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    Introduction and Acknowledgments


    


    I am pleased to introduce this volume that begins the “second phase” of Midnight Marquee Press’s acclaimed Actors Series. Having shone the spotlight on those titans of Golden and Silver Age horror (all American by birth or naturalization) — Lugosi, Karloff, Chaney, Jr., Price, and Lorre — Midnight Marquee now ventures into the Iron Age of Hammer (and British horror) with a collection examining the work of Peter Cushing. Cushing has been the subject of other books (and his own autobiographies, reprinted in one volume by Midnight Marquee Press, 1999), so one might question the need for yet another work. The answer, I think, lies in the essays that make up this volume, which put the emphasis squarely on the performer himself (as befits an Actors Series). Not only do Midnight Marquee’s stable of reliables and newcomers analyze 56 of Cushing’s performances in depth, but the annotated filmography offers capsule comments about most of his other roles. Anyone interested in the enormous contributions to horror film and film in general by the “Gentle Man of Horror” — arguably the most accomplished actor ever to become a horror star — will find a great deal of insight and intelligence within these pages.


    Without further ado, I’ll let you get to them — unless you’re one of those people who like to read the acknowledgments first.


    I must first thank Sue and Gary Svehla, publishers of Midnight Marquee and Luminary Press and Midnight Marquee, Mad about Movies, and Midnight Mystique for giving me the opportunity to edit this collection and then giving me free rein to edit it as I saw fit. (Of course, this means that I don’t have anyone to blame: I and only I am responsible for whatever errors of fact, judgment, or typography appear in the finished work.)


    I want to thank all of the writers who were good enough to contribute to this title — and then to contribute, on short notice, “short takes” for the film- and videographies. I shan’t list their names now, as you’ll encounter them all within the text, and their own words are more memorable than anything I might say about them here.


    I need to thank my family for their indulgence and support while I gobbled up huge portions of our time preparing, proofing, and tinkering with this manuscript. To my older daughter, Olivia, who encouraged me from afar while she pursued graduate studies at Tufts; to my younger daughter, Beatriz, who let me use the computer, hardly begrudging me at all for cutting into her instant-messaging time; and especially to my wife, Anca Vlasopolos, busy preparing her own book manuscript, who, as always, shouldered more than her fair share of our domestic burden, I proffer my gratitude and love. Couldn’t have done it without you, guys — and, without you, wouldn’t have wanted to do it.


    


    Anthony Ambrogio


    June 2004

  


  
    Overviews of the Underviewed


    


    It may seem strange to begin a book about a famous horror star with two long chapters about his non-horror films, but Cushing’s career was wide ranging, and his earliest appearances were in genres other than horror. To obtain a complete picture of the actor’s work, we must examine his many pictures that have nothing to do with ghoulies and ghosties and things that go bump in the night.


    To accomplish this daunting task, we present James J.J. Janis and Steven Thornton, who analyze Cushing’s roles in, respectively, historical films and comedies.


    James J.J. Janis, Long Island librarian and lecturer, has been published in After Hours, Mad about Movies, and Midnight Marquee, where he brought his idiosyncratic, iconoclastic style to bear on such subjects as Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (“The Fourth Most Important Horror Film Ever Made,” Midnight Marquee, 61 [Fall, 1999]) and Nabonga (“Into Africa,” Midnight Marquee, 64 [Spring 2001]). James has a lifelong interest in film and history and believes the two are not mutually exclusive but complementary. As proof, he offers “Cushing’s Planet: The History of the World According to Peter Cushing,” a survey of nine Cushing film appearances (including his first, in The Man in the Iron Mask) with mentions of a half-dozen more. Readers familiar with Mr. Janis’ work will find his discussion of a piece with his other writing: lively, well researched, deeply felt, and contentious. (As James’ canine movie-watching companions — the late, lamented Moogie, and the current Elsa — would say: “Woof!” and “Arf!” respectively.)


    Steven Thornton, who lives with his lovely wife Rosanne and their poodle, Buddy, in historic Monroe, Michigan (birthplace of General Custer), is the author of such thoughtful pieces as “Hammer’s Other Vampires” — i.e., everyone who wasn’t played by Christopher Lee (Monsters from the Vault, 10 [Winter/Spring 2000]), “If I Only Had a Brain,” about brain-switching in horror films (Midnight Marquee, 65/66 [2002]), “Silence Is Golden — Laurel and Hardy: The Silent Era” (Mad about Movies 2 [2001]), and “Fractured Features and Sensational Shorts — Laurel and Hardy: The Sound Era” (Madabout Movies 3 [2003]).


    As the last two titles indicate, Steven is the perfect person to explore “The Comedies of Peter Cushing,” especially since one of those comedies (and one of Cushing’s earliest credits) is the Laurel and Hardy feature A Chump at Oxford.


    Many of the films covered in this section are among the most obscure in Cushing’s canon. The reader should delight in this opportunity to be exposed to them, perhaps for the first time.

  


  
    Cushing’s Planet: The History of the World According to Peter Cushing, Part 1 by James J.J. Janis


    


    To focus only on a horror star’s horror films, while understandable, is a mistake. Almost always the horror star will have a sizable body of work in two other major film genres. A horror star hardly ever finds himself dancing with Judy Garland in an MGM musical, getting into a pie fight with Laurel and Hardy in a Hal Roach comedy, or vying with George Brent for Bette Davis in a Warner Brothers soaper (and he seems terribly out of place if he does), but he frequently gravitates toward the crime genre and the historical film.


    Considering his horror-film aura of menace, the horror star’s appearance in the crime genre — as criminal, gangster, or red herring — hardly needs much in the way of explanation. Similarly, if we consider that the horror film (particularly in the Golden and Silver Ages) is almost always set in the past, among people in period dress concerning themselves with highly melodramatic events of major scientific or religious significance (albeit of a legendary or arcane nature), it should not surprise us to find a Karloff functioning easily in the Napoleonic Wars or a Zucco as an Egyptian Ambassador in the Court of David. Unlike the musical, the comedy or the woman’s picture — which, by their nature, deal with the trivial — horror films and historical films occupy themselves with matters of national, worldly, or cosmic import. Conquest, mass murder, master races, dangerous obsessions and passions? These are old hat to the horror star.


    Thus, many a horror star will have, to varying degrees, a secondary body of work in the historical film that, though frequently treated in the most cursory manner by uninterested fans, is nonetheless a major part of their canon. In fact, the historical-film work of such actors as Basil Rathbone, Christopher Lee, John Carradine, or Claude Rains equals or surpasses their horror efforts. In many cases, when the horror genre has temporarily “dried up” or horror stars are seeking to break away from perceived stereotyping, they most often gravitate to the historical genre. Ignoring a horror actor’s historical films trivializes and diminishes the actor’s work.


