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During almost a half-century in the movies, from 1916 to 1963, Robert Florey directed 65 features and 220 television films at most of the major studios. His greatest success came in thrillers, scripting the original Frankenstein and directing such horror classics as Murders in the Rue Morgue and The Beast with Five Fingers.

Displaying skill in many genres, Florey also co-directed two renowned comedies, The Cocoanuts and Monsieur Verdoux. He was always known as an artist, gaining fame first through his experimental shorts, beginning with The Life and Death of 9413—A Hollywood Extra, and his features remained distinctive for integrating European filmmaking styles into the Hollywood studio system.

Author Brian Taves takes advantage of numerous primary sources, including studio archives, interviews with associates, and access to all of Florey’s papers. Taves thoroughly analyzes and locates Florey’s films within the context of the times, relating them to such topics as the influence of expressionism and other techniques, the realm of the “B” film, the position of the contract director in the studio system, and the transition of movie talent to television.

This new edition of a book out of print since 1995 may permit many more cinephiles to learn of Florey’s remarkable career.

“A book on Florey is long overdue… Now the job has been done, and done magnificently… I’ve already used the book in one of my film history courses, and I hope it’ll find is way on to a lot of university shelves. And for the film history enthusiast, it’s a must… Worth every penny…”

William K. Everson, Films in Review

“One of the most ambitious studies of a director who worked largely in B filmmaking…”

Kristin Thompson, University of Wisconsin-Madison

“Essential… An epic work that every horror fan should own… The depth of interpretation of Florey’s style, his background, his detailed film career as recreated by Taves is simply gripping in its detail.”

Gary J. Svehla, Midnight Marquee
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

Back in 1981, when I began this book as a Master’s thesis at the University of Southern California, Florey had passed away a mere two years earlier. Only for his direction of The Cocoanuts and Murders in the Rue Morgue, and his writing of Frankenstein, had he been recognized. Even Florey’s avant-garde films were better remembered for the brief collaboration with Slavko Vorkapich.

More than thirty years later, all this has changed. Florey’s films have become more accessible, restored by archives, and preserved, screened, and released on video. Such channels as Turner Classic Movies have had entire days devoted to Florey, and his output continues to be shown not only in this country, but overseas as well. His contributions to such television series as Twilight Zone, Alfred Hitchcock Presents, Thriller with Boris Karloff, and Outer Limits remain perennials in re-runs.

Florey’s avant-garde films made from 1927 to 1929 have emerged and are now far more widely seen than in their own time. The last surviving print of Skyscraper Symphony was located at Gosfilmofond to receive acclaim at Le Giornate del Cinema Muto in Italy, followed by DVD release in a National Film Preservation Board collection. The Love of Zero, preserved but largely unseen in archival vaults, also received DVD release, and both are now viewed alongside The Life and Death of 9413 -- A Hollywood Extra, a staple of film study for decades. There is no longer any question of Florey’s contribution to the emergence of American experimental filmmaking.

Florey’s films have now been the subject of countless articles and highlighted in numerous books. The contribution of my own first biography is for others to say; at the time I began, it was difficult to even find a complete filmography of Florey’s feature films. And I vividly recall the challenging task of compiling the initial list of his television credits, from sources as diverse as Florey’s own script collection to photos in his albums.

Over the years since writing this book, I authored a number of articles and chapters in anthologies, filling in various gaps in the pages of Robert Florey, the French Expressionist. A movie would become accessible, or I was able to offer in print information that was not possible to include in the book, or sometimes I could address topics in a broader context. A list of these essays is included on the final two pages of this new edition.

I had the pleasure of growing up as a friend of Robert and Virginia Florey; his wife, and my mother, had become friends in 1950, and remained so until Virginia Florey’s passing fifty years later, in 2000. Robert Florey was a mentor who encouraged all of my historical and literary interests, but he preferred to talk about others rather than himself. I hope this book will make up for his reticence and allow his story to be fully told; this new edition of a book out of print since 1995 may permit many more cinephiles to learn of Florey’s remarkable career.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My deepest appreciation goes to Virginia Florey, whose patience, kindness, and graciousness over the years has been boundless. I am honored that Lloyd Nolan agreed to write a Foreword, as well as grant me an interview; other friends and professional associates of Florey supplied me with valuable reminiscences, including Irving Rapper, Willard Sheldon, Leon Ames, George Folsey, and Robert Buckner.

To Evelyn Copeland, who generously spent countless hours translating French into English and corrected my manuscript, I am deeply grateful. This book had its origins as a project towards a Master’s degree in Cinema History and Criticism at the University of Southern California, and I was fortunate to have the guidance of Dr. Richard Jewell, a wise mentor whose revisions and encouragement made enormous contributions.

A number of others were exceptionally helpful as I gathered the necessary resources for this critical biography. Jack Spears, author of the pioneering 1960 Films in Review article on Robert Florey, graciously shared his memories of Florey and further information. Mr. Spears, along with James Curtis, Carlos Clarens, Ray Cabana and Anthony Slide, generously gave me copies of their correspondence with Florey. Kit Parker Films allowed me to examine their print of Meet Boston Blackie, David Bradley screened his print of The Hole in the Wall, and Ray Cabana and John Foster made a videotape of Those We Love, all important films I would not have been able to see otherwise. Christine Colgan loaned me copies of Dangerously They Live and National Archives documents relating to The Desert Song from her own Warner Bros. research. Ned Comstock’s archival skills made it possible for me to make the fullest possible use of the cinema and television collections at the University of Southern California. The recent revival of Florey films at the University of California, Los Angeles, was of timely assistance, and Robert Gitt helped me to view films at the UCLA Film Archives.

Finally, I am most grateful to my mother, who not only inspired me, but has assisted with this project over the years and endured its tribulations. Nothing would have been possible without her concern, care and never-ending understanding.


FOREWORD

I’m delighted to be asked to write a foreword to this book on Robert Florey. I am especially indebted for the information it supplied me on Bob’s youth in Paris and Switzerland and the early days in Hollywood. In spite of my lengthy friendship with Bob and the four pictures we had done together, I had no inkling of the wealth of American film experience, between 1921 and 1936, that he had already gathered. Although he was only two years my senior, he had been a professional at least ten years longer than I.

