Goldstein, reached American International Pictures through a real estate developer-cum-producer named Ronald Dunas. James Whiton took the script to agent Paul Leserman. “He and Ron were friends,” Goldstein says. “Ron, early on, became involved as one of the producers to put money into it.” (Prior to that, Whiton says, his former agent, Red Hershon, had taken the script to AIP earlier that year and they had turned it down. Goldstein doesn’t recall this.)


    “George A. Bloom,” Whiton writes, “the A for Arthur, was the singular Columbus in the discovery of Phibes. A very fine fellow with a great antic wit and a marvelous mind, Bloom was the one who brought Phibes to life at AIP…The script had been previously rejected when Contemporary Artists represented it. It was then submitted again by agent Paul Leserman. And Bloom had just come onboard as the new story editor. He loved it and put it on the fast track.


    “Without George A Bloom there would have been no Anton Phibes.”


    “What happened was,” Dunas recalled, “I was working with an agent, and the agent brought me the script. And I was very enthusiastic about it. And it felt to me like it was an AIP kind of picture. So I brought it over there and they liked it a lot and we did it.” Dunas added that he “knew [James] Whiton…I didn’t know Goldstein, I never met him, but I met the other guy.”


    An AIP kind of picture, their peculiarly Gothic script was: the studio, run by Samuel Z. Arkoff and James H. Nicholson, had famously had a long run of very lucrative horror films based on Edgar Allan Poe’s short stories starring Vincent Price.


    Dunas’ career in film and television was, and remains, limited, including small acting roles in Seconds (1966) and Shampoo (1975). “Well,” Dunas says, “I haven’t done a hell of a lot. I did a couple of tv movies and [Dr. Phibes] was the biggest one that I did. And that’s about it. I originally was at Fox when [Darryl] Zanuck was there and I did some stuff at that time. And then I got a hold of this picture and brought it to AIP…” In June, 1969, Variety reported that Dunas was scheduled to produce screenwriter Anne Edwards’s script of her own Gothic potboiler The Survivors.


    “As I recall, that was a long time ago, I knew one of the owners [James H. Nicholson],” Dunas explains. “And I had submitted another project to him. He liked it but didn’t want to do it — it wasn’t his thing. But he told me to keep him in mind. So my agent gave me the script and I brought it over there and they decided to do it…They loved it. So we decided to do it in London and we did it on the cheap. The whole picture cost $500,000.” (Robert Fuest verified this figure; James Whiton says that on AIP statements that he received, the budget was $776,000.)


    AIP’s Head of Production in England, Louis “Deke” Heyward, was also brought on as a producer. Heyward, who had overseen Fuest’s Wuthering Heights, backs up Dunas’ story: “A fellow by the name of Ron Dunas found the script…and brought it to Jim.”


    “It caught on very quickly at AIP,” William Goldstein recalled, “and within six months after they had the first look, they were in preproduction. They picked it up with the idea that there would be a series — we were told in the beginning perhaps five pictures.”


    As to Dunas’ contributions to the film, Heyward said: “Ron was a very wealthy guy who fancied himself a patron of the arts. He may or may not have put some money into Dr. Phibes; they shipped him over to England and told me to treat him nicely. I found him a source of difficulty on the set.” (What Heyward meant precisely by “source of difficulty,” he didn’t elaborate on.) In a later interview with Christopher Koetting, Heyward added, “Dunas and the other writers had nothing to do with [the script]. Dunas gave us so many problems that I requested he leave the set and he went back home.”


    In his later years, Fuest was dismissive of his producers. Of Dunas, Fuest said “All he wanted to do was play tennis.” Fuest was far less sanguine in describing Heyward: “‘Deke’ Heyward was what we over here would call ‘a wanker.’ ” Heyward had a history of mangling AIP’s films, including War-Gods of the Deep (1965) and Wuthering Heights. Fuest and his colleagues also noted Heyward’s incessant on-set boasting about his “war record,” to the point where one of them remarked to Fuest, “If you think about all of the things that Deke did in the war, it must have lasted 25 years.”