    Peter Cushing, at various points in his lengthy career, made historical films, enough that to examine them is not a luxury but a necessity — not only to get a complete understanding of the man’s undeniable talent but to attain a hitherto perhaps unacknowledged insight into his career. Cushing’s work in this genre, though nowhere near Rathbone’s, Carradine’s, or Lee’s in sheer volume, also provides the added bonus of giving the viewer a rather nice, if severely abridged, history of the planet. Cushing’s Planet.


    


    The Age of Alexander (356-323 B.C.): Alexander the Great (1956)


    The genocidal carnage and suffering that the Communist and Axis powers collectively inflicted upon the Earth throughout the 100 years of the 20th century was perpetrated upon the world of antiquity in only 11 years by a single, albeit extraordinary, individual. Though Great, Alexander of Macedon was hardly good. Proclaiming his actions at various times (depending on the political situation) to be vengeance upon Greece’s enemies for ancient offenses, “liberation,” and the spreading of Greek culture or the “brotherhood of man,” Alexander the Great ravaged the civilized world from Greece to India and from Uzbekistan to Egypt, conquering, raping, enslaving, razing cities, destroying cultures, and slaughtering entire populations. Acting solely for his own glory and fame, the Macedonian megalomaniac, believing himself to be a god, single-handedly brought to a close what is known as the Classical period of history and ushered in a dark age that would last until the rise of Rome. Alexander is a figure whose life was far too full and complex to believably be encompassed in a single film. But producer-screenwriter-director Robert Rossen took up the challenge. In many ways, Rossen was perfect for the task. His perpetual fascination with the struggle against tyranny (and, probably autobiographically, with young men of power and will whose rebellion against “the Establishment” turns destructive and dangerous) and his own personal involvement with the great evil of the 20th century — Communism — permitted Rossen to bring much insight to the material. In Alexander’s invasion and ravaging of the gigantic Persian Empire, one sees Hitler’s invasion of Communist Russia. Alexander’s cruelty, paranoia, purges of his own people, and constant declaration of positive goals to excuse his true designs stinks of the Communists. Though Rossen’s film condenses and telescopes much of Alexander’s epic life, it offers, especially in its first 90 minutes, a lot that is intelligent and informed, instructive, and revelatory.


    Unfortunately, due to Rossen’s personal odyssey [Ed. Note: Originally an “unfriendly witness” before HUAC, Rossen, like Elia Kazan, eventually cooperated and named names], there is much that is inhibited as well. Late in the film, Rossen desperately tries to justify all the destruction (and presumably his own past) by unconvincingly recasting Alexander as some early version of the United Nations, seeking equality and brotherhood for mankind. History shows that this “equality” was the inequality of the slave — to either obey the god Alexander, his Macedonian master race, and his chosen elite of traitors and fellow travelers or to die with the rest. To his credit as an artist, however, Rossen does show Alexander’s pernicious dying words that would, upon his passing, plunge the world into 40 years of brutal warfare and chaos and so ensure, as was his intent, the Macedonian dictator’s posterity.


    Rossen also fumbles the essentiality of understanding Alexander’s astonishing military genius. The film’s battle scenes are a chaotic mishmash of figures just hacking and chopping one another until somehow Alexander wins. Gaugamela, where, with 47,000 men, Alexander annihilated a Persian army of 200,000, is one of the greatest battles in world history, well worth a film on its own, yet on the screen, it is almost incomprehensible. (The film, originally intended to be three hours with an intermission, is missing over 30 minutes of footage, which strongly gives the production the air of a wounded classic.)


    In a cast consisting of Richard Burton, Fredric March, Niall MacGinnis and Harry Andrews, Peter Cushing, wearing a beard, is featured in a strong role as Alexander’s nemesis, the Greek Memnon. One of the “what ifs” of history, Memnon (though historically probably not the champion of freedom as portrayed) appears to have been the only man capable of stopping the Macedonian monster. Memnon, allied with the Persians, advocated not direct engagement but (as would be the case in the Nazi/Communist war in Russia) a scorched-earth policy — which was (as in the film) overridden by selfish and foolish Persians unwilling to greatly inconvenience themselves in the war against Alexander. Later on, commanding the Persian navy, Memnon nearly cut off Alexander’s line of supply and threatened his flanks before dying a natural death.


    As Memnon, Cushing gets eighth billing in what was a major production of the decade, appears at the 40-minute mark, and is in the film for the next 50 minutes, gradually growing in importance as the character realizes the danger Alexander poses and resolves to oppose him, whatever the cost. Finally, in an acceptable truncation, after Memnon falls in the battle of Grannicus, maliciously killed on Alexander’s orders, his wife Barsine (Claire Bloom) becomes, as she did in history, Alexander’s mistress and acolyte.


    Making Memnon an admirable but tragic figure, Cushing invests his performance with solid, courageous integrity, and it is of note that the actor’s departure at the 87-minute mark is the point where the film begins to flail. Cushing easily takes over the picture for the duration of two concurrent scenes, in which he attempts and fails, on the eve of Grannicus, to persuade the Persians of his scorched-earth strategy and then subsequently discovers that his wife is a glaze-eyed follower of Alexanderism. In the first scene, using a dagger and a map, Cushing’s Memnon demonstrates a complete understanding of what Alexander is, what his capabilities are, and what political and strategic situation the world now faces. With a typical Cushing touch, the actor makes the dagger sing, finally driving it into the ground as an exclamation point to his speech. In no uncertain terms, the film and Cushing make it very clear that here is a man — the only man on the planet, perhaps — who can save the world. If only the world would let him. Memnonis the film’s hero, a hero not much different from (and the closest Cushing ever would come to portraying) an Errol Flynn type. Yet, like Flynn’s George Custer or Geoffrey Vickers, Cushing is playing a hero hobbled by forces beyond his control and is ultimately tragically but gloriously doomed.


    In the second scene, Bloom natters on endlessly with most of the lines and the mindless face of a Moray eel, but Cushing, with just his expressions and his eyes, once again demonstrates a rueful, complete understanding of the situation and what his wife has become. He uses as his dagger this time, to drive the betrayal’s point home, a single line of dialogue: “It is a bitter farewell.” Abandoned by fate, ignored by his fellows, betrayed by his wife, Memnon, alone in truth, goes off alone to his defeat and death. Forceful, intelligent, and determined, Cushing holds his own with Burton and the rest of the cast and completely dominates his scenes with a hapless Claire Bloom.