I had done roughly eleven pictures under contract to Paramount before I was assigned to King of Gamblers in March 1937, with Florey in the director’s chair. He put on a deliberate little act for the cast, with a “Well, what do we do today?” attitude. I soon found out he knew the script backwards; he also knew the cuts and additions to be made--and just about how many days he expected to come in under schedule. He knew what sets could be converted, in a matter of minutes, by adding a ship’s lifeboat, an arbor, park benches, a reversible doorway, etc., to the background with, of course, an artist’s change of lighting. Bob had handled many types of cameras, good or bad, in his early days, and that knowledge gained him the respect and cooperation of all his technicians. He had that instinctive ability of a cameraman to create a mood in lighting, sets, and so forth. On the whole, he was better equipped in terms of talent than most of the other directors, despite not having the resources of big budgets and numerous stars that many of his colleagues were given.

Most of the time he would try to finish a “B” in three six-day weeks, with only a half-hour for lunch. Studio policy was to work you on Saturday until midnight, then give you a twelve o’clock call Monday. By the time you got home and got to sleep you probably slept all day Sunday, too, and then started again Monday. They were long, hard-working hours.
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Lloyd Nolan, Akim Tamiroff, and Claire Trevor in Robert Florey’s King of Gamblers (Paramount, 1937).



A review of the acting talent used by Paramount in these films adds unexpected luster: Akim Tamiroff, from the Russian theater and one of the greatest character actors in American cinema; Robert Preston, whose first appearance on film foretold the tremendous career that would follow; Claire Trevor, brilliant actress and just as brilliant a painter; Tony Quinn, a young and eager novice at that time, whose subsequent career needs no embellishing; and Gail Patrick. J. Carrol Naish, an Irishman who made his career as a dark Italian and who was also a great punster and mischief-maker, played a gangster hiding in the garb of an elderly lady for King of Alcatraz--and walked around the lot, unrecognized in his costume, mumbling the most obscene language! Others, veterans of both theater and screen, who deserve mention were Mary Boland, Evelyn Brent, Anna May Wong, Russell Hicks, Robert Gleckler and, in one of her last appearances as an actress, Hedda Hopper. These are all artists (and I’m sorry if I missed some of them) whose names would add to any cast.

Paramount had a pool of truly excellent actors, and we formed a kind of rotating stock company of players for the studio to draw upon, each of us reappearing often in similar roles. Akim Tamiroff, Porter Hall, Harvey Stephens, Barlowe Borland, and I starred in King of Gamblers, and later that same year were reunited in Dangerous to Know, joined by Anthony Quinn and Gail Patrick. The next year Patrick, Quinn, Hall, and I were together again in King of Alcatraz. Finally, I was with Tamiroff under Florey’s direction one last time in The Magnificent Fraud at the beginning of 1939, a movie that was a favorite of everyone involved.

Those four with Florey directing were all solid pictures, exciting and great fun in the making. I look back upon them with great fondness and gratitude to Bob. He, too, enjoyed them. I cite one instance. In King of Alcatraz Florey dubbed me “Big Beast” and Robert Preston “Little Beast.” (Why? We had no idea--and it takes his Gallic accent to make it funny.) At the end of a long scene and seven or eight takes he would yell, “Print it!” open his director’s desk, and throw a large rubber fish at our feet! That was our reward for being “good beasts”; the scene was done and he was throwing the fish to the trained seals. That was good for several laughs until I stole the rubber fish. He had a lovely sense of humor.

I think we had only one or two arguments. He was so amazingly fast that at times I thought he was neglecting important points. I remember one time he said, “If you want to direct the scene, do it,” and, to his surprise, I did. “Stand out of the way,” I said. It was a simple thing, easy to do, but he let me do it. He said, “Are you happy?” and I said “Yes, now I’ll feel better.” He was, to my way of thinking, brushing off the scene, where I thought it needed a bit more emphasis. But it was nothing bitter.

Years later Bob urged that I become involved in Four Star Playhouse. For some reason I didn’t listen, although I wish I had, since it became such a successful series under his direction. I’ve always been sorry that I was never able to read any of his many interesting books on Hollywood, since they were all written in French; it’s too bad they have not been translated. Bob Florey and I were close friends for over forty years. I used to come over and see his French historical museum, and still remember vividly just how fascinating it was during each visit. It is good to know that at last his life and films are receiving the recognition so long overdue.
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Lloyd Nolan


INTRODUCTION

Consider this combination of credits:

•screenwriter of the original Frankenstein and eight other films;

•co-director of two of the most famous comedies of all time--The Cocoanuts, in which the Marx Brothers made their debut in the cinema, and Monsieur Verdoux, with Charlie Chaplin;

•creator of the first American avant-garde movies, including The Life and Death of 9413--a Hollywood Extra;

•pioneer in television, leading major motion picture directors into the new medium of filmed anthology drama in the early 1950s;

•director of three classic horror movies, Murders in the Rue Morgue, The Face Behind the Mask, and The Beast with Five Fingers, along with many other superb thrillers;

•premier historian-director of Hollywood, authoring over a dozen books and countless articles chronicling the development of motion pictures.

Add to this that he directed in virtually every corner of the globe, from the Orient and the South Seas to Mexico; in England, France, and Germany; and in most of the major Hollywood studios. Even with all these impressive achievements, the man responsible for them, Robert Florey (1900-1979), is not so well known as one would expect. But as his credits prove, his was one of the most remarkable careers in Hollywood, spanning sixty-five features, dozens of shorts, and over 250 television shows.

This record indicates that Florey deserves to be the subject of far more attention than he has received to date, and it is the aim of this book to clarify the position of this important figure in the landscape of cinema history.

Robert Florey has been recognized as one of the few avant-garde filmmakers who became a prominent director in the major studios, although these commercial years were anything but ordinary. While becoming a director of critically and popularly successful features, he managed to remain true to his artistic integrity and background. Even as he labored during the golden age of the studio system, he was always in rebellion against its restrictions, causing him to seldom stay more than a few years at any one company before switching to another. He struggled for a measure of independence that was usually denied, yet managed to turn out a distinctive product. These tendencies and his continued interest in experimentation often deprived him of the big budget movies merited by his talents, bringing about a long association with medium-to-low budget pictures. However, he turned this potential liability into an advantage, becoming one of the most proficient of the so-called “B” directors. Florey used such products as vehicles to practice the integration of European and artistic techniques into the mainstream of American filmmaking. Although primarily a visual stylist, he was also a screenwriter--usually in collaboration with others--performing both tasks on some of his most significant movies.

