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    Introduction


    


    On March 31, 1930, the Motion Pictures Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) formally swore to adhere to the newly established Production Code. The MPPDA had been established in December 1921, in the wake of scandals that threatened the motion picture industry’s public standing. The purpose of the MPPDA was to carefully monitor upcoming films to ensure that they were morally acceptable to the public. The MPPDA thus prevented the U.S. government from policing the films. In order to mollify the government, the organization appointed U.S. Postmaster General Will Hays as its head.


    With the conversion of motion pictures from silents to talkies in the late 1920s, the MPPDA fretted about potentially-offensive dialogue. The Production Code intended to strengthen a 1927 edict on “taboo” subjects including nudity, drug abuse, and sexual perversion. But for the next four years, the Code did not rigidly enforce its guidelines, despite protests from the Legion of Decency and other religious groups. Finally on July 1, 1934, the MPPDA caved in and invigorated the Production Code.


    Before that, Hollywood created outrageous films brimming with salaciousness and brutality. Even the cartoons pushed the boundaries of propriety, particularly Max Fleischer’s Betty Boop cartoons. In defying the Code, the film producers were simply catering to American box office patrons. Some filmgoers were straitlaced, particularly in the Bible Belt, but others, especially in the big cities, were not easily shocked. They savored the raciness provided by novels and stage shows; they expected films to provide the same. Since the Great Depression plagued the movie business, the producers were desperate to keep afloat. If violent and sexy films remained profitable, they would continue to make them.


    It was in this relatively-permissible environment that the American horror genre originated. Horror films did not immediately spring up and flood the cinemas. Universal bought the rights to the successful Broadway play Dracula, based on Bram Stoker’s vampire novel. If the film did poorly at the box office, the studio would not have bothered making other horror films. But it not only was a hit, but it made a new star out of Bela Lugosi, the Hungarian actor, in the title role. The studio hoped lightning would strike again with another chiller, Frankenstein. This adaptation of Mary Shelley’s man-made monster saga made more money than Dracula and created another star, English thespian Boris Karloff, who played the monster. The verdict was in — the public enjoyed being frightened.


    In the following years before the Code was enforced, Universal produced more chillers and launched another actor to stardom, Claude Rains. Paramount, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), United Artists, Warner Brothers, and RKO jumped on the horror bandwagon. Even Majestic, a minor, low-budget studio, produced a horror film. Lugosi and Karloff capitalized on their new macabre personas in some of these films. The distinguished English stage actor Lionel Atwill became typecast as a bogeyman, and screen beauty Fay Wray became typecast as a scream queen. Even actors who never were pigeonholed in chillers made vivid impressions in the chillers they did appear in, like Fredric March and Charles Laughton. The films were also important stepping stones for rising stars like Myrna Loy and Carole Lombard. (Although both actresses were unhappy with these assignments.)


    How did filmmakers utilize these films’ grisly potential? Certainly the films’ premises seemed grisly. Not only did they focus on imaginary creatures like resurrected mummies and scientific fabrications like invisible maniacs, they also explored warped behavior like necrophilia and sexual sadism. In truth, some movies did exploit the bloodcurdling concepts to the hilt. In fact, MGM’s Freaks and Paramount’s Murders in the Zoo went too far, tarnishing their box office prospects. Other movies handled the shocks delicately. Universal’s filmmakers tended to restrain the shocks, either out of concern of negative feedback (as was the case of its first horror film Dracula) or to deliver the chills with subtlety (as was the case of The Mummy). Not surprisingly, the tamer shockers provoked less controversy than the wilder ones.