    Of further interest is the Egyptian Nectenabus (possibly Alexander’s true father) played by Helmut Dantine. Dantine had a fine speaking voice, but when he opens his mouth, he is unaccountably dubbed by an unmistakable and uncredited Christopher Lee. Thus the film is a hitherto unrecorded early “collaboration” between Cushing and Lee, one of greater substance by far than the much-commented-upon Hamlet (1948). While imperfect, the film has much to recommend it dramatically, intellectually, and historically. With Christopher Lee’s voice, a score by later Hammer maestro Mario Nascimbene, and a memorable Peter Cushing in a memorable role, Alexander, though not great, is most assuredly good.


    


    The Dark Ages (410-600 A.D.): The Black Knight (1954)


    In 410 A.D., the Roman Empire evacuated the island of Britain. In the power struggle that followed, a tyrant named Vortigern triumphed. To protect his island against raids by Picts, Vortigern invited the Germanic and pagan Saxons to immigrate and settle on the East Coast. These immigrants eventually decided that they liked Britain so much that they would take it from the Britons. And so they would have if a warrior had not arisen to drive back the pagan hordes in 500 A.D. at the battle of Mon Badonicus. He was a Roman Briton, bilingual, literate, and Christian. His name was Artorius.


    It has been an easy mistake to dismiss the story of King Arthur as merely a legend or a national myth. While details may be hazy in the mists of time, not only is there a significant body of primary sources attesting to his existence but, in Cornwall, England, it is possible to visit Tintagel, where he was born; South Cadbury, where he lived (in a place known as Camallate); Slaughter Bridge, where he received his fatal wound from Modred; and Warbstow Burrows, where he is buried.


    So any film about Arthur can potentially give modern viewers a glimpse into a period of history too often neglected or misunderstood. Only quality, historical fidelity, and intelligence — or lacks thereof — become the issue. Fortunately, The Black Knight is probably one of the best cinematic Arthurian tales ever produced, a film that (through condensing, projection, telescoping, and analogy) manages, using the traditional construction of the swashbuckler, to comment upon and present approximately 100 years of British history with cleverness and insight. Well acted, directed, paced, and scripted — with superior costumes and sets and notable battle sequences — it is a worthy example of historical filmmaking at its best. And, in the center of it all, giving one of the most pleasing performances of his career, is Peter Cushing.


    The film depicts a Camelot and Christian Britain under dire siege from all sides by the forces of Paganism. Evil King Mark of Cornwall (played by Patrick Troughton), the Druids, and Sir Palamides (Cushing) and his Saracens, invited by Mark to immigrate to England, plot a war of Christian extermination. In a unique presentation of the material, great care is taken to show the theological nature of the conflict. The Druids, practicing human sacrifice, want to rule once more. Mark fears the Faith, with its ideas of morality and compassion, as a threat to his rule. And Palamides, possibly an atheist, considers Christianity (and the Druids for that matter) beneath contempt. Only an outcast, John (Alan Ladd), disguised as the Black Knight, stands in their way.


    Like Arthur, King Mark is a historical character; one can visit the ruins of two of his castles. (Mark is credited, after Arthur’s death, with the physical destruction of Camelot.) He is a major character in the famous Tristan and Isolde story, and Tristan’s tombstone has survived to modern times. Palamides — also a villain in that tale — is defeated and later converted to Christianity by Tristan. Obviously, the conversion did not take, which makes Palamides an apostate in The Black Knight.


    In his only real opportunity to ever essay the type of role played with panache and style by the likes of Rathbone or his friend Lee, Cushing, as the villainous Palamides, is a wonder. Aloof, fierce, snide, with long black curled hair, a mustache, and beard, wearing earrings, wielding a scimitar, disliking to be touched by Europeans, and sporting a delightful Middle Eastern accent (even the way he pronounces the name “Bernard” is a joy), Cushing appears to be enjoying himself immensely — and, consequently, the audience enjoys itself as well. He matches Rathbone villainy for villainy; it’s amazing that the actor was never offered a similar role at any time in his lengthy career. His moments with future Hammer alumnus Troughton as the pair plot no good are exquisite and would be worth the price of admission in a lesser vehicle. Cushing handles the required weaponry with grace and competence. His Palamides is a skilled and deadly opponent, and the final duel with Ladd does not disappoint.


    During a harrowing sequence, Cushing watches with interest as some Christians are being burned alive in wooden cages by the Druids and, in another, experiments to see if Christians are invulnerable to arrows. Though never stated in the dialogue, the way Cushing plays the part leaves the viewer with the distinct impression that Palamides and his Saracens like Britain so much that eventually they intend to take it for themselves, from Pagan and Christian alike, and that the destruction of Camelot is merely a means to a greater end. Thus the film echoes Vortigern and the Saxon and cleverly foreshadows (though Saracens were, at the time the film is set, merely “non-Christians” or “unbelievers”) the coming conflict with Islam in another 200 years or so. And on a dour note, after Artorius’ death, in 550 A.D. the Saxons did return and exterminate the Britons — Christian and Pagan — only to be converted to Christianity by St. Augustine some 50 years later. History does not stop after the final credits roll.


    In a cast that also features genre figures Andre Morell and Lawrence Naismith, Cushing gets fifth billing, arrives at the 15-minute mark and (uncommon for his historical films) stays until the conclusion. And every minute is a pleasure. Required viewing for anyone interested in film, historical films, or Peter Cushing, The Black Knight shows how a small historical film can still be “epic” in only 85 minutes.


    


    The Middle Ages (1194 A.D.): Sword of Sherwood Forest (1960)


    Meanwhile, 700 hundred years later, the viewer encounters a film that shows how a small film, lacking care, detail, or ambition, can make itself smaller than it need be — and not use Peter Cushing to his full potential.


    Like King Arthur, there was a historical Robin Hood. (His grave can be visited in Yorkshire.) And, like Arthur, Robin Hood can provide a dramatic portal to a period of British history — here, the England under Richard the Lionhearted. By watching, for example, the Errol Flynn classic The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938), one would learn that while King Richard was being held for ransom by Leopold of Austria, his brother John removed his Chancellor, Longchamps, attempted to prevent the ransom from being paid, and tried to seize the throne for himself. One would learn that John was defied, the ransom was paid, and when Richard returned to England, a battle was fought to retake Nottingham Castle, and John was exiled. One would learn that King Richard met Robin Hood and his Merry Men in Sherwood Forest. And all of the above would, in general, be correct. In fact Richard is supposed to have met Robin Hood in Sherwood on the first weekend of April 1194. Not bad for what is regarded as a mere swashbuckler.


    However, while the sheriffs of the period were notoriously corrupt and, no doubt, would have inspired men like Hood to revolt against them, Robin very likely did not involve himself in saving King and country from evil Prince John. In fact, we know who did all that: Hubert Walter (one of the “most outstanding government ministers in English history”), with very little swash and precious little buckle, saved the kingdom. However, as very few people would rush to see a film called The Adventures of Hubert Walter, Administrator and Lawyer, Robin Hood is given the credit while poor Walter languishes in obscurity. Until Hammer decided to change all that…sort of.