I was fortunate to be a friend of Robert Florey for the last dozen years of his life. However, the respect and affection I have for him as an individual has not interfered with my critical objectivity. This project was not conceived until after Florey’s death, when I saw a number of his pictures and formed an intense admiration for them.

The personal knowledge I have of Florey has given me special insight into his life and work. For example, I knew him best, during our friendship, for his infectious love of history; I encountered firsthand his reluctance to talk about himself. Indeed, by his own request, on only one occasion--during my last visit to him, just months before he died--did we ever discuss his filmmaking career. Similarly, in all his books on the history of Hollywood, only two chapters (“Ma Carrière à Hollywood” and “En Travaillant avec Charlot”) in Hollywood D’Hier et D’Aujourd’Hui are autobiographical, and even these tend to de-emphasize his own work.

However, his widow, Virginia Florey, has, with infinite kindness and patience, answered endless questions during the last few years. She gave me complete access to all of Florey’s private memorabilia, including photograph albums, scrapbooks, clippings, scripts, letters, stills, etc. An added perspective on Florey was provided by a number of his professional associates, to whom I am very grateful for granting me interviews and letters: actors Lloyd Nolan and Leon Ames, cameramen George Folsey and Paul Ivano, directors Irving Rapper, Henry King, and Willard Sheldon (also a production manager), and writers Robert Buckner (also a producer), Marguerite Roberts, and Malvin Wald. Inside details of Florey’s relationship with the studios were provided by the Warner Bros., Universal, and Florey television script collections at the University of Southern California. (A smaller duplicate collection of Florey’s television scripts exists at Columbia University.) Together with my viewing of Florey’s movies, all of this has enabled the writing of a study based chiefly on primary resources.

The principal effort here has been to discern the qualities Florey brought to his pictures, describing what makes them so typically his own while drawing attention to specific neglected works whose virtues deserve more notice. The films have not only been judged by their capacity to endure and affect audiences today, but also placed in their historical context to achieve a fair and thorough evaluation. Florey’s artistic achievements and unique style stand out clearly, indicating his importance as an individual creator amid the studio system.

Brian Taves


Chapter I

AN ARTIST IN THE STUDIO SYSTEM

FLOREY AND THE “B” SYNDROME

Robert Florey is usually known as a director of “B” films. But is this a correct label--and just what is a “B” movie? Technically speaking, the bulk of his features were made on medium rather than high budgets; just over one half were of this variety. But “B” pictures are all too often thought of as minor efforts by definition, and this has sometimes caused Florey to be labeled unimportant, especially since he spent so long in the field. Such an argument is faulty for several reasons.

What does the term “B” mean? For the purposes of this study, it has been defined by a variety of possible characteristics: a shooting schedule of no more than five weeks, the absence of any big name stars, and exhibition planned for the lower half of a double bill. To define a “B” film on the basis of a budget of a certain size or smaller is problematic, because of the wide variations in standards set by the different studios. For instance, the amount spent on an M-G-M “B” was about the same as what Universal might spend on one of its major features. Similarly, in the early 1930s, most Warner Bros. movies, even fairly significant ones such as Smarty or I Sell Anything, were shot in about three weeks, and this hardly reduced them to the “B” category. To judge by running times can also be deceptive, because of the differences over the years and in studio pacing: a Warner Bros. “A” might run as long as a more leisurely paced Paramount “B.” Therefore, drawing exact lines of demarcation is next to impossible because many pictures straddled “A” and “B.” Just as quite a few “Bs” turned out better than, and were released as, “A” movies, many big-budget films could barely pass muster on the bottom of a double bill. Florey had his share of the former, including such unexpectedly successful movies as The Pay-Off and Dangerously They Live.

Sadly, the term “B” has been abused and overused. Surely, for instance, there is a difference between a Mascot production and a major studio low budget picture, between a film made in twelve days and one made in five weeks, or between one with a cast of unknowns and one offering quite recognizable names, if not of top-draw marquee value. “B” movies are not necessarily derived from Poverty Row studios. Each of the majors had a “B” unit to supply their theaters’ demand for double bills. It was companies like Monogram, Grand National and (for a time) Republic that specialized in “B” movies, and their conception of what these pictures entailed was widely divergent from that held by the majors--usually to the extent of tens of thousands of dollars or more. Yet all of these are frequently lumped together under the umbrella term “B.” This leads to a degree of inexactitude and misunderstanding that has yet to be adequately addressed in cinema studies.

Don Miller1 attempts to overcome this difficulty by using the term “programmer,” whose precise meaning has often itself been rather nebulous. Although some regard programmer as synonymous with “B,” Miller uses it to describe those films which fall somewhere between “A” and “B.” Characteristics of these “nervous As” or “gilt-edged Bs” include reasonably elaborate sets, one or two moderately well-paid performers, and running times of about seventy or eighty minutes. While they might play the top half of a double bill, programmers did not attain the aura of prestige and splendor usually associated with “A” movies. However, they could combine some of the best features of “B” films, such as the willingness to experiment with content and style, without any of the attendant drawbacks of low budgets. Most of the movies from the major studios aimed at the lower half of a double bill were in fact programmers, with true “B” films usually shunned and left to the minors and the miserliness of Poverty Row. If this tripartite scheme is utilized--and it has been adopted for this study--Florey is revealed, properly speaking, to have been more often employed in the realm of the programmer than the “B.” For instance, such pictures as Don’t Bet on Blondes and King of Gamblers are programmers rather than “B” movies. Boosted by stars like Warren William and Claire Trevor, along with some elegant sets, they are only barred from “A” status by relatively short running times and the fact they do not have the typical gloss expected for such a position.

“B” films also have a temporal context sometimes ignored. The type arose in the early 1930s in an effort to fill up double bills cheaply, a gimmick instituted to bolster sagging attendance during the Depression. Double bills would pair an “A” with an inexpensive “B,” or place two medium budget programmers side by side, each having one or two major stars. Studios wanted increasingly impoverished audiences to believe they were receiving twice their money’s worth, when in actuality they were offered something more like one-and-a-half times what their money had previously obtained.