    The filmmakers didn’t only take advantage of the lax Production Code to indulge in sex and violence. They also provided sharp social commentaries. For instance, Murders in the Rue Morgue and The Old Dark House took satirical stabs at religion. The Most Dangerous Game, unlike its literary source, denounced the sport of hunting. The films touched on unpleasant realities like drug addiction and police brutality. Many of them alluded to the Great Depression. In King Kong, Ann Darrow (Fay Wray) accepts an offer to participate in a risky film project on an uncharted island because she is penniless and starving. Jack Griffin (Claude Rains) creates a formula that makes him The Invisible Man, hoping his scientific innovation will be his escape route out of poverty. Not all of the social commentaries were enlightening and constructive. The Mask of Fu Manchu explicitly pandered to White Americans’ anti-Oriental prejudices. It didn’t so much indoctrinate this bigotry as it reflected it. This was an undeniable if reprehensible aspect of Depression-era society.


    While the filmmakers supplied their horrors with jolts and insight, they tried to provide them with likable and relatable characters. Comic relief figures often appeared in them to provide box office patrons a respite. Occasionally the hero or heroine who challenged the fiend was humorous, like Lee Tracy as a wisecracking reporter in Doctor X and Glenda Farrell in a distaff version of the role in Mystery of the Wax Museum. Even the funny characters were given outrageous material in these pre-Code horrors, consisting of suggestive jokes. These films also had sweet romantic duos who would live happily ever after the villain was vanquished. In such films as Dracula, White Zombie, and The Mummy, the villain would threaten to take the heroine away from her lover.


    Occasionally when the scenarists adapted literary properties to the screen, they even softened the monsters. Robert Louis Stevenson’s egoistic Dr. Jekyll became an idealistic if misguided scientist in Rouben Mamoulian’s film version. H.G. Wells’ invisible chemist Griffin, who was unfeeling and unscrupulous even before he dematerialized, became a kind person whose invisibility formula made him criminally insane in James Whale’s film version. They were also given romantic interests who recognized their fundamental goodness and grieved for them when they went astray.


    The pre-Code horrors released between 1931 and 1934 were a varied lot, not only in aesthetic quality, but in audience reactions. Some films like King Kong and The Invisible Man were big hits, while others like Freaks and The Island of Lost Souls lost money. This book devotes each chapter to one of them, from Dracula (1931) to The Black Cat (1934). The author intends to examine each film in the context of the period it was made. Issues with censors during production and after release will be discussed. Contemporary critical and audience reactions will also be cited. The author will also explain how each film reflects the times when they were made. This work makes no pretense in being the definite authority on pre-Code horror film history, but it tries to inform the readers how the laxly-enforced Production Code shaped these chillers, most which are considered classics today. The author also hopes to entertain the readers with anecdotes and critiques, perhaps encouraging them to see them for the first time or to see them again.


    King Kong’s sequel, Son of Kong, released the same year as the original, has been excluded from this book. Although the follow-up has horrific elements, it is not a full-fledged horror film. The titular creature isn’t supposed to be frightening, just comical and lovable. Regrettably, one full-fledged pre-Code horror is unavailable for reappraisal. The original English-language version of RKO’s The Monkey’s Paw (1933), based on W.W. Jacobs’s macabre tale, is still missing. A French-dubbed version is supposed to exist, but even if it was accessible to the public, the author could not fully evaluate the film’s merits on the basis of this print. Hollywood’s pre-Code horrors should not only be judged by their visual qualities but by their dialogue as well. As previously noted, these films provided naughty innuendo. The actors would also deliver their lines suggestively, particularly Lionel Atwill. His salacious thesping cannot be fully appreciated in any “foreign” language version dubbed by any other actor. The Old Dark House and Mystery of the Wax Museum were once considered lost, but now original prints are available to the public. Hopefully, an original print of The Monkey’s Paw will be unearthed in the future. Considering the fact that 1930s films were composed of the highly flammable nitrate, we should be grateful that all of Hollywood’s other pre-Code horrors remain intact.

  


  
    Dracula (1931)


    


    Released February 12, 1931; A Universal Picture; Director: Tod Browning; Producer: Carl Laemmle, Jr.; Associate Producer: E.M. Asher; Screenplay: Garrett Fort, based on Bram Stoker’s novel and Hamilton Deane and John L. Balderston’s play; Scenario Supervisor: Charles A. Logue; Director of Photography: Karl Freund; Art Director: Charles B. Hall; Editor: Milton Carruth; Supervising Editor: Maurice Pivar; Photographic Effects: Frank J. Booth; Music Conductor: Heinz Roemheld; Makeup: Jack P. Pierce; 75 minutes.