    In the film, Robin Hood stumbles across a plot to assassinate the man Richard left in charge of England while he was off fighting in France: Chancellor Hubert Walter himself. But the picture, directed in a somewhat careening fashion by Terence Fisher, never takes the trouble to inform the viewer that the story is historical. Opening with a minstrel singing a song about what we are about to see, it all feels like a fairy tale. Though there are vague hints throughout, unless one knows English history, the viewer never realizes that there are historical dots about — let alone that one is supposed to connect them.


    Hubert Walter was a real person. But the film never bothers to say this. Thus, the meeting of Walter and Hood loses any of the resonance it could have had. The fact that Richard is in France and Walter is touring the kingdom, investigating official corruption and making sure no castles are built in the strategically important area of Nottingham, firmly dates the film as taking place in 1194, though the film never deigns to share this information. The assassins are based in nearby Newark, where King John would later die, thus indicating they are John partisans…but the film will never tell. Finally, having Walter actually engage in the final duel with the villain while Hood, for a change, is on the sidelines would be clever…if any pains were taken to point this out.


    A historical film that expects its audience to have doctorates has failed. Meanwhile, although he was a major star by this time and received second billing, Cushing is generally mishandled in every possible respect. As the nattily dressed Sheriff, with long black hair and a beard, Cushing cuts a dashing villainous figure, and the fan is forgiven for thinking that this might be another Black Knight.


    Unfortunately, the script cannot decide just what kind of villain Cushing is. Is he a Rathbone-like opposite of the hero and a warrior in his own right? (Cushing does handle the sword play well here, when given the chance.) Is he a treacherous and corrupt civil administrator or simply a rigid martinet enforcing the law no matter what? Is he a conspirator and traitor or someone just looking out for himself? Is he a villain with or without honor? Is he even the real villain? Well, the answer to the last question is “No.” Richard Pasco as the Earl of Newark is the major threat and Cushing is relegated to supporting-player status and casually disposed of. His offhand demise is especially irritating: The film labors, however haphazardly, to develop the Sheriff — who, after all, is played by Cushing and not some minor Hammer contractee — so it is jarring (both dramatically and for Cushing fans) that the actor suddenly departs from the proceedings. As good as Pasco is (and he is very good here), Cushing should have been playing his role, and Pasco should have been the Sheriff. It almost feels as if the budget ran out and Cushing was — ahem! — cut to save money.


    That said, whatever version of the Sheriff Cushing is playing in the various scenes throughout the film, he is competent and watchable. Much of the actor’s performance is done with his eyes. Cushing’s Sheriff, while capable of temper, is a man who watches and waits. No matter who is intended to dominate a scene, the viewer is drawn to watch Cushing watching what is taking place, providing viewers with an almost bifurcated look at the scenes. For example, in the courtroom scene where the Sheriff is foiled by Hubert Walter — though Walter, through his authority and power, dominates the scene — off to screen right stands Cushing watching the Chancellor like a hawk, obviously considering, thinking, and plotting throughout it all. When Cushing afterwards remarks to an underling that there are other ways to get what he wants in spite of Walter, the viewer has no reason to doubt. Cushing accomplishes this simply by paying attention to his surroundings. In perhaps the only bit of care given to the character by the film, the Sheriff will later be undone by something that he does not see. Ultimately, though, the film betrays Cushing — never allowing him, the rest of the cast, or the material to completely coalesce into something that could have been better than it is. It is a film afraid of itself.


    Not a bad film. Probably plays better if the viewer does a little historical research before watching it. It moves swiftly and is never dull. The cast (including Hammer regulars Pasco and Oliver Reed, as well as familiar faces like Niall MacGinnis, Nigel Green, and Desmond Llewelyn) makes for a fun evening with old friends. Cushing, though he arrives late and leaves early, is, as always, fine, probably giving the film’s second-best performance after Pasco. And if the viewer learns a little about Hubert Walter, all the better.


    


    The Age of Louis XIV (1638-1715): The Man in the Iron Mask (1939)


    Though one of the most filmed of Alexandre Dumas’ historical novels (along with The Count of Monte Cristo and The Three Musketeers), this famous story has never been given an faithful and definitive treatment, being altered constantly in remarkable ways. The Man in the Iron Mask is not truly a novel in the first place but rather (à la The Lord of the Rings) a segment of a three-volume, highly complex, and multifaceted novel called Le Vicomte de Bragelonne, so any film version that is itself not a trilogy cannot help but greatly truncate the proceedings. Of further note is the tendency to reverse Dumas’ basic plot. In the book, the Mask segment concerns a conspiracy by two of the Musketeers, Aramis and Porthos, to replace the true and rightful (though autocratic) Louis XIV with his twin brother, Philippe, and so gain control of France. They are opposed and defeated by their fellow Musketeers and friends, D’Artagnon and Athos, in a bittersweet yet historically accurate conclusion. History is as history does.


    The film versions invariably recast the story as a matter of the Musketeers together striving to replace the “bad” king Louis with a “good” Philippe. This “good” Philippe is then the same “Louis” who, historically, will plunge Europe into a series of disastrous wars, establish a police state that controls the most trivial actions of his subjects from lowest peasant to highest noble, and, through his oppressive taxations and financial hardships, cause such misery that the way would be paved for the French Revolution. But this paradox is not addressed.


    That said, this is a wonderfully entertaining crash course in French history. All the major players are present: Louis XIII (Albert Dekker), Cardinal Richelieu, Colbert, Fouquet, D’Artagnon (who, like Robin Hood and King Arthur, was a genuine historical figure), and Queens Anne and Maria Theresa. Many historical incidents are presented, referred to, or anticipated. And the acting, as might be expected of the period, is simply superb — especially Louis Hayward in the dual role of good Philippe and evil Louis (who’s given the infamous “I am the State” line). James Whale’s direction, though lacking his characteristic “quirkiness,” is not only excellent (note the moody “horror” scenes involving the Iron Mask and the Bastille) but probably that director’s last good work in cinema.


    And this is Peter Cushing’s screen debut.


    Uponarriving in Hollywood on January 18, 1939, Cushing was hired to act as Hayward’s “double” in the scenes where Philippe and Louis encounter one another. So, in the film, whenever Hayward is talking to “himself,” he is actually talking to Cushing. Of course, Cushing’s scenes were later discarded and replaced with Hayward’s, but there is one deep shot (of Philippe in the foreground and an elaborately perruqued Louis in the background) where — though admittedly it is difficult to tell — Cushing may be seen.