The heyday of the “B” movie was from the mid-1930s to the end of World War II. In the following years, as attendance fell again, so did the faith in the “B” as an antidote, and the reliance and need for such films diminished as the studios lost their theaters and movie houses closed. Pictures planned as only filler material became too risky when there was little guarantee of regular weekly attendance. Thus, for example, the last feature Florey directed, The Vicious Years in 1949, though made in twelve days on a low budget with minor players, was not planned as fare for a double bill. Envisaged as part of a new wave of artistic productions aimed at a specific, if limited, audience, it was sold as a high-quality special attraction.

To assume that Florey must be an unimportant director because he did many so-called “B” movies is doubly mistaken. This view is a result of a misconception of the studio system, as well as of his career. He was originally hired by the majors, after the success of his experimental pictures, in the hope that he would be able to introduce new and provocative types of filmmaking. Irving Rapper, one of his first assistants at Astoria, recalled that Florey was not originally thought of as a possible prestige director, and that he eventually achieved this position was a sign of the tremendous progress he made.2 Florey did finally achieve promotion to purely big budget movies; every picture he made between 1942-1948 (from The Desert Song through The Crooked Way) was a major production. In fact, this timing has detracted from the critical attention he might have received in recent years if he had been more heavily involved in 1940s film noir. Instead, he had already investigated the themes and style of such movies in his 1930s thrillers. Not until he was directing television in the 1950s did he go on to explore the use of noir again.

Why was this graduation into the top ranks so long in coming? Certainly it was not for lack of competence or reliability. Florey was kept continually and busily employed at the major studios; most of his work was done at Paramount or Warner Bros. But one difficulty in being employed by the best companies was that there was always intense competition for the biggest projects. He was periodically successful, about one third of the time, when he won such important assignments as The Woman in Red or Till We Meet Again. But frequently he found himself pigeon-holed in the “B” unit, although always in its front rank.

Florey’s personality also played a role in keeping him relegated so often to the “B” movies. He wanted to be able to work on his own and resented the authority and interference of producers, who were more likely to hold a tight rein where big money was concerned. Because of this, he may have preferred at times the greater liberty generally afforded “B” directors. A favorite saying of his came from the scene in Cyrano de Bergerac when the proud hero rejects the patronage of the Cardinal rather than compromise himself and his art to cater to those in power: “Ne pas monter bien haut peut-être … mais tout seul!” (“I stand, not high it may be … but alone!”)3

While without the enormous ego so typical of many inhabitants of Hollywood, Florey did have a French pride, and habitually refused to flatter the studio moguls or play the games of corporate politics.

Bob’s single problem was always with the studio “brass.” He was not a diplomat, or bothered to try very hard, and he did not “suffer fools gladly,” and every studio had a good share of them. He often rubbed production managers the wrong way, and had often to be defended against them…. Bob was usually right in what he did, just a bit arbitrary and tactless at times, with an unfortunate gift for sarcasm on occasions, but these abrasions left a few scars with the production people: the word got around town that Bob was “difficult” and this hurt him, not personally so much as careerwise. Nothing else retarded his progress and deserved reputation as much as this unfortunate fact.4

This evaluation comes from writer-producer Robert Buckner, a man who respected Florey both professionally and as a friend from collaborating together on The Desert Song, God Is My Co-Pilot, and Rogues’ Regiment. But even these characteristics did not keep Florey from being regarded as a highly desirable talent by other producers, such as Sam Bischoff, Harold Hurley, William Jacobs, and, in television, Bill Self, Dick Powell, and Walt Disney. As Irving Rapper recalled of his one-time mentor, “Bob would denigrate some people, but not to a point of alienation. He would be a little sarcastic or cryptic, but I thought he had a wholesome respect for people above him.” Rapper believed that “Bob would have gotten further if he had fought the right people for better assignments.”5 Thus, Buckner’s statement must not be over-generalized, although Florey was known on rare occasions to expel an interfering supervisor from his set.

Another factor contributing to his long period as primarily a “B” director was the nature of the studio system itself. Being under contract, he had to take whatever assignments were offered, regardless of what he thought of them. Not only were his pictures chosen for him--often on very short notice--but he usually had no say whatever in casting, crew, script revisions, or budget. There was little, if any, possibility for protest or appeal; a director’s career was controlled by the studios, which could nourish or abuse it as they wished. Yet, as Florey learned, the position of an independent filmmaker was even more precarious than that of one legally bound to the dictates of one company. Using an apt metaphor, he explained it this way.

When a contract director refused an assignment he was suspended for a number of weeks and had to direct the previously turned down story upon his return, it was as the French say the: marche ou creve--do or die--system.6

For one who, like Florey, was determined to be his own man, this led to much friction and frustration, so that he seldom stayed more than a few years with any company before leaving to join another. His penchant for urging the production of biographies of great historical and artistic figures, as well as literary classics, caused him to be looked on as a cultural highbrow and impractical intellectual, at least at Warners. His enthusiasm for such topics was not understood, especially as he could overwhelm with his detailed knowledge of a subject, as when King Vidor, hiring Florey as technical advisor on La Boheme in 1926, found himself promptly presented with twenty books on Bohemian life. This was not the sort of reputation likely to win quick advancement in the corporate world, but Florey’s priorities were elsewhere.

My friends have always told me I was too independent … that I didn’t like studio politics and didn’t cater to the bigwigs. Perhaps it’s true. But I never liked to ask favors. And if I felt like going to Mukden, or Tangiers, or Cartagena or Hongkong [sic], I just went for a month, or even six months, even if it meant losing a job. I have always felt a director should see the world and learn--and feel free. So I have had my ups and downs.7

However, Florey always preferred to keep busy, even if it meant accepting some less prestigious projects. He never assumed the air of an aloof artist, and this allowed him to be willing to try television at a time when many of his colleagues still thought the medium beneath them. But he did not take anything that came his way, as some have suggested, instead judging a script by its quality rather than its budget--as in the cases of The Face Behind the Mask and The Vicious Years. He summed up his philosophy in this respect as follows.

If allowed to direct a film adapted from a story he believed in, with a cast of his choice and without interference from the front office, a director wouldn’t need any particular studio to make it in. A sound stage is a sound stage, they all look alike. An excellent picture could be shot in a stable.8

While sometimes, as Irving Rapper said, Florey “seemed to be resigned regretfully to doing films unworthy of him,”9 he resisted any assignment either inferior or unsuited to his skills. Although he always urged better material on the studios and preferred “A” movies, Florey was a realist who knew what was likely to sell; the unproduced scripts he wrote were usually thrillers, although there were a few prestige items.