    


    Cast: Bela Lugosi (Dracula), Helen Chandler (Mina Seward), David Manners (Jonathan Harker), Dwight Frye (Renfield), Edward Van Sloan (Professor Van Helsing), Herbert Bunston (Dr. Seward), Frances Dade (Lucy Weston), Joan Standing (The Maid), Charles Gerrard (Martin), Moon Carroll (Briggs), Josephine Velez (Grace), Michael Visaroff (Innkeeper), Carla Laemmle, Nicholas Bela, Donald Murphy (Coach Passengers), Tod Browning (Harbor Master).


    


    SYNOPSIS: British businessman Renfield leaves England for Transylvania to arrange a lease of the Carfax Abbey in England for the nobleman Count Dracula. But the Count, a centuries-old vampire, attacks Renfield and makes him a slave who sustains himself on the blood of small animals. With Renfield in tow, Dracula sails for England, where nobody knows he’s a vampire. Once the Count is there, he immediately starts attacking London’s inhabitants. Meanwhile, British authorities find the obviously-insane Renfield and commit him to a sanitarium run by one Dr. Seward. Dracula is attracted to Seward’s daughter, Mina, and starts drinking her blood to turn her into a vampire. The Dutch vampire expert Professor Van Helsing arrives in England to foil the Count’s scheme. After a battle of wits between Van Helsing and Dracula, the professor destroys the vampire by putting a stake in his heart. Mina is freed from the Count’s spell and is reunited with her fiancé, Jonathan Harker.


    


    When the British studio Hammer released its splashy version of Bram Stoker’s novel in 1958, the film’s blunt goriness and sensuality made Universal’s 1931 version seem tame. Today, the average filmgoer, accustomed to far bloodier and raunchier horrors, wouldn’t find the 1931 version the least bit shocking. Of all the pre-Code chillers examined in this book, this film is the mildest. How could this relatively-innocuous work initiate the horror genre in Hollywood?


    To understand Dracula’s huge impact on American filmgoers when it was first released, one should look at the movie industry in the early 1930s. Throughout the silent and early talkie eras, very few films were true horrors. There were spooky elements in a lot of mysteries, but these alleged ghosts and demons were explained away as the crafty ruses of mere mortals. Some grotesque creatures, particularly those played by Lon Chaney, the Man of a Thousand Faces, capered across the screen. But few of them were supernatural creatures or human-made monstrosities; they were ordinary people who looked extraordinarily ugly, like Quasimodo in The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923), or else they masqueraded as otherworldly creatures, like the detective hero disguised as a vampire in London After Midnight (1927). There were several adaptations of Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. But as frightening as Mr. Hyde could be, particularly as portrayed by John Barrymore in Paramount’s 1920 version, he was just the outward manifestation of Dr. Jekyll’s dark side, not an otherworldly or artificial being.


    Universal may have never brought Dracula to the screen had it not been a Broadway hit in the 1920s. Carl Laemmle, Sr., the venerable head of Universal, initially objected to purchasing the rights to the vampire story. He recoiled at the idea of producing a film about a supernatural, bloodsucking fiend. But another studio, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, which had profited from a glut of Lon Chaney shockers directed by Tod Browning, considered acquiring the property for their star. Repulsed as Laemmle was with Dracula’s theme, he saw its box office potential. He didn’t want any rival studio to profit from the vampire story. With the enthusiastic support of his son Carl, Jr., Universal’s General Manager, he secured a deal with Stoker’s widow and the play’s authors. Tod Browning was hired as director. Chaney, having starred in the studio’s The Hunchback of Notre Dame and The Phantom of the Opera, was expected to play the title role.