    Whale was so pleased with Cushing’s efforts that he awarded him with his first on-screen part as one of Louis’ tax collectors. In the film, Cushing arrives, in a medium shot, at approximately the 15-minute mark, says one line of dialogue, is very recognizable, is perfectly fine (though Cushing later confessed to being horrified by his performance), and almost immediately becomes involved in a wild free-for-all with the Musketeers. Due to his involvement in the film’s first action sequence, Cushing would be taught sword fighting by the production’s fencing master, Fred Craven, a skill he would later use to good effect in Sword of Sherwood Forest and The Black Knight. Cushing would be befriended by Louis Hayward and the star’s then-wife Ida Lupino, who would aid him during his time in the “Former Colonies.”


    With hindsight, the film can be viewed as a sort of “changing of the guard.” “Discovered” and directed by famous horror director James Whale — who, in making such masterpieces as Frankenstein (1931) and Bride of Frankenstein (1935), also made Boris Karloff a star — Cushing is part of a cast that features such Golden Age horror fixtures as Miles Mander (Aramis), Edgar Norton (a butler), and Dwight Frye.


    Asuperior historical adventure, a quality production filled with multiple levels of significance for Cushing’s career and life, and one, in spite of his limited screen time, that the actor “hovers” over, The Man in the Iron Mask is essential viewing.


    


    The Age of Revolution (1746-1792) I: The Hellfire Club (1960)


    In 1746, Sir Francis Dashwood founded a club where all of the best and brightest of England, the self-declared intellectual Elites of the era, could congregate to drink and have congress with prostitutes. Inspired by Dashwood’s own predilections and the inner circle’s hatred for “convention,” the intensely nihilistic organization made war upon the lower class, the middle class, the aristocracy, and the government and attempted to discredit the concepts of love, honor, patriotism, and religion, with an especial venom reserved for Catholicism. The club was called Hellfire.


    Very likely the inspiration for the first Gothic horror novel, The Castle of Otranto by Horace Walpole, who despised the organization, the Hellfire Club, whose motto was “Do as thou wilt,” headquartered in a series of still-existing caves on an ancient pagan site in West Wycombe. Besides indulging in orgies and drunkenness, the membership was, collectively, guilty of Satanism, occultism, blasphemy, exhibitionism, voyeurism, atheism, paganism, druidism, Anti-Catholicism, pornography, incest, wife beating, sadism, murder, necrophilia, and pedophilia.


    The Club also had effective control of the country.


    Dashwood (of whom John Wilkes marveled, “’Tis astonishing the lengths Francis will go to simply to be nasty”) was, at various times, Chancellor of the Exchequer and Treasurer to the King. Other club worthies included the Earl of Sandwich (sex fiend, inventor of the sandwich, Lord of the Admiralty, and the “most universally disliked man in England”) and the Earl of Bute (a Prime Minister who was “hated with a rage of which there has been few examples in English history”). Both men despised the American colonists with their incessant talk of freedom and democracy, and both men counseled George III to be, as King, utterly ruthless.


    The film, probably made to cash in on a then-recent book on the Club by Donald McCormack, could not and does not try to cover the Club’s lengthy history, nor does it attempt (nor could it, either dramatically or aesthetically) to portray in too great detail many of its vile crimes. And, as another Club historian, Daniel Mannix, noted in 1961, many of the “descendents of the gentlemen are for the most part still prevalent in English society.”


    So to make the subject matter filmable (and to avoid any lawsuits), the film presents the Club through the prefabricated and pretested story structure of a rightful heir seeking justice from a usurping relative who also happens to be the leader of the Hellfire Club. Along the way, the young hero takes the viewer on a quick tour of English society from Parliament to Newgate Prison. Though essentially a rollicking Douglas Fairbanks–like adventure with much swashbuckling, sword play, and a great deal of acrobatics, the film does a fair job of presenting, if discreetly, a portrait of the Club. Set in 1752-1767, the film creates several fictionalized constructs that, though given different names to protect the innocent (the film’s producers), are made up of elements of Dashwood’s, Bute’s, Sandwich’s, and other Club members’ biographies and characters. There is even an oblique reference to a French secret agent of indeterminate gender who conspired with Club members to destabilize the British government. A reasonable facsimile of the caves is shown, with the attendant debaucheries and blasphemies.


    The hero even meets William Pitt the Elder, a former Prime Minister — friend of the common man and sympathetic to the American cause, who was, historically, driven from power by the Club. As presented, Pitt would have a vested interest in aiding anyone in a position, as our hero is, to perhaps destroy the Club. It is a nice touch — especially because Pitt was a supporter of Robert Clive, a “heaven-born general,” who single-handedly laid the foundations for the British Empire in India, only to be harried to suicide by his enemies in Parliament. In light of Cushing’s part in the film, it is interesting to note that one of the actor’s final roles in Hollywood before returning to England in 1941 was in an MGM “star-grooming” short called “The Hidden Master” (1940), wherein Cushing played a suicidal Robert Clive to such reported great success that, if not for his departure for home, he may have been on his way to a stardom of a very different sort. Twenty years later, in The Hellfire Club, Cushing had come full circle.


    As Merryweather, a solicitor who may or may not be a trustworthy ally to the hero, Cushing gives an admirable performance. Spectacled and wearing another of those pointed beards that seem to be de rigueur for his historical work, Cushing appears at the 18-minute mark and has four scenes that are all pivotal and move the plot in different directions. He is in the last scene and speaks the film’s last line, so, while his role may be small, it is nevertheless important. Given “guest star” billing, Cushing, adopting a nasal, higher, almost musical pitch to his normal speaking voice, offers a performance of many parts that is gloriously constructed right before the viewer’s eyes, making him not only entertaining to watch as part of the film but also as a textbook example of consummate acting: Cushing, making it seem easy, puts it all together the way a skilled gambler shuffles his cards. Most of his scenes take place in a law office, giving Cushing the opportunity to play with props, from his law books to the spectacles on the bridge of his nose. Though Merryweather — slightly fussy and a bit pedantic (Cushing gets to quote Latin) — is physically rigid, the actor does little things with his face that speak volumes. In the scene where Merryweather’s true agenda is revealed and he explains to the hero that “If you will kindly look behind you, you will observe a pistol aimed approximately at your head,” watch Cushing’s eyebrow as he speaks the word “head.” A pure Cushing moment in a thoroughly pleasant performance. The actor would work variations on the Merryweather character in his later Dr. Who films and At the Earth’s Core, but this viewer considers this effort his most successful.


    A successful adventure film, providing a limited but functional “taste” of an essential but usually overlooked aspect of English/American history, scripted by Jimmy Sangster, featuring Keith Michell, Peter Arne, Miles Malleson and Francis Matthews, and a very good Peter Cushing performance, The Hellfire Club is worth the time.