As a “free spirit who valued his personal liberty within the studio system,” unfortunately Florey could never “make that system work for him”10--despite the frequent commercial success of his pictures. Even after making an enormously respected and popular film like The House on 56th Street, he would receive as his next project the second-rate Bedside. The same continued to happen in later years, when Danger Signal succeeded God Is My Co-Pilot. Unfortunate and ill-conceived assignments were all too often Florey’s lot, particularly under Jack Warner. Thus, Florey was less of a “B” director than one who suffered long under the constraints inherent to contract personnel. Directors commanded little respect or freedom and were intended to serve as cogs in a corporate apparatus whose sole interest was in running prolifically, profitably, and smoothly, often despite--as much as with--the talents of its employees. The effect the studio system had on Florey’s career was undoubtedly one of stagnation, slowing down the natural rate of promotion he should have received because of the artistry and commercial and critical success of his output.

But probably the most important reason Florey was so often deprived of the projects he deserved was because of a tendency commonly known to afflict performers: typecasting. Producers discovered that Florey was one of the best directors of “B” movies and simply kept a good thing going. “Florey seemed to be stuck with ‘B’ films not because of lack of talent, but simply because he did them so efficiently, on time and often under budget.”11 Said Theodore Huff, “Perhaps his genial charm, ability to handle people, knowledge of technique, and reputation for turning out films quickly and smoothly have been something of a handicap ….”12 Lloyd Nolan, star of three Florey programmers--King of Gamblers, Dangerous to Know and King of Alcatraz--recalled: “None of the ‘B’ directors were very inspiring, whereas with Bob it was fast, it was fun, and he was talented.”13

Florey’s “B” period lasted from about 1933 to 1942, during which he turned out up to seven movies in a span of twelve months; few directors were ever so prolific. In retrospect, he labeled these “nine hard years.”14 A quick worker, he was able to finish assignments on schedule. He could function within the constraints of a tight budget and fashion a polished product that appeared to have cost more than it did. “That’s probably why,” said Nolan, the studios, “to Bob’s detriment, loved him as a ‘B’ picture director--because he got it through on time and got a good product out of it.”15 it was precisely Florey’s skill at this sort of filmmaking, and talent for overcoming the odds it entailed, that kept him so long from promotion.

Thus, despite the sometimes inherent faults in the narratives, by and large these pictures turned out to be more intriguing than one would expect, markedly above the average for their type. Anthony Slide described Florey in this period as “a man of intelligence and craftsmanship who was responsible for some of the American cinema’s best second features… .”16 “Naturally, no matter what company is involved,” said William K. Everson, if Florey “worked there they seem to be the best!”17 Without doubt, he was one of the top, and possibly the very best, director of “B” films at the major studios in the 1930s.18

However, the quality that continues to make movies durable and exciting today, and that proves Florey was not a minor director, was the purpose to which he put this prodigious output. “B” movies, being sold on a flat-fee rather than a percentage basis and without having the reputations of major stars to risk, could handle less conventional themes in an innovative manner that would be shunned in the big budget arena (illustrated by Dangerous to Know and The Face Behind the Mask). Florey used his projects of this type as opportunities for experimentation, especially in the adaptation and integration of expressionist and avant-garde styles into the American feature. As such, these “B” films and programmers demonstrated over the years an increasingly sure and expert hand, as Florey manipulated novel techniques into the films ever more appropriately. At the same time it was his ability to stay within budget and schedule that kept him from committing the excesses of a Josef von Sternberg or Orson Welles, thus remaining at work in Hollywood despite sometimes adverse relations with producers. Florey was able to utilize the “B” movie as a form of artistic endeavor--as much, if not more so, than could be seen in most “major” pictures. This fact, along with the high standards he brought to this type of film, indicate Florey was far more than a director of double-bill movies, but was a significant innovator with a most worthwhile purpose.

GENRES

Like so many directors working in the golden age of the Hollywood studio system, Robert Florey was assigned to, and proved a talent for, films in virtually every genre. These ranged from musicals and comedies to war and women’s pictures; he enjoyed success in all these disparate types. But the genre in which he was recognized as having the greatest skill was the thriller. These movies were not only the most influential of his output in their day but have best stood the test of time. The following pages will systematically examine his thrillers, as well as the other genres to which he contributed. Little attempt has been made to classify the nearly 250 television shows he directed.

The thriller was the genre in which Florey was most profitably and most prolifically employed. Most of these films were made in the 1930s, particularly at Paramount, where nearly every picture he made was of this type. Largely medium- to low-budget features, they were typically shot on schedules of two to five weeks. The screenplays were unpretentious and, though lacking originality in basic story conception and outline, typically managed to be effective, crisp, and fast moving. Within the extremely limited range of authority given him--he was not allowed to demand rewrites and had minimum preparation time--Florey had to overcome the script’s defects as much as possible. He became adept at minimizing such disadvantages, concealing the movie’s faults and shortcomings, frequently by application of the expressionist style. His efforts could make a conventional tale both unusual and worthwhile through visual creativity and experimentation, but he also had an interest in people and human emotion that made his thrillers more than mere exercises in style.

King of Gamblers, an unexpectedly virtuoso item that turned out as well as a programmer could, was the film that really started the cycle. The studio noticed the surprisingly good work he did, even when given such an unpromising assignment, and began to regularly hand Florey routine “B” projects with the virtual certainty that his talents would make them into far better dramas than there was any reason to expect. Sometimes he managed to pull off a miracle and repeat the King of Gamblers success, as in Dangerous to Know and King of Alcatraz, while others, such as Daughter of Shanghai and Parole Fixer, had their moments, and a few--Disbarred, Death of a Champion, Women Without Names--were pictures that “even his considerable wit could brighten only sporadically.”19

Florey became so proficient at these “B” and program thrillers that he found himself almost typecast, passed over for promotion even when he had proven that his skills merited better projects. He had originally enjoyed thrillers, but soon came to resent them for preventing him from having the opportunity to try other genres. Even in the 1940s and in television he returned again and again to the form; it could well be argued that it was his ability with this type that kept him so busily and consistently employed over such a long span of years.