    On August 26, 1930, the Man of a Thousand Faces died of bronchial cancer. After Universal considered a few actors for the starring role, they finally settled on Bela Lugosi, who had played the part on Broadway and on a cross-country tour. The studio fretted over whether or not the Production Code would approve of a story of an honest-to-goodness monster. Universal was determined to placate the censors, assuring them that Dracula was a “tale of horror and mystery, with love theme for relief.” After examining copies of the book and play, the Production Code head Jason S. Joy gave the studio his approval. The Code did not forbid films about genuine supernatural creatures like vampires. There was no controversy about them because Hollywood hadn’t yet made any such films.


    Although the Production Code gave Universal the green light, the studio tinkered with the play’s spicy elements. On stage, Dracula passionately kissed his potential female victim on the lips; in the film, he daintily kisses her hand. The studio felt that unsophisticated cinemagoers would find a bloodsucking vampire sufficiently overwhelming; an overtly amorous one would be too much. Carl, Jr. objected to the screenplay’s depiction of Dracula’s attack on Renfield: “Dracula should go only for women and not men.” This segment was filmed anyway.


    When Dracula was released, Universal’s publicity department would exploit the vampire’s sex appeal. Its sales line was “The Strangest Passion the World Has Ever Known.” Advertisements across the country played up the vampire’s allure for women. A poster at the Strand Theatre in Louisville depicted Bela Lugosi hovering over Frances Dade (playing Lucy, a lovely victim) with the proclamation “Beware of the Kiss of Dracula — the Caress that Burns like a Flame of Fire!” Another Dracula ad at the Capitol Theatre in Atlanta, Georgia, was a cartoon of a voluptuous woman staring up at Lugosi’s image above the title, “as if worshipping the God of Sex,” as horror scholar Gregory William Mank has written.


    Lugosi had already titillated female spectators as the Count on stage. In an interview with Motion Picture Magazine, published in January 1931, a month before the film’s release, Bela explained:


    “When I was playing Dracula on the stage, my audiences were women. Women. There were men, too. Escorts the women had brought with them. For reasons only their dark subconscious knew. In order to establish a subtle sex intimacy. Contact. In order to cling to and feel the sensuous thrill of protection. Men did not come of their own volition. Women did. Came — and knew an ecstasy dragged from the depths of unspeakable things. Came — and then came back again. And again.


    “Women wrote me letters. Ah, what letters women wrote me. Young girls. Women from seventeen to thirty. Letters of a horrible hunger. Asking me if I cared only for a maiden’s blood. Asking me if I had done the play because I was in reality that sort of Thing. And through these letters, couched in terms of shuddering, transparent fear, there ran the hideous note of — hope. They hoped that I was Dracula. They hoped that my love was the love of — Dracula.”


    An adolescent girl in Johnstown, Pennsylvania named Hope Lininger was particularly infatuated with Lugosi’s image on screen. For years, she wrote fan letters to Lugosi. It is said that she came to Hollywood in the 1940s to be near her idol. A decade later, she married Bela and remained his wife until his death on August 16, 1956.


    Lugosi’s suave Count, with his slicked-back black hair and his clean-shaven Byronic looks, was quite a contrast to the vampire in Bram Stoker’s novel, an elderly white-haired man with a bushy mustache and hairy hands. Stoker’s Dracula does become younger when he drinks his victims’ blood, but he never becomes handsome. Had both the Broadway play and the Universal film depicted the Count as he is in the book, neither would have been a box office hit. Lugosi’s image of Dracula did more than ensure their success; it has superseded Stoker’s image in the popular imagination.


    Most of the film lacks the ads’ salaciousness. An exception is Dracula’s attack on Renfield. Lugosi’s ravenous expression as he approaches Renfield (Dwight Frye) enhances the scene’s suggestiveness. Director Tod Browning, with the assistance of cinematographer Karl Freund, imbues the film with an appropriate macabre aura, particularly in the opening scenes in Transylvania. But as countless horror scholars and fans have noted, most of the movie’s shocks — the bloodsucker killing the crew of the ship he takes to London, Mina’s vampirized friend Lucy preying on children, Dracula offering Renfield a horde of rats if he will do the vampire’s bidding — are described, rather than depicted. Browning and Freund effectively utilize Dracula’s cinematic potential in the Transylvania setting, but once the Count leaves home, the film, with a few exceptions, reverts to a filmed play. Van Helsing’s staking of Dracula occurs off-screen with only the Count’s cries to indicate his destruction. (These cries were removed from the soundtrack when Dracula was reissued in 1938, but they are now restored in present prints and on commercial home video.)