    The Hellfire Club was not worth Benjamin Franklin’s time. Coming to England to plead the American cause and avoid armed conflict, Franklin met time and again with the Club, only to give up, saying that “I can do nothing against such corruption.” Bute and Sandwich declared “troops will decide the issue.”


    And so they would.


    [Ed. Note: Some recent books have questioned the reputation and power of The Hellfire Club and refuted Mannix’s work, which was derived from the 18th-century British popular press. Eric Towers, in Dashwood: The Man and the Myth (1999), suggests that Dashwood and company were liberal Tories who wanted tax relief for the American colonies and who were libeled by their political enemies, the Whigs — one of whom, John Wilkes, was a major source of the Club’s infamous legend. Gerald Suster’s The Hell-Fire Friars: Sex, Politics & Religion (2000), claims that Dashwood, while definitely pagan, was otherwise benign. ]


    


    The Age of Revolution II: The Howards of Virginia (1940)


    After Woodrow Wilson, in 1918, sent filmmaker Robert Goldstein to prison for ten years for daring to portray the British as the enemy in his American Revolutionary War film The Spirit of ’76 (1917), a pall was cast upon the subject in Hollywood that has only recently been shunted aside with Mel Gibson’s The Patriot (2000).


    [Ed. Note: Wilson may have been directly or obliquely responsible for his Justice Department’s prosecution of Goldstein. Wilson did commute Goldstein’s sentence in 1920. Goldstein, unable to work in Hollywood again, went to Europe, and probably died in Germany sometime after 1935. See Anthony Slide’s Robert Goldstein and the Spirit of ’76 (1993). ]


    After Goldstein, whenever Hollywood made a film about the Revolution (and the efforts were few and far between), the subject was presented as Americans fighting Indians or white renegades (of whose villainous actions the Empire supposedly would not approve) or Americans fighting an “invisible enemy,” glimpsed but only rarely seen (as the Communists were in 1970s Vietnam films). The Howards of Virginia, rather foolhardily made under the administration of one of Wilson’s greatest disciples, opts for the latter option.


    Covering a time line from the French and Indian War in 1754 to September 1781, on the eve of Yorktown, this is a film at war with itself. It genuinely desires to tell the story of America’s birth, the course of the war (specifically in Virginia), and the trials of a family torn apart by the conflict while dramatizing rare moments and real figures of that history. This film, for example, is the screen’s most sustained (non-musical) dramatization of Thomas Jefferson’s early life. And, as a historic cavalcade, and in spite of biting off far more than it could be reasonably expected to chew, the film is not unsuccessful, if only in presenting the flow and large canvas of events.


    Yet the film is also so terrified of the subject matter that many an opportunity is lost. Even such a famous event as the Boston Massacre is truncated so that, while the viewer sees Americans pelting the British with rocks, the film quickly cuts away before the soldiers open fire (to avoid giving a negative portrayal of the opponent), leaving the ignorant viewer scratching his head in wonderment. Jefferson’s disastrous term as Governor of Virginia, resulting in the state being overrun by the British, is mentioned, yet — again so not to offend anyone — it is immediately excused, defended, and justified as the effort of a true patriot. The war itself does not begin until the 90-minute mark of this 122-minute film and, excepting a brief montage of some generic unidentifiable battle, only American suffering at Valley Forge is presented with anything resembling clarity, presumably on the theory that no one could possibly be offended by a negative portrayal of snow.


    This hesitancy is apparent even in Peter Cushing’s very small part. Appearing approximately 15 minutes into the film, Cushing’s Leslie Stevens is introduced to Matthew Howard (Cary Grant) as one of Thomas Jefferson’s vaguely snobbish friends. (Jefferson describes him as a poet and not good with the ladies.) Cushing, in medium shot and looking directly into the camera, stands up, says a single line of dialogue, does a little bit of business with a prop, and then sits down. The scene feels very much like the introduction of a character who will be of import later in the story. Yet Cushing is never seen again.


    Historically, one is at a loss of what to make of Leslie Stevens. There does not appear to be a record of Jefferson being friends with a Leslie Stevens, nor does there appear to have been a Leslie Stevens involved in any way in the American Revolution. A Virginian general named Edward Stevens, after distinguishing himself during the Revolution in many notable battles, finally served under Lafayette at Yorktown, which would have put him in whispering distance from where the Grant character ends up. So perhaps this is who Cushing is playing, but, as is the film’s wont, such focused information is not forthcoming.


    As for Cushing himself, it appears as if someone in Hollywood (perhaps Louis Hayward and Ida Lupino were lending their support) was grooming the actor for stardom, for, though the scene serves no purpose within the context of the film, it is a marvelous introduction for any actor. He may just as well be introducing himself to the American audience. And, contrary to other opinions on the subject, Cushing, given that he has literally seconds to make an impression, does succeed admirably in doing exactly that. His role may be uncredited, but it is a good cameo.


    The Howards of Virginia is more woman’s picture than historical drama, but in this solid, well-done drama, history — even if held at arm’s length — is still an undeniable presence throughout and is delivered in volume. It is well acted with a large and notable cast including, along with Cushing, such then and future genre figures as Richard Carlson (as Thomas Jefferson) and, in a superb performance, Sir Cedric Hardwicke.


    


    The Age of Revolution III: John Paul Jones (1959)


    Attempting to tell the life story of noted American Revolutionary War hero John Paul Jones from his going to sea at the age of 12 to the eve of his death in France, John Paul Jones makes a fatal mistake from the very outset. Like Washington, Grant, or Lincoln, Jones was one of those figures of history whose life was so full of incident and momentous events that to cram it all into a single film, no matter how long, is impossible. Instead of wisely trying to take the selective Patton (1971) or Abe Lincoln in Illinois (1939) approach, this film tries to touch just about everything and manages to fumble just about everything.


    The viewer is bombarded with a shrapnel bomb of figures (Patrick Henry, Catherine the Great, two — out of many — of Jones’ failed romances, etc.) and incidents (Jones’ early life, the Revolution, his post-war career fighting for Russia, and so on). Jones’ highly complex character — he was a fiery-tempered, impatient brooder who was also a poet, an actor, and a visionary — is only cursorily touched upon. While mostly historically accurate, the film explains next to nothing. Though presumably the war was about something, the film is terrified of showing the British in anything resembling a negative light. The only “villains” Jones ever encounters are other Americans. At where the film should have begun, Jones crosses the Atlantic to inform Benjamin Franklin of a great American victory, yet the film never deigns to mention just what the victory was (Saratoga). The epic conflict between the Bon Homme Richard and the gigantic British ship of the line, the Serapis, was a complex and lengthy battle (over three hours and worthy of a film on its own). But unless the viewer is familiar with the struggle beforehand and can recognize what he or she is seeing, the uninitiated will be left completely at sea.