To examine Florey’s contributions to the thriller genre, it will be useful to divide them into several subtypes. The largest number were mysteries. He wrote some scripts of this type, A Study in Scarlet and the unproduced Wormwood Scrubs Murder Cases, along with the Nick Carter and Lone Wolf outlines. In the screenplays, he showed himself to be heavily influenced by the classical British murder mystery, with its dark, fog-bound streets, bevy of suspects, and highly intelligent detective. Florey received his baptism in mystery direction with Girl Missing at Warner Bros., making I Am a Thief and The Florentine Dagger there two years later. His expertise with camera work and recreation of intriguing atmospheres considerably enhanced the latter two, as well as The Preview Murder Mystery and Daughter of Shanghai at Paramount. However, Death of a Champion was too silly, and Danger Signal too muddled, to be much helped by his skills.

Florey also enjoyed spy movies and directed five of this type; most of them, unlike the other thrillers he made, were released as “A” films. Till We Meet Again, Hotel Imperial, Meet Boston Blackie, Dangerously They Live and Rogues’ Regiment were all set against wartime backgrounds, and all used the motif of disguises and deception prominently. Each had a pair of innocent lovers who suffer misunderstandings as they become involved in espionage, although the activity eventually brings them together. Florey used expressionism when called for, the style being especially noticeable at first but diluted in the last two pictures.

Before proceeding to related genres, a few other movies in the suspense category should be mentioned. These are I Sell Anything, a comic caper about auction thieves, and The Magnificent Fraud, primarily though not wholly a political conspiracy thriller. Danger Signal and The Crooked Way are also frequently regarded as part of the film noir movement. Florey further labored in translating this style to television in a number of Four Star Playhouse shows, particularly those with Dick Powell, such as Welcome Home and the “Willie Dante” segments.

By the time Florey began to work in the gangster genre during the mid 1930s, its initial heyday was over and the form was in a transitional period. Only one of his gangster films, the semi-documentary Roger Touhy--Gangster, was perfectly tailored to the conventions of the type, while Parole Fixer was a story of the G-men and Women Without Names and Lady Gangster were prison dramas. Two others, King of Gamblers and Dangerous to Know, fell into the archetypal pattern of a criminal’s fall from power. But most of Florey’s gangster pictures did not fit neatly into the genre. This was especially true of the late 1930s pictures, King of Alcatraz and Disbarred, which may be more accurately described as gangster-thrillers.

Each of these used gangsters as prominent characters, but they had to either share center stage or occupied secondary roles. The gangsters make fatally flawed decisions, setting up a chain of events that will bring about their demise. Everyone, innocent and gangster alike, faced great odds and were vulnerable to sudden and violent death. The gangster often found a weaker character, operating without experience and outside the law, to be the direct cause of his downfall.20

The gangster movie seems to have been Florey’s least favorite type of thriller, and, from 1939 to 1948, with one exception he avoided them altogether, only returning to the form with The Crooked Way and Johnny One-Eye when employment was becoming scarce. The only gangster film Florey truly liked was Roger Touhy--Gangster because he was able to infuse it with stark realism as a result of the location photography--an innovation for the time. Stylistically, the gangster films were the least expressionistic of all Florey’s thrillers. The only one influenced by this style was King of Alcatraz, while King of Gamblers and Dangerous to Know revealed characteristic Paramount high-key gloss, and Parole Fixer foreshadowed the realist drift of the 1940s.

Florey’s horror pictures belong to another genre closely related to the thriller. Doubtless his movies of this type are the most famous in his canon; many historians would claim they were also his best work, although no one would have dissented more vigorously from this statement than Florey himself, despite the pleasure he sometimes derived from them. Most (Frankenstein, The Face Behind the Mask, The Beast with Five Fingers) are widely acknowledged masterpieces of the genre, with one clear runner-up (Murders in the Rue Morgue) and another that struggled against the technological constraints of the time (The Hole in the Wall). One reason for their excellence may lie in the influence Florey had over the scripts of each, more than he had with his other genres--co-authoring Frankenstein and Rue Morgue, revising and writing the continuities of Hole in the Wall and Face Behind the Mask, and planning the hallucinatory sequences of Beast with Five Fingers (though much of what he added was awkwardly edited out). Three are pure horror stories (Frankenstein, Rue Morgue, Beast with Five Fingers), as are the unproduced Monsieur de Paris and the famous television show Thriller: The Incredible Doktor Markesan, with Boris Karloff, while two combine horror with elements from the gangster and love story genres (Hole in the Wall, Face Behind the Mask). All were quickly made, in a month or less, although only Face Behind the Mask is, properly speaking, a programmer. Beast with Five Fingers was the notable exception, shot in ten weeks, a schedule that no doubt helped to make possible the elaborate photography .

Florey’s horror pictures were the most extreme examples of his application of expressionism to the thriller format. They also illustrate how he used that style in varying ways over the years. At first, his work displayed the overwhelming influence of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, with the emphasis on decor and heavily distorted set design. This was necessary in The Hole in the Wall because of the inhibitions sound had placed on the creative potential of the camera; these limitations still had some effect on Frankenstein and Murders in the Rue Morgue. While the expressionism Florey had written into Frankenstein and exhibited in his test was largely misused by James Whale, who directed the film, it came through clearly in Rue Morgue. The later horror movies (The Face Behind the Mask, The Beast with Five Fingers) placed a greater stress on extremely mobile, often angled camera work, as well as the superb characterizations provided by Peter Lorre. The expressionism in these two appears primarily through the photography rather than the decor.

Several other stylistic traits were evident throughout these films. Undoubtedly, the memory of the Grand Guignol plays Florey had known in his youth came to mind. The make-up of the performers was crucial, combining with dramatic lighting and close-ups to delineate character before a word was spoken. The sound effects, musical scores, and vocal intonation all played crucial roles in generating a feeling of dramatic intensity. He realized immediately the importance of the sound track to the horror genre, paying great attention to this element not only in filming but in the scripts as well.

All of the pure horror pictures have a period setting; the combined genre films take place in contemporary times. All are usually marked by some grisly occurrence, a type of mutilation which puts the plot in motion. However, any solemnity is usually relieved by a deliberate streak of frothy light-heartedness. This element was partly due to Florey’s “very macabre sense of humor”--as one colleague said21--and because he never took horror movies too seriously. Each film has a romantic subplot on which the tale pivots, and when the villain endangers the heroine the drama reaches its high point of excitement.