    Even a suggestive scene, where Mina, under Dracula’s spell, tries to vampirize her unwitting fiancé Jonathan Harker (David Manners) before Van Helsing (Edward Van Sloan) intervenes, is handled tamely. Helen Chandler as Mina is attractively but demurely dressed. Although she stares longingly at Harker, Chandler makes no seductive gestures, nor does she have such lines. In another scene, Renfield leers at Seward’s maid (Joan Standing), causing her to faint. The lunatic menacingly approaches her. Suddenly, the scene ends. The maid reappears in the film, apparently unscathed. The abruptly-truncated earlier scene was intended to tease the filmgoers. It was supposed to end with the lunatic snatching a fly from her clothing. But this payoff was cut before Dracula was released.


    The play Dracula enticed theatergoers with the slogan “The Ultimate in Horror.” But film audiences were less sophisticated and worldly than stage audiences. When Universal first released Dracula, promoters tried to assure the public that it wasn’t offensive. One advertisement proclaimed, “Dracula will haunt you…he will thrill…and yet amuse.” This tagline’s message was obvious — Dracula may have been a scary film, but it was harmless entertainment. To further assuage box office patrons’ misgivings, the publicists kidded the film’s spookiness. New Yorkers could see placards at the Roxy Theatre with goofy statements like “I’ll be on your neck” and “Good to the last gasp!” Comical promotional stunts were also employed. For instance, paperhangers in formal dress and Dracula masks installed a Dracula twenty-sheet billboard on Hollywood Boulevard.


    Determined to entice people to see the film, the publicity department tried not to overemphasize its macabre premise. The editors of Fox West Coast Theatre’s newsletter advised promoters, “It would not be very good policy to use coffins…in other words…don’t go too far in gruesome exploitation…keep it weird…but don’t suggest dead bodies.” The same newsletter warned them, “This is hardly classed as a child’s picture. We would not attempt any contest among school children…it is a bit too nightmarish.” Dracula’s advertisements would only target mature box office patrons.


    Universal was more worried about American filmgoers than it was about filmgoers in other countries. Censorship restrictions were looser outside the United States. A Spanish language version for the “foreign” market, in the period before dubbing techniques were perfected, was filmed at the same time as the English language version. The Spanish language crew, under the direction of George Melford, exploits Dracula’s cinematic potential more fully than Tod Browning’s English language crew. For instance, Browning’s version doesn’t depict Dracula terrorizing the crew on his trip to London. But Melford’s version crosscuts between the vampire’s menacing emergence from his coffin and the crewmen’s terrified reactions. Granted, the horror in this segment is restrained, but it is actually shown, not told.


    Melford’s department is also more daring in handling Dracula’s sensual elements. The heroine’s attempt to seduce her fiancé is far more brazen in the Spanish language version than in the English language version. Her attire is more revealing and her physical actions are more demonstrative. Lupita Tovar’s lustful behavior in the scene makes Helen Chandler’s actions chaste by comparison.


    If Tod Browning was worried that his English language production would offend patrons, it was uncharacteristic. His previous collaborations with Lon Chaney at MGM had macabre themes. For instance, in The Unknown (1927), Chaney plays a circus performer who has his arms amputated because the woman he adores cannot stand being embraced. In West of Zanzibar (1928), Chaney forces a young girl to become a prostitute because he believes she is the daughter of the fiend who tried to kill him. Browning eagerly exploited these films’ creepy themes, and audiences relished them. A year after Dracula came out, the director would pull out all the stops in delivering the grisliness in MGM’s Freaks, and it was too much for filmgoers, resulting in a box office fiasco. (More about Freaks later.)