    Characteristically of a Samuel Bronston film, the script is poor and uninspired. Jones swears vengeance on a treacherous Frenchman, yet the film never shows if he ever makes good on his vow. John Farrow’s direction is very bad. One can only wonder what a Curtiz or DeMille would have done with the aforementioned ocean battle. His cast is left completely (ahem!) at sea. Half of Jones’ loyal crew is killed in the main battle, but, since the men were so undercharacterized, their deaths mean less than nothing. From Bette Davis to Thomas Gomez, from Charles Coburn to Bruce Cabot, almost everyone in the entire cast stands in front of the camera, recites lines, and then leaves, never to be seen again. And then there is the scene when Jones is wandering through Paris, and, in the background, an automobile zips by.


    As Jones, Robert Stack could have been effective, and at odd moments he is (though casting Frank Gorshin or Richard Widmark in the role might have been better). At other moments, Stack betrays a lack that can’t be attributed merely to the shoddy script and direction, as becomes apparent 100 minutes into the film, when the Serapis floats into view, captained by Richard Pierson, played by Peter Cushing.


    Though his is basically a guest appearance, Cushing is in the film for approximately 15 minutes and quickly establishes his Pierson as a worthy foe to Jones and himself a ruthless scene stealer (though the hapless Stack makes the burglary petty theft rather than grand larceny). Cool and collected — with a calm “We will engage,” — Cushing orders his ship to attack. Informed that he’s facing three enemy ships, Pierson calmly repeats, “We will engage” — in an almost throwaway line that speaks volumes about the British officer. And after the battle is over and the two Captains read the Bible over the bodies of their dead crewmen, while Stack covers half his face with the book (where was Farrow here?), Cushing, ever expert in the use of props, holds it just below his and thus dominates his final scene in the picture.


    Not a terrible film but a disappointing failed history lesson that still, nonetheless, has a good moment here and there and a gratifying 15 minutes for Cushing fans.


    


    The Age of Revolution IV: A Tale of Two Cities (1980)


    It is exceedingly difficult to make a hash of this oft-filmed classic novel of the years leading up to the French Revolution and the subsequent Reign of Terror. When it’s done well, as was the 1935 version, one is blessed with a towering achievement of the cinematic arts. When it’s not, Charles Dickens’ genius makes the effort well nigh idiot proof. This Jim Goddard production is a perfect example of the latter. In spite of poor direction, a dull score, jumpy script, “just-give-’em-the-work” non-handling of the cast, and claustrophobic feel to what should be an epic production, despite the fact that the only inspiration the filmmaker apparently had was to toss piles of horse manure in every scene possible, the power of the story still manages to come through.


    Peter Cushing ignores all the manure and takes full advantage of his return to the historical genre after many a year. There is a strange “tradition” of horror actors appearing in this old warhorse. In the 1935 masterpiece, Basil Rathbone played the definitive version of the Marquis St. Evremonde; Christopher Lee, following, as always, in Rathbone’s footsteps, essayed the part in 1958. And so in 1980, it is only right that Cushing should be part of the cast. Yet here, counter to expectations, he plays the role of St. Evremonde’s eternal victim, Dr. Alexander Manette. In many ways the “barometer” of the events presented, Manette is wrongfully imprisoned for years by the evil aristocrat, eventually losing his sanity and thus showing the corruption of the system bequeathed to France by Louis XIV. Finally freed, restored to health by his daughter Lucy, and considered a hero, Manette returns to Paris years later, during the Terror, and is once again victimized, this time by the New Order. Albeit temporarily, the tragic man again loses his mind, thus showing the foul nature of the death culture that has been unleashed in France.


    Through all of this, Cushing is magnificent. His introductory scenes as the pathetic newly freed madman, all his later scenes when restored to health, his relapses, his despair at what has become of his Paris under the Revolution, and especially his fine speech in front of the Revolutionary Court in defense of Sydney Carton are ample demonstrations of the actor’s great talent, and the film is, perhaps, an unopened gift to his fans. Even better, along with getting second billing, Cushing enters this 160-minute film at the 11-minute mark and, unlike too much of his historical work, remains until nearly the closing credits, giving the viewer the extended pleasure of his company.


    Though filled with familiar faces such as Kenneth More, Flora Robson, and a dull Barry Morse as St. Evremonde (where was Michael Gough when he was needed?), the film offers viewers little thespic pleasure other than the warmth of reacquaintance. Be that as it may, as Darnay/Carton, Chris Sarandon makes a fine go of it, as does Billie Whitelaw as Madame DeFarge. And it is pleasing to see old Paul Krempe himself, Robert Urquhart, appear briefly.


    Not the 1935 version. Nothing could be. Painless viewing. Good history based upon a classic of literature. And Peter Cushing.


    


    The Age of Revolution: A Footnote


    One of the things the British Government under George III lived for was taxing its subjects into the ground. There were taxes on beer, malt, French wine, maids, bachelors, manservents, hair powder, clocks, cider (one of Dashwood’s brainstorms), watches, windows, and dogs. To enforce these pernicious codes, the Excise Inspectors were formed with the right to enter any Englishman’s home to basically look for something/anything to tax.


    So it should not be surprising that the immediate result of all this taxation was an almost nationwide resort to crime generally in regards to smuggling (or free trading as they preferred to call it), particularly in Cornwall. There, the entire countryside formed a criminal culture unique in English history as an entire segment of the British population engaged in a form of “cold”


    war with representatives of his Majesty’s government. And, in many cases, the “cold” turned very hot very quickly as armed columns of excise men would invade and occupy villages, searching for contraband, while the smugglers themselves were not beyond opening fire on the King’s men with their cannons!


    From this came the English literary and cinematic sub-genre of the Georgian Cornwall crime film. While not historical films (and so not properly part of this survey) but rather period crime dramas, these films are a fascinating blend of American western, Roaring Twenties Prohibition gangster movie, and pirate film, all set in fog-covered moors, dark caves, and Gothic cemeteries. Peter Cushing starred in two films on this subject: Fury at Smuggler’s Bay (1961) and Night Creatures (1962). The first film concerns a particularly nasty manifestation of the lawless culture in Cornwall: wreckers — men who lured ships onto deadly rocks so the wrecks could be looted later on with only drowned men to tell the tale. A John Gilling picture and thus suffering from the running-out-of-gas-in-mid-film syndrome that afflicts most of his work, this is still an action-packed, reasonably well-paced production featuring wreckers, smugglers, excise men, and a dashing highwayman. Cushing plays a tightly wound Squire who is being blackmailed by the leader of the wreckers, Black John (Bernard Lee), which causes him to lose the affections of his son. Miles Malleson also appears.