    Patrick Tilley, screenwriter of Fuest’s Wuthering Heights, recalls: “I wouldn’t say Deke was a ‘wanker’ (e.g.: tosspot/jerkoff) but while he could summon up an imposing, all-powerful presence I felt he was essentially a lightweight who did as little work as possible — his main job was ringing up Sam and Jim at 2:30 a.m. in the morning London time to discuss progress on the various projects going through.”


    Heyward’s accounts of Dr. Phibes’ development were full of self-aggrandizing claims about his major contributions to the production, which should be taken with a gigantic block of salt, not just a grain. None of the film’s other major contributors or any of the extent paperwork indicates that Heyward made any notable contributions to the film.


    


    The Creators


    Most of Dr. Phibes’ fabulously eccentric ideas, its “straight” dialogue, and its overarching structure originate with its creators and co-authors, James Whiton and William Goldstein. Born in Troy, New York, Goldstein earned a degree in Chemistry from Columbia University. Their script began life as The Fingers of Dr. Pibe, a 17-page treatment that they collaborated on. As of ’64, Goldstein says, “The basic elements were there,” but it would remain essentially unchanged for approximately the next four years.


    “I’m a chemist,” Goldstein says. “I worked as a chemist in the department of medicine at UC Medical Center at San Francisco. San Francisco, as you know, is a city of hills — Nob Hill, Telegraph Hill, and so forth. We lived on Mt. Parnassus, a half-block from the Medical Center, which was up on top, and that’s where the original Phibes story was written.”


    Goldstein’s co-writer was James Whiton, who he had known since they were boyhood “schoolmates together in Troy, New York,” Goldstein continues. “We were in the same grade together and we pretty much stayed in touch. And then he went off to school — we went to different schools. But we did stay in touch, actually.” In 1963, Whiton and Goldstein collaborated on a novel (under the pseudonyms “Dr. Boyd Boylan” and “Dr. Rex Lode”) entitled The Third Eye of America, which was published by Lyle Stuart Press. (They are even pictured on the novel’s dust jacket — Whiton as Boylan and Goldstein and Lode — with bogus mini-biographies underneath.) “It was a satire and it was MENSA’s top selection for that year,” notes Goldstein. At one point, the two authors got The Third Eye of America to Federico Fellini while he was visiting Los Angeles and he showed a passing interest in filming it. (In a 1981 letter to Whiton, Lyle Stuart himself wrote “From time to time we talk about ‘The Third Eye’ as the worse [sic] disaster we have ever experienced in book publishing!”)


    Prior to that, Goldstein says, “I don’t know how to say this without being cliched — I took a stab at writing things, but mostly for my own amusement…Jim and I also did a treatment, which started to get some traction, The Great Big Fat Train Robbery.” Goldstein recalls Whiton as being “Very specific, very careful. Excellent in going over drafts and proofreading. Persistent with ideas. And we worked very well together, not only on the original script,” but on the film’s various abortive sequels. (Goldstein also received story credit, solo, on The Amazing Dobermans (1976).)


    The idea for Dr. Phibes, Goldstein recalls, “Came to me in a dream. It was [called] Dr. Pibe at that time and the Dr. Pibe in my dream could fix things. And from that dream, I spent some time developing the story. I had the elements in the dream, but then I developed the story. And that was written pretty much whole-cloth from my office-bedroom on Hillway — that was the name of the street in San Francisco. We had a view from my room of the Golden Gate, which if you know anything about San Francisco, that’s the channel under the Golden Gate Bridge: very deep and very cold, and at night the foghorns would blow. It was lovely.” Whiton recalls them writing the treatment together between October and November, 1963. Goldstein, however, said on one occasion that the script was written between 1964 and 1965, and has produced a Writers Guild of America West statement that lists The Fingers of Dr. Pibe as having been registered on March 29, 1965 by Whiton. (The title was changed to The Curses of Dr. Pibe in 1969.) However, Goldstein has
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