    Browning’s tepid handling of Dracula’s scenario may not have only been due to the studio’s wariness. According to David Manners, who played Jonathan Harker, Karl Freund did most of the actual directing, while Tod just hung around “back in the shadows.” Carla Laemmle, the senior Laemmle’s niece, who appeared in the opening scene in a coach in Transylvania, recalled that Browning was absent from this shooting. George Melford knew no Spanish and needed an interpreter to handle his Dracula production, but he benefited from the enthusiastic and skillful guidance of producer Paul Kohner.


    Browning does not deserve all the blame for the English language version’s missed opportunities. After three weeks of shooting, Universal ordered the director to hurry up and finish. The studio was having financial difficulties due to the Depression. Lugosi later recalled that the studio was “hell-bent on saving money — they even cut rubber erasers in half — everything that Tod Browning wanted to do was queried. Couldn’t it be done cheaper? Wouldn’t it be just as effective if…? That sort of thing. It was most dispiriting.” This also explains why after the first few reels, Dracula becomes for the most part a static talkfest.


    When Universal viewed the completed rough cut, the studio insisted it should be tightened and re-edited. Laemmle, Jr. believed that Browning had made too many master shots and not enough cutaways. But in the process of trimming the film for release, Universal marred its continuity. Renfield’s menacing of the maid is abruptly curtailed. There’s also a jump cut in the Transylvanian castle sequence where Dracula’s wives threaten Renfield before the Count stops them. Browning was bitter at Universal for inadvertently hampering his film and for not allowing him to help edit it; he still complained about this when he saw Dracula on television in the late 1950s.


    Despite these liabilities, Dracula was an enormous box office success. Press accounts reported that over fifty thousand people paid to see the film at New York City’s Roxy Theater during its first two days of screenings. Even the film critics liked the film. They may have liked it because it pulled its punches on scares. Tom Weaver, Michael Brunas and John Brunas observe in their book Universal Horrors that “…most critical comments suggest that even a slightly stronger presentation would have proved completely unacceptable to the genteel audiences of the time.” Variety’s review opined, “Such a treatment called for the utmost delicacy of handling because the thing is so completely ultra-sensational on its serious side, and the faintest excess of telling would make it grotesque.” One critic found Dracula a little too strong for his liking. Philip K. Scheuer wrote in the Los Angeles Times, “Where the cinema transcription falls short, it seems to me, is in its insistence of being too real, overly explicit…[It]s manner of storytelling is that of the stage, with imagination largely sacrificed to theatricality.”


    Although a flood of filmgoers paid to see Dracula, not everybody enjoyed it. Some patrons fainted, and this troubled Jason S. Joy: “Is this the beginning of a cycle which ought to be retarded or killed?” A lot of people complained about the film to the MPPDA, which was responsible for the Production Code. One viewer called the film “the most horrible thing. The author must have had a distorted mind and I cannot understand why it was produced. I cannot speak too strongly against this picture for children.” Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) Report Chairman Marjorie Ross Davis informed the MPPDA she only saw the first fifteen minutes of Dracula but “felt I could stand no more…It should be withdrawn from public showing, as children, [the] weak-minded and all classes attend motion pictures indiscriminately.”


    One particular comment foreshadowed the massive and powerful crusades to clean up films that not only resulted in the strengthening of the Code but the temporary ban of horror films as well: “This picture should be protested by every previewing organization. Its insane horrible details shown to millions of impressionable children, to adults already bowed down by human misery, will do an infinite amount of harm.” Universal’s qualms about American filmgoers’ sensitivities were justified to a certain degree. But the condemnations couldn’t jeopardize Dracula’s popularity. The studio knew that Americans enjoyed being frightened. Carl Laemmle, Sr. himself put aside his initial misgivings to boast of Dracula’s success: “The People are simply eating it up…I knew it was good but I didn’t know it was that good, even after I had seen it in the projection room.” So Universal immediately planned another chiller. The studio hoped to capitalize on Bela Lugosi’s new stardom. Instead, it would establish a brand new star.
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