    The superior Night Creatures is an exciting Hammer adventure, a remake of the 1937 Dr. Syn with George Arliss (directed by Roy William Neill, who helmed Universal’s Sherlock Holmes series with Basil Rathbone). Cushing stars as an reformed pirate turned minister, a smuggler and local Robin Hood type confronted with a formidable foe in excise man Patrick Allen and a deadly nemesis in mulatto Milton Reid. As a full-blooded swashbuckling hero, Cushing is in fine form — engaging in witty repartee with Allen and more than one agile action moment, especially with Reid — and is surrounded by such Hammer alumni as Oliver Reed, Yvonne Romain, and a superb Michael Ripper.


    Taken as a unit, both pictures — though, again, not strictly historical — make for an entertaining glimpse into Cornish history and legend with its dashing smugglers, vicious wreckers, hapless squires, crashing black surf, windswept beaches and eccentric vicars. It is a period now lost to time. In 1856, the Coast Guard Act was passed, and smuggling came to an end.


    The Victorians, outraged and disgusted by what their country had become, initiated a series of reforms, legal, moral, and societal, designed to eradicate the brutalities of Georgian England, and they mostly succeeded. Peter Cushing’s most productive historical period had come to an end.


    


    Those Wacky Artists (1813-1901): Moulin Rouge (1952)


    In 1955, Peter Cushing appeared in a film called Magic Fire about the ungrateful and unpleasant Richard Wagner as he spends his life making everyone he knows miserable and unhappy, even inspiring the German government to place a warrant out for his arrest. Cushing plays a Swiss benefactor who offers Wagner refuge. Wagner seduces his wife, so an irate Cushing ejects him from his home. Wagner goes to Venice, gets into an argument with the irate father of one of his women, has a heart attack, and drops dead. But his music is nice.


    This film (unseen by this writer) is, from all accounts, miserable, unpleasant, and dull — fully appropriate for its subject matter. Cushing’s role in Magic Fire, made upon the eve of his emergence as one of the 20th century’s great horror actors, is smallish and not especially inspiring for the Cushing completist. As an indication of where the actor’s career could have gone but not for Hammer, it gives one a chilling pause. For this was not Cushing’s only effort in this type of film and in this type of role.


    Several years earlier, Cushing appeared in a film called Moulin Rouge about a miserable, ungrateful and unpleasant Henri Toulouse-Lautrec, the product of incest [Ed. Note: His parents were cousins], who, after a fall down a flight of stairs turns him into a dwarf, spends his life drinking too much, being generally crabby and negative, tries to commit suicide, makes everyone around him miserable and unhappy, falls down another flight of stairs, and dies. But his pictures are displayed in the Louvre. Critics of the time chided the film for sanitizing Lautrec’s life, but one can only be thankful that it did. Lautrec’s real life was even worse. He was a brutal cynic who had respect only for his fellow “geniuses” and nothing but an ugly contempt for the common man; he was a drooling, foul-smelling, semi-conscious, bad-tempered, sexually harassing, hallucinating, mentally unstable drunk. Lautrec died, not from a fall but from a combination of degenerative alcoholism and syphilis.


    As it is, the film hardly makes for an ennobling, enlightening, or entertaining experience, anyway. Very much the French version of John Huston’s later Fat City (1972), this one-note production repeats its message of the suffering artist’s special status over and over and over again. Though set in the 1890s and aspiring to bring the artist, his city, and time to life, this venture is doomed from the start. An artist for hire, uninterested in anything except himself and publicity (at least, Wagner was heavily involved in the great issues of his time), Lautrec existed in a moral and societal vacuum, taking one day (during the Dreyfus case) a commission for a Pro-Semitic publication and then a commission for an Anti-Semitic one the next. The film maintains a tight focus on its subject; save for dropping the names of a few artists, it remains highly claustrophobic and empty of knowledge, information, or insight. Apparently nothing of interest ever happened in France from 1890 to 1901. Cushing’s role, as yet another man whose woman is appropriated by a great artist, is thankless. Given 17th billing and not appearing until the 100-minute mark, Cushing, looking very dashing, gives a vaguely effete David Mannerish performance, speaking in an oddly silky, wispy voice. It is a different and interesting performance in an unimportant role. Cushing’s screen time is approximately 70 seconds, exactly the same amount as an uncredited Christopher Lee’s, who, at the 40-minute mark, appears as artist Georges Seurat and is actually more effective than Cushing.


    Notable mainly as one of Cushing and Lee’s film collaborations, the film is unrewarding and uninteresting either as a film, history, a Cushing vehicle, or a Cushing-Lee film. If Moulin Rouge is considered a “great” film in relation to something like Magic Fire, consider just how bad Magic Fire must be. It is chastening to imagine the profound career oblivion into which Cushing would have been plunged had he appeared in any more of these types of films. Lautrec and Wagner may have been great artists (which is supposed to excuse their dreary lives and these dreary films), but it was with horror and Hammer and The Curse of Frankenstein that Peter Cushing would find salvation, fulfillment, and his own immortality as an artist. And he did so without cruelty, betrayal, or drooling. (Well, certainly without drooling.)


    


    The Age of the World Wars (1914-1945)


    At the beginning of the Second World War, Peter Cushing, due to injuries sustained in his youth, was unable to join the British Army. And cinematically, perhaps because he was typed as a “period” or horror actor and the two World Wars were, at the time, too contemporaneous for him to be considered by most casting directors, Cushing, so “injured” once more, managed to mostly sit out both the Great War and the Big One on the big screen. Though his efforts, spotty and obscure, easily surpass the nonefforts of a Chaney, Jr. or a Lugosi, they are almost ephemeral compared once more to the oeuvre of a Rathbone or a Carradine. The films are also irritatingly difficult to track down for examination.


    In the immediate wake of the blockbuster Star Wars, Cushing found himself cast in his first World War I film, the European production Die Standarte, aka Battleflag (1977). The film’s premise, an examination of the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the wake of its defeat in WWI, sounds, on its face, highly intriguing and ripe with potential. Such reviews as there are, however — along with its subsequent dropping off the face of the earth after being shown at Cannes and in spite of featuring Cushing in the cast — give one pause. In any event, Cushing receives eighth billing as Major von Hackenberg in a role that appears to have afforded him screen time comparable to his work in John Paul Jones or The Hellfire Club. In the 1970s and 1980s, Cushing frequently played roles that allowed him to use ein sehr gut German accent, and one assumes that that was the case here. Cushing, as he had done in his first scene in his first film, The Man in the Iron Mask, found himself once more atop a horse, much to the actor’s documented chagrin. Also in the film is Simon Ward, Cushing’s co-star from Frankenstein Must Be Destroyed (1969), and Lil Dagover, who, in 1919 (the year Battleflag is set), starred in the horror classic The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. Note: Cushing’s
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