Florey also directed many comedies and musical comedies. While none of the comedies was especially unique in its treatment, several of them, especially The Cocoanuts, Smarty, and Mountain Music, were extremely popular at the box office. In addition to the hits listed above, The Pusher-in-the-Face, Going Highbrow, Don’t Bet on Blondes, and Two in a Taxi belong in this category, one in which Florey’s humor was generally in a slapstick vein--although he also did well with 1930s dialogue comedy. While enjoying a few of these, particularly Pusher-in-the-Face, Smarty, and Mountain Music, he virtually abandoned the genre when he turned to television and had a greater say over what he would handle, making only a few comedies as opposed to hundreds of dramas.

However, two comedies remain that do not fit into the above formulas, Le Blanc et le Noir and Monsieur Verdoux, which were different to a large degree because of the dominance of his collaborators. Le Blanc et le Noir, based on the Sacha Guitry play, showed that Florey had a talent for sophisticated European humor; unfortunately this would never have passed American censors. As he wrote:

Having directed a Sacha Guitry film and other Parisian comedies, I always hoped to be given a similar assignment, or perhaps a good French drama, but it never happened.22

Probably the closest Florey ever came to this goal while working in the United States was on Monsieur Verdoux, but it was so tightly controlled by Charlie Chaplin that the only traces of his collaborator’s influence was the light-heartedness that occasionally showed through the picture’s otherwise bleak view.

Florey had more interest in musicals than in comedy, although the studios never gave him the biographical or artistic musical he always wished to do (at least until he directed The Clara Schumann Story for The Loretta Young Show). While he did a burst of musicals at the beginning of his sound-film career, including many early one-reel talkies, they became rarer as the years went on. Some had dramatic stories, such as Night Club, The Battle of Paris, and the operetta The Desert Song, but most were comedies like the short travelogue Bonjour, New York!, The Cocoanuts, La Route est belle, L’Amour chante (and its Spanish and German versions, El Profesor de mi senora and Komm’ Zu Mir Zum Rendez-Vous), Ship Cafe, and This Way Please. Several were “big” movies commercially in terms of budget and popularity, but none has been recognized as historically significant--except for Cocoanuts, with its inventive photography.

Like most directors in the 1940s, Florey found himself assigned to his share of war movies, eagerly proving his ability with several different types. Two were dramas of the homefront, one dealing with espionage (Dangerously They Live), the other with the struggle for increased productivity and the need to accept painful domestic sacrifices in the effort to reach victory (Man from Frisco). Another pair examined the war in the far regions of the world--the adventurous Desert Song, which he also co-authored and contemporized, and God Is My Co-Pilot--and were among Warner Bros. biggest hits of 1944-45. Even after the war, Florey was still interested in the issue of tracking down escaped Nazi war criminals, particularly when they were shielded by official French policy, as he exposed in Rogues’ Regiment.

A common theme of all these pictures was that spiritual values do, in the end, triumph over war and its effects. Lovers, while often separated or alienated from each other by the conflict, are eventually brought closer together than ever before. Indeed, there is a gain, rather than a loss, of emotional intensity in combat situations that provides salvation for the fighting man. Florey habitually downplays the confrontations with the enemy, often limiting them to a few scenes, in favor of dwelling on the psychological and emotional--and sometimes political--elements of the story.

Florey dabbled in a few other genres as well. The Pay-Off was a tale of journalism and sports racketeers. Tarzan and the Mermaids was an adventure fantasy. Bedside, Registered Nurse, and Outcast formed a medical trilogy, the first dealing with a crooked but popular physician, while the last portrayed the reverse, an honest doctor who was almost lynched (Warren William played both roles). These, together with Monsieur Verdoux and The Vicious Years, were the closest Florey ever came to the social consciousness film, a type in which he was not interested.

The two genres Florey most wanted to work in were the historical movie and the love story. While he was unable to realize his ambitions with the former, he did make a large number of “women’s” films, at least in the 1930s. He was attracted to this type because he was a warm-hearted and sensitive individual who never forgot birthdays or anniversaries and who observed the French custom of Saint’s Days throughout his life in America. Possibly his lonely childhood, and certainly his happy second marriage, contributed to his enjoyment of the love story. His own scripts, That Model From Paris, The Man Called Back, Hollywood Boulevard, and the unproduced Times So Unsettled Are, were of this genre, as were The Romantic Age, Face Value, Those We Love, Ex-Lady, The House on 56th Street, The Woman in Red, and most of the thirty-eight episodes of A Letter to Loretta and The Loretta Young Show that he directed for television. Of course, many of his other movies had romantic subplots.

His chief limitation in dealing with this type of tale seemed to be his weakness with dialogue, though if there was the chance to put any movement, atmosphere, or suspense into the scenes his visual ability could overcome the dialogue problems. The performances were usually more than adequate, although occasionally the scripts he received were a bit melodramatic. Most were well-received, and Ex-Lady, The House on 56th Street, and The Woman in Red all turned out to be strong, effective vehicles for stars Bette Davis, Kay Francis, and Barbara Stanwyck, respectively; Loretta Young twice received an Emmy nomination for Best Actress while under his direction, in 1953 and 1954.

There are a number of motifs that appear in Florey’s “women’s” films and in his other pictures containing romantic subplots. Seldom was there much family presence; if there were, as in The Woman in Red, the family members were unsympathetic types. The characters were usually alone, without relations--as in Till We Meet A gain--and with few friends. Strangers were generous, trusting, and humane to one another. The two lovers, finding each other, know at once that what they share is precious and rare. Florey, without doubt a romantic and a man of sentiment in the best sense of the words, believed that love and devotion between two people could exist and endure.

An unusual element in Florey’s movies--particularly considering they came from a Frenchman and a director who worked mostly in the 1930s and 1940s--was the strength of his female characters. If one looks at the films where women play large roles, it becomes clear that in nearly all these pictures women prove to be intelligent, courageous, and seldom submissive to men; there are very few wholly subservient women. No consistently more commanding group of women appeared than those of his spy movies. Gertrude Michael, Isa Miranda, Nancy Coleman, and Marta Toren of Till We Meet Again, Hotel Imperial, Dangerously They Live, and Rogues’ Regiment, respectively (and even, to a lesser extent, Rochelle Hudson in Meet Boston Blackie), were every bit as clever and often more forceful than their male counterparts. Even in his gangster and mystery thrillers, genres where women usually play insignificant or weak parts, his female characters were often the protagonists or almost equally important to them. Examples include Anna May Wong in A Study in Scarlet, Daughter of Shanghai, and Dangerous to Know; Ellen Drew in Women Without Names and The Crooked Way; and Gail Patrick in Dangerous to Know, King of Alcatraz, and Disbarred. For instance, Claire Trevor was actually the central character of King of Gamblers, motivating the attentions and rivalry of Lloyd Nolan and Akim Tamiroff, becoming the catalyst for their confrontation and, ultimately though unintentionally, causing Tamiroff’s death.

Even the female characters of Florey’s “women’s” pictures were strong-minded. In the twenty-year span of The House on 56th Street, Kay Francis has four leading men, while Barbara Stanwyck in The Woman in Red refused to conform to the expectations of her high-society in-laws. There were of course many dependent women in Florey’s oeuvre, such as in the horror movies--although not in the other thrillers. Principal cases of dominated women include Bette Davis in Ex-Lady and Patricia Morison in The Magnificent Fraud, but while their romantic lives were controlled by men, they periodically did show some independence--as in Ex-Lady--and were seldom completely subordinate.

Florey’s experience as a technical director in the 1920s, and his wide-ranging knowledge of the past, would have served him well in historical pictures. His efforts to work in this type--Napoleon, Joan of Arc, Carnival--La Vie Parisienne--shed the greatest light on his own desires as well as the pressures under which he was forced to labor and conform his output.

At first I was astonished and had to marvel at the technical facilities and equipment of the studios; however, they did not compensate for the filmmaker’s ignorance of the life, customs, history, arts and habits of the foreign countries. They didn’t seem to know what I was talking about when I mentioned the names of French musicians, authors, painters and politicians. Once when I remarked that “Ritch’-loo”--as they called Cardinal de Richelieu--would not have slept in an Empire bed, no one understood why.23

This serious interest in the historical field was so well known that it ultimately did him a disservice, preventing him from being assigned to projects in the genre, because the studios were afraid he would be too rigorous in demanding accurate reproductions of the past. At the same time, the reverse was also true--he was not about to be associated with a producer who had no concern for such details, turning down a job with Edward Small because of his reputation for historical distortion and error. The closest Florey came to historical pictures was in co-authoring The Adventures of Don Juan and directing Outpost in Morocco, both period adventure tales. However, a number of his television shows were set in the past and dealt with historical events; perhaps most notable was the Mata Hari story with Merle Oberon, General Electric Theater: I Will Not Die, which he co-scripted as well as directed.

Thus Florey exhibited a versatility with many different genres, and would likely have demonstrated an even greater range had the studios permitted him to do so. However, he was not a director who wished to try his hand at everything; he had his own special interests that remained fairly constant--and too often frustrated. While his thriller work is incontestably the most remarkable, it should not be forgotten that he contributed to many other genres, and that the most prominent trait of his style, the will to experiment, could be found to varying degrees in all the types he tried.

THEMES AND MOTIFS

In view of the times Florey was working in, there was a surprising degree of ambiguity in his stories and characters. He always had mixed feelings about Hollywood and the film industry, feelings which were apparent in his pictures set in movieland. The Magnificent Fraud revealed Florey’s ambivalent attitude toward a different subject, analyzing a coup d’état that manages to salvage democracy and a needed foreign loan in a banana republic. While Florey did not denounce war in Till We Meet Again, he endorsed the action of a couple who fled patriotism and the conflict of World War I. Akim Tamiroff, as a gangster with a multifaceted personality in King of Gamblers and Dangerous to Know, had enough virtues so that his death was an event evoking not only relief but sorrow as well. Peter Lorre in The Face Behind the Mask found himself rejected by society and kept from employment because of his disfigurement; a life of crime was the only way to keep himself alive. Though Lorre found revenge satisfying, Isa Miranda discovered that the same emotion in Hotel Imperial led her to endanger the life of a guiltless and brave officer. In The Beast with Five Fingers, Lorre’s own crimes drove him insane, but the audience had been forced to enter his mind and share his delusions and torment; as well, his adversaries were an avaricious lot.

Much of this complexity was not so apparent in the scripts and came through mostly in the performances and visual style. As a European, Florey always approached movie making with a continental sophistication and depth often lacking in his American counterparts. He was fully aware of a picture’s sub-text and was able to infuse his films with a meaning beyond the surface entertainment, such as in his examination of the French Foreign Legion and colonialism in Rogues’ Regiment. Indeed, perhaps it was this quality which led Chaplin to choose Florey as an appropriate collaborator for Monsieur Verdoux.

In Florey’s universe, people were often not what they appeared to be. This motif manifested itself in several forms. The most extreme of these was the direct masquerade. This was seen most obviously in the four films dealing with facial mutilation (Face Value, The Florentine Dagger, The Preview Murder Mystery, The Face Behind the Mask) and its consequences on individuals, especially how they were treated by others.

There was a similar group of characters, who, though not literally masked in such a blatant way, deliberately sought to deceive others as to their true identity by pretending to be someone or something they were not--leading, in a sense, double lives. Examples of these masqueraders include the mad scientist of Murders in the Rue Morgue as a part of a carnival sideshow, the spies behind enemy lines in Till We Meet Again and Hotel Imperial, Akim Tamiroff going from actor to dictator in his dual role in The Magnificent Fraud, Arab rebel leader Dennis Morgan hiding either behind a bernouse or as a musician in The Desert Song. Others tried to change themselves in the course of the narrative to escape their past. Such characters included the Marx Brothers becoming real estate brokers in The Cocoanuts, Warren William in Outcast re-establishing his medical practice away from those who knew him, Anna May Wong turning chameleon to track down the smugglers in Daughter of Shanghai, Akim Tamiroff attempting to change from a man of crime to one accepted by society in King of Gamblers and Dangerous to Know, and Nazis Stephen McNally and Henry Rowland trying to hide in the French Foreign Legion in Rogues’ Regiment.

While the plot of all these pictures hinged on the use of the masquerade, the same device appeared, though less significantly, in a number of Florey’s other movies. Seldom was the use of a mask to achieve a false identity more than temporarily successful; the attempt to change a former self was always uncovered. This literal use of masks, impersonations, and double identities helped to give the characters an increased degree of ambiguity, complexity, uncertainty, and potential for deception. This concept was particularly useful for Florey in his thrillers, adding the element of unpredictability to the plots to help create tension and surprise.

Florey’s